
 

Even after lockdowns eased, pandemic
depression persisted across social classes
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One year into the COVID-19 pandemic, we found that more than 1 in 5
U.S. adults reported probable depression in both spring 2020 and spring
2021. We also found that financial assets helped reduce the persistence

1/4

https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.abm9737
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.abm9737


 

of symptoms—but only to a point. Our recently published research
highlights COVID-19's continuing mental health effects on the U.S.
population.

We launched a national study in March 2020 measuring mental health
and assets. COVID-19 was a national emergency, as deaths were on the
rise. Schools, workplaces and government offices closed as Americans
were urged to stay home. At that time, we found that 27.8% of U.S.
adults in our study reported symptoms of depression, such as losing
interest in activities or feeling down or hopeless. This number was over
three times as high as the national pre-pandemic depression estimate of
8.5%.

Most striking to us was that a year into the pandemic, depression rates
remained high, despite hopeful signs of reducing infections and deaths.
In April 2021, people were lining up for COVID-19 vaccine shots,
doctors were finding better COVID-19 treatments and efforts to reopen
society were under way. But by that point, the share of adults in our
survey reporting symptoms of depression had gone up to 32.8%.

Worse yet, that higher 2021 number included 20.3% who had reported
symptoms of depression both in April 2020 and in April 2021. This
finding suggests that poor mental health driven by the pandemic was
both prevalent and persistent.

We also wanted to know which assets—financial, physical and
social—might be influencing people's mental health during the
pandemic. In our first survey, we found that people who came into the
pandemic with relatively few assets—especially financial ones—were 
more likely to be affected by COVID-19-related stresses.

In our April 2021 follow-up survey, we were interested in the
relationship between mental health and asset status. We looked at 
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financial assets such as personal savings, physical assets such as home
ownership and social assets of education and marital status. We
compared people who were similar in terms of marriage, education and
home ownership. We found that people in households earning less than
US$20,000 a year were 3.5 times as likely to report persistent depression
symptoms as those making $75,000.

We also found that people who had $5,000 or more in savings or a bank
account reported less persistent depression. Having more assets,
however, did not reduce the depression-inducing stress of losing a job,
suffering relationship problems or experiencing financial difficulties
during the pandemic.

Nearly 1 million U.S. lives have been lost to COVID-19, and there have
been almost 5 million hospitalizations. But measuring the effect of the
pandemic on the nation's mental health is just beginning. And we believe
the pandemic's sustained impact on the nation's mental health is
unprecedented.

Our next move is to further examine areas of overlap between those who
started the pandemic with fewer assets and those who suffered job
losses, relationship problems or financial difficulties during the
pandemic.

People who have fewer assets are the ones most at risk of depression,
especially depression that lasts over time with social upheaval. Assets
can be a cushion, but even they did not protect people from the harmful
effects of stressors brought on by the pandemic. Our research shows that
although the pandemic seems to be easing, Americans are still suffering.
And they may continue to feel ill effects on their mental health for a
long time to come.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
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