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Introduction

The novel coronavirus (COVID-19) that was detected in late 2019 has spread across the globe
and was labelled a pandemic by the World Health Organization on March 11, 2020 (WHO, 2020).
The virus can cause respiratory infection of varying intensities that can lead to severe illness and
death. Its rapid spread has led to stay-at-home orders, lockdowns, and shutdowns across the
world (Lancet, 2020; Lau et al., 2020; Lavezzo et al, 2020; Thornton, 2020). This has caused
widespread fear and changed everyday life for the masses, in an unprecedented manner. Despite
its usefulness in curtailing the spread of the virus, shuttering of businesses, schools, public
events, and activities have a tremendous impact on psychological health (Holmes et al., 2020;
Pfefferbaum, B & North, 2020) and socio-economic health (Nicola et al., 2020).

The purpose of this timely special issue is two-fold. Our first goal is to narrow focus on the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on psychological wellbeing. Going beyond discussions of the
physical implications of the disease itself, we consider the psychological implications of the social
and institutional measures used to control the pandemic. Importantly, departing from extant
discussions of how the COVID-19 pandemic is leading to psychological distress and dysfunction,
which carries the implicit goal of being free of distress and dysfunction, this special issue is
interested in moving forward to how we can actively generate psychological and social
wellbeing during and post COVID-19.

Past research on wellbeing has leaned heavily toward individual actions and behaviors to
generate wellbeing, given the underlying assumption that individuals have the autonomy to
choose activities, engage in experiences, and take measures to enhance their own wellbeing
(Hendriks et al., 2019; Lyubomirsky, 2008). In the context of COVID-19, however, top-down
institutional actions such as mandating social distancing, requiring online learning in schools,
colleges and universities, mandating remote work for some occupations, in others, requiring
essential workers to risk their health to retain their jobs, restricts individual autonomy to engage
in some actions that enhance wellbeing. Further, restrictions on autonomy itself may hurt
wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Yu, Levesque-Bristol, & Maeda, 2018). Therefore, current
conditions make it important that institutions focus not only on the control of disease, but also
prioritize wellbeing. This special issue carries implications for how institutions can generate
wellbeing in the face of COVID-19 and in a post-COVID-19 world.

Our second goal for the special issue is to focus on inequities. Numerous studies across a
variety of contexts, age groups, and cultures show that inequity/inequality is linked to lower
wellbeing (Azzopardi et al., 2019; Gjerdingen, McGovern, Bekker, Lundberg, & Willemsen, 2000;
Savage, McConnell, Emerson, & Llewellyn, 2014; Schneider, 2016; Slopen, Lewis, & Williams,
2016). Across the world, the COVID-19 disease itself has had a disproportionate impact on
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minority and low-income populations (Khalatbari-Soltani, S, Cumming, Delpierre, & Kelly-
Irving, 2020). For example, within the United States hospitalization and mortality rates have been
disproportionately high for Black and Latino populations (van Dorn et. al, 2020). Perhaps, more
importantly the use of social distancing as the key intervention in its various forms such as
quarantine, lockdown and physical distancing has had a devastating impact on those
populations who were already subject to social and economic marginalization. Individuals from
low-income backgrounds who are more likely to work in informal employment (e.g. domestic
work, farm labor), and belong to racial and ethnic minority groups, do not have the financial
buffer to endure extended social distancing protocols such as lockdowns (Hutchins et.al 2009).
Migrant workers across the world are especially vulnerable due to their marginal socioeconomic
status, living in crowded or substandard environments and being restricted in their ability to
access health and welfare services (Ratha et.al, 2020). The lockdown measures have a large
impact on service oriented industries, which tend to have high female employment (Osland,
Roysamb, & Nortvedt, 2020), disproportionately affecting women. Further, due to gender role
stereotypes, women undertake disproportionate amounts of unpaid caregiving responsibilities,
the burdens of which are exacerbated due to lack of support systems (e.g., extended family)
during the pandemic (Collins, Landivar, Rupoanner, & Scarborough, 2020). An unintended
consequence of quarantine is an escalation in domestic violence worldwide (Mazza, Marano, Lai,
Janiri, & Sani, 2020; Usher, Bhullar, Durkin, Gyamfi, & Jackson, 2020). This special issue considers
the impact of the pandemic on the wellbeing of marginalized groups and with particular
attention to how wellbeing can be intentionally generated for those most affected.

Contexts that impact wellbeing

Work and employment is a key arena in which existing inequities have been exacerbated by
the pandemic leading to disproportionate impacts on wellbeing. In certain professions,
employees such as managers and teachers have been able to work from home through use of
remote-work technology. However, marginalized groups (e.g., low income) are
disproportionately burdened by unfavorable conditions at home (e.g., cramped living spaces,
poor internet access) that impact wellbeing while attempting to work from home. In other jobs
(e.g., entertainment, retail) that cannot be performed from home, shuttering of businesses has led
to employees being forced to stay out of work and lose income. Finally, several groups of workers
such as custodial staff, factory workers, farm workers, grocery store employees and gig workers
(e.g, rideshare drivers, delivery couriers) have been deemed “essential” (Baker, Peckham &
Seixas, 2020; Pisano, Zanini, & Sadun, 2020; Leung, 2020) and therefore, required to be physically
present at work. Such institutional action forces individuals to put their physical health and
psychological wellbeing (e.g., fear of contracting COVID-19) at risk to ensure economic security
and provide necessary services to others (The Lancet, 2020). Health care professionals find
themselves as frontline workers against COVID-19, risking not only higher rates of infection but
also significant psychological stressors (Ehlrich, McKenney & Elkbuli, 2020; Que, Shi, Deng et.al,
2020). As institutions have become agents that deepen the vulnerability of workers, they must
also go beyond traditional measures to actively promote wellbeing.

The pandemic has also resulted in significant disruptions to the education sector. Given the
large youth population and high degree of social contact, educational institutions are particularly
susceptible to rapid spread of infection (Van, D et.al 2010). Academic institutions have to utilize
wellbeing interventions that balance the competing goals of minimizing infection rates while
actively promoting educational and socio-emotional growth, particularly among vulnerable
students such as first generation students, low-income students, students with disability and
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female students who are likely to experience the disproportionate impact of COVID-19
(McCarthy, 2020; Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020; Zhang et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2020).

Contributions of this Special Issue

The papers in this special issue use systematic reviews and empirical research to discuss how
wellbeing can be generated in the face of COVID-19, particularly among vulnerable populations.
Wang and colleagues provide a systematic overview of international research on how pandemics
impact low-wage migrant laborers, who are especially vulnerable due to their marginal socio-
legal status in host countries. Their findings foreground the importance of long-term
interventions that bring the rights of migrants into public consciousness and address their
physical, social and psychological wellbeing both during and after the pandemic. Matteo and
colleagues, in their study on Italian healthcare professionals, demonstrate that increased trust
and greater gratitude from the overall population and a feeling of accomplishment and meaning
among healthcare professionals can boost their job satisfaction during a pandemic and reduce
prior disparities in wellbeing. Bono and colleagues examine the role of grit and gratitude in
enhancing wellbeing among students from diverse backgrounds in the United States. Their
research offers potential for universities and colleges to create wellbeing interventions that can
be adapted for online delivery and reach student populations who are at the highest risk of
academic failure. In their paper on promoting workers” wellbeing, Pacheco and colleagues note
that current research is lacking discussion of resilience levers that workplace interventions
should target during a pandemic. Their study emphasizes the importance of fostering job
security in combination with resilience promoting interventions, suggesting that individual level
wellbeing interventions work best when institutional structures for wellbeing are in place.
Finally, Fortier’s paper considers structural injustices that have disproportionately impacted
women during the pandemic and outlines the obligations of the state in creating and prioritizing
policies that promote the wellbeing of women, particularly single mothers.

Path forward

This special issue brings together insights from around the world on how wellbeing can be
generated, particularly for the most vulnerable populations, in the face of a pandemic. Past
wellbeing research has documented how the focus on non-WEIRD populations (Hendriks et al.,
2019) and marginalized groups (Rao & Donaldson, 2015) have been on the fringes in the field.
This special issue serves to center focus on these groups during these tumultuous times.
However, there is still much work to be done. Research on generating wellbeing among
marginalized groups across the world - from low caste groups in India, indigenous groups in
Australia, child soldiers in Congo, refugees in Sweden, ethnic minorities in the U.S., to
construction workers in the United Arab Emirates - continues to remain scant. As we move
forward, we urge researchers to sharpen focus on how wellbeing can be generated among
vulnerable communities, not only during times of global crisis but also when we “return to a new
normal.”
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