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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic started in the winter of 2020 and has led to extensive 
measures taken by governments to curtail its spread, including vaccination pro-
grams, working from home, the closing of retail establishments, restaurants, and 
schools and curfews (Hale et  al., 2021). Although many people were supportive 
of these measures in the early days of the pandemic, gradually there came a grow-
ing call to loosen COVID-19 restrictions and a decrease in adherence to ‘high’-cost 
measures such as curfews (Moradian et al., 2021; Petherick et al., 2021), arguing that 
the cure is worse than the disease. In addition to economic loss and erosion of free-
dom rights, stringent protective measures would also have resulted in a loss of joy 
in life (Frijters, 2021), although some groups were more heavily affected than others 
(Shek, 2021). Particularly, reports about increase in fear, loneliness and depression 
in society in times of COVID-19 has been part and parcel of academic and media 
reports in the past two years (Brooks et al., 2020; Wijngaards et al., 2020).

If the loss of joy in life must be weighed against the prevention of excess mortal-
ity and health damage through the implementation of stringent protective measures, 
it is important to understand how large that loss of joy in life approximately is. When 
looking at loss of joy in life, we should not only look at specific emotions such as 
anxiety and loneliness, but also how well people are able cope with these negative 
emotions. For example, moderate fear of contamination is not a pleasant experience, 
but there are more things in life that are not pleasant but that do necessarily decrease 
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your subjective well-being, also known as life satisfaction or happiness (Veenhoven, 
2000).

Although stringency measures have been associated with lower subjective 
well-being (Brodeur et al., 2021; Clark & Lepinteur, 2022; Greyling et al., 2021a; 
Grimes, 2022; Veenhoven et  al., 2021) and mental health (Aknin et  al., 2022; 
Schmidtke et al., 2021; Sibley et al., 2020), some studies have also found more neu-
tral effects (e.g., Prati & Mancini, 2021; Wijngaards et al., 2020). In this regard, it 
should be kept in mind that some stringency measures taken during the COVID-
19 pandemic can also positively affect our lives, such as improved air quality (e.g., 
Wang et al., 2021), less commuting time (e.g., Kroesen, 2022) and work flexibility 
and more time for family life (e.g., Cornell et al., 2022), while attitudes and reac-
tions to stringency measures may also change over time (Moradian et al., 2021; Sar-
racino et al., 2021).

All in all, it is difficult to examine all measures in isolation and their relative 
importance will typically vary across people and social contexts. First, people 
have been affected to different extents by stringency measures. For example, Clark 
and Lepinteur (2022) found for several European countries that stringency measures 
had a stronger negative impact on the subjective well-being of women, those with 
weak ties to the labor market, and richer people. Wijngaards et al. (2020) found that 
the mental health of introverts was positively affected by stringency measures, while 
the mental health of extraverts was not affected. Second, the effect of (specific) strin-
gency measures may also vary across countries. For example, stay-at-home orders 
have been associated with lower subjective well-being and/or mental health in the 
United Kingdom (Tan et al., 2021) and the United States (Marroquín et al., 2020; 
Tull et al., 2020). At the same time, Greyling et al. (2021b) found that while stay-at-
home orders were positively associated with subjective well-being in South Africa, 
it was the ban on alcohol sale together with more social media use and fear of unem-
ployment eventually resulted in a net loss of happiness.

The pandemic made once more evident that, in order for academia to provide use-
ful advice to policy and practice aimed at people to live happier lives, it is not only 
of pivotal importance to produce more robust evidence, but also to address the ques-
tion ‘what works for whom under which circumstances’ and take in that the effects 
of COVID-19 and subsequent stringency measures can vary across time and space. 
At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic also made clear that the subjective well-
being and mental health of some parts of the population has been more at risk than 
that of other parts and that health is only one of the life domains that is affected.

In This Special Issue

The papers in this special issue were presented at the virtual ISQOLS 2020 confer-
ence and all deal with subjective well-being in the early days of the pandemic. The 
first paper by Sarracino and O’Connor (2022), which was presented as the keynote 
speech of the conference, highlights that the COVID-19 crisis demonstrates that 
the use of economic growth as measure of quality of life or well-being is limited 
and that we need to better protect public goods in contemporary society and avoid 



1 3

Editorial: Special Issue on Subjective Well‑being and Mental…

a ‘tragedy of the commons’. The authors propose a neo-humanistic approach, which 
prioritizes the well-being of people over the well-being of markets. In this light, the 
authors argue that economic growth has proven to be insufficient by itself to foster 
subjective well-being for current and future generations. In this regard, there is a 
need to identify under which circumstances economic growth also increases subjec-
tive well-being. Sarracino and O’Connor (2022) argue that promoting cooperation 
and social relations would be a good starting point to improve experienced quality of 
life and sustainability.

The remaining of the papers revolve around two themes: (1) Heterogeneous 
responses to COVID-19 pandemic and stringency measures and (2) Effects of the 
pandemic on specific (vulnerable) populations. All studies were conducted in the 
early days of the pandemic, ranging from March 2020 to November 2020. Please 
note that since most studies had the aim to capture the subjective well-being and 
mental health effects of an emerging crisis, many studies make use of convenience 
samples and look at short term effects of the pandemic.

Heterogeneous Responses to COVID‑19 Pandemic and Stringency Measures

During turbulent times it is important for societies to gauge how the population 
is doing and which groups are vulnerable. At present, several longitudinal studies 
have examined how subjective well-being has developed during the pandemic (e.g., 
Li et al., 2020; Bittmann, 2022), making use of survey data, which has been con-
ventional in event studies related to natural disasters (e.g., Rehdanz et  al., 2015), 
wars (e.g., Coupe & Obrizan,  2016) and economic crises (e.g., Arampatzi et  al., 
2020). However, a problem with most survey data is often that individuals have 
often not been surveyed before the event and surveys are conducted at a low fre-
quency and it takes time to process them. The article by Morrison et al. (2022) that 
was already published in a previous issue of Applied Research in Quality of Life, 
introduces a new measurement of subjective well-being using Twitter data (see also 
Greyling et al., 2021a, b), which they label ‘Gross National Happiness’. This real-
time measure can be perceived as a thermometer to gauge the country’s reaction to 
the pandemic. For New Zealand, the authors show that the worldwide outbreak of 
COVID-19 went hand-in-hand with a decrease in the emotion ‘joy’ and an increase 
in negative emotions such as ‘fear’ and ‘sadness’. In the period in which the (initial) 
danger was curtailed and the virus was under control, negative emotions decreased, 
and positive emotions increased. Hence, the authors show that the effect of the pan-
demic on subjective well-being is time-dependent.

On a similar note, Tubadji et al. (2022) compare anxiety in relation to stringency 
measures taken in the United Kingdom, Italy, and Sweden (used as control group 
because of no lockdown) in the early days of the pandemic using Google data. The 
authors find that the early lockdown in Italy increased anxiety in both Italy and 
the United Kingdom, while the introduction of the lockdown in the United King-
dom decreased anxiety in both countries. The authors explain these findings by 
high uncertainty to with regard to the ‘right’ policy response when Italy went in 
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lockdown and a consensus that lockdown was the right strategy when the United 
Kingdom went in lockdown.

Other papers in the special issue show that the effects of COVID-19 and related 
stringency measures was heterogenous and some groups suffered more than other 
groups. Focusing mostly on Spanish workers, Escudero-Castillo et al. (2022) study 
the relationship between psychological well-being and labor market transitions that 
were brought about by the lockdowns. Thea authors find that unemployment due to 
the government measures that were taken had a larger negative impact on psycho-
logical well-being compared to furloughs and teleworking. At the same time, the 
authors find interesting gender differences in that women experience a larger decline 
in psychological wellbeing than men, which can in part be attributed to a combina-
tion of work disruption and increased family obligations. However, Escudero-Cas-
tillo, Mato- Díaz, and Rodríguez-Alvarez also conclude that women in areas with 
more stringent measures are less affected than women in areas with less stringent 
measures, suggesting ‘that women are willing to sacrifice freedom of movement as 
long as restrictions protect their at-risk relatives’.

Using survey data for cities in Pakistan from before and during the early days of 
the pandemic, Shams and Kadow (2022) find that satisfaction with socio-economic 
status has declined. However, not all groups in society were equally affected and sat-
isfaction with socio-economic particularly decreased for the unemployed, married 
couples, males, older people and richer people. The finding that satisfaction with 
socio-economic status declined more for richer people is explained by the authors by 
an increased fear for falling into poverty due to lockdowns and inflation.

Kelley et al. (2022) examine the effect of social distance on subjective well-being 
and find a positive relationship between social distancing approval and subjective 
well-being. The more people agree with the measures taken by the government, the 
higher the subjective well-being. Likewise, there is a strong, heterogeneous relation-
ship between the emotional cost of and subjective well-being, where emotional costs 
reduce subjective well-being, but not the other way around.

Mohan et al. (2022) look at the associations between psychological capital, per-
ceived stress, coping and subjective well-being. Conducting surveys in India and 
Thailand and using structural equation modelling, the authors find that psychologi-
cal capital and perceived stress and associated with subjective well-being and that 
especially younger people reported a more negative effect of the stringency meas-
ures taken to mitigate the COVID-19 spread. Follow-up interviews highlighted that 
psychological capital could be developed to support vulnerable populations, such as 
younger people.

Effects of the Pandemic on Vulnerable Populations

The second theme focuses on vulnerability of the mental health and quality of 
life of specific populations at both the regional and individual level. Sánchez 
and Jiménez-Fernández (2022) look at European NUTS-2 regions and estimate a 
socio-economic vulnerability index for each of regions linked to the objectives of 
the 2021–2027 Cohesion Policy. The higher the index, the greater the difficulty in 
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achieving these objectives compared to the rest of the regions. Subsequently, the 
authors link their socio-economic vulnerability index to COVID-19, since it is 
likely that the pandemic will increase inequalities and poverty levels. At the same 
time, it is shown that not all regions are equally vulnerable to COVID-19. By 
estimating multilevel models, the authors find that that increases in government 
spendings on education and improving political stability fosters the capacity for 
resilience, while increases in regional monetary poverty would be associated with 
increased vulnerability in regions that are already vulnerable.

The remaining articles focus on the subjective well-being of specific (vulner-
able) groups: healthcare workers and students. Where healthcare workers have 
been at continuous risk of contracting COVID-19 and experienced an excessive 
workload in some cases (e.g., Bielicki et al., 2020; Spoorthy et al., 2020), studies 
on students have typically focused on issues like loneliness and study problems 
(e.g., Erden et al., 2021; Wan et al., 2021; Hagedorn et al., 2022; Ye et al., 2022; 
Zhang et al., 2022).

Lins-Kusterer and colleagues (Lins-Kusterer et  al.,  2022) examined anxiety 
among professional residents of multi-professional programs in Brazil. In line 
with other studies on healthcare workers during COVID-19 times, the authors 
show that anxiety is related to fear of contracting COVID-19, high workload and 
feeling unsafe and female employees were more likely to report anxiety symp-
toms. Higher levels of anxiety were in turn related to lower quality of life and 
higher emotional exhaustion. The authors conclude policy should pay specific 
attention to residents by providing adequate protective supplies and psychologi-
cal support when responding to pandemic outbreaks in order to prevent adverse 
mental health outcomes.

The last two papers build on a series of articles that has already appeared in 
Applied Research on Quality of Life and that focuses on the subjective well-being 
and mental health of university students in COVID-19 times (e.g., Erden et  al., 
2021; Hagedorn et al., 2022; Shek et al., 2022; Ye et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022).

The study by Akay et al. (2022) focuses on the subjective well-being of students 
of the Faculty of Economics at Marmara University in Turkey. Life satisfaction of 
students was lower during in the early days of the pandemic, compared to the pre-
pandemic period, which the authors attribute to increased feelings of frustration, iso-
lation, lower future expectations, and study problems (e.g., access to computers and 
the internet; bad study environment). Income, employment, hobbies, and friendship 
ties alleviated the negative effect of the pandemic.

Cunha et al. (2022) examine the subjective well-being of business administration 
students at the University of Antwerp by means of an affect balance score. Overall, 
the effects of the lockdown appear to be very heterogeneous and broadly students 
can be clustered in two groups: one group that experiences predominantly negative 
affect and one group that experiences predominantly positive affect and is optimis-
tic. In the group that predominantly experiences negative affect, female students and 
students in the early years of their university education are overrepresented. This 
group has a harder time to cope with the lockdown: they experience more financial 
difficulties and a more significant reduction of social contacts. At the same time, 
they experience more study problems, studying fewer hours, and perceiving a lower 
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study efficiency and engage in less health behaviors (such as less exercise and drink-
ing more alcohol).

Future Studies

All papers in this special issue are about the first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In this regard, this special issue does not present the final papers on the subject mat-
ter. Research about effects on enjoyment of life in later phases of the pandemic is 
burgeoning and when the pandemic is over, we can expect studies that compare the 
net effects of different policies, both for the general population in countries and for 
special groups. This literature is gathered in the Bibliography of the World Data-
base of Happiness (Veenhoven, 2022), the subject classification of which currently 
involves sections on effects of the epidemic on average happiness in nations as well 
as sections of effect on the happiness of infected individuals and of worry about the 
illness. Future reviews can build on that source.
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