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There are still many things we do not yet know about coronavirus, including the mortality rate. We

also do not know the ultimate economic effect of measures that governments across the world have

implemented to slow the spread of the virus. Nonetheless, it’s safe to say that social distancing will

increase social inequality.

Exactly how much it does so will occupy researchers for decades to come. Indeed, the pandemic

provides one of the greatest natural experiments in a generation – what happens when governments

all over the world instruct people to cease almost all forms of economic activity and stay at home.

But the worst effects of social distancing will undoubtedly be felt by the young, the poor and the

socially disadvantaged. Here are five key ways how.

1. Access to money

While older people are clearly more susceptible to the symptoms of coronavirus, they typically have 

more money at their disposal. More of their incomes will be from pensions, which in the short term at

least are less affected by the economic shock resulting from social distancing.

Many, including myself, have watched in awe as stock markets had their steepest and most sustained 

falls since 1987. Yet global equity markets are still above levels previously seen as recently as 

December 2018. Markets are clearly volatile, but have barely erased two years of gains from their

recent all-time highs.

But those without savings to tide them through the lockdown, including many younger people

involved in the gig economy as well as the self-employed and small business owners, are struggling.

They are finding it hard to pay their mortgage or their rents, and – in some cases to put food on the

table – as they grapple with their applications for the state support available.

2. Access to work

Leaving aside those involved in healthcare and other essential jobs, higher-paid desk-working

professionals are most likely to have the means, the opportunity and the know-how to work effectively

from home. Accounts of enjoyable morning walks and breakfast picnics with the children, or an hour

of gardening morning and evening in lieu of the daily commute are familiar in this social group.

By contrast, lower-paid or blue-collar workers, the self-employed, and small businesses in the

hospitality industry – and many trades deemed as non-essential by the state – are having a very hard 

time indeed.
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3. Access to education

From March 13 2020, my university joined many other educational institutions around the world in

putting all learning and assessment online, or suspending it altogether for the foreseeable future. This

disadvantages those without access to a good internet connection, good IT equipment, a good home

study environment, and the technical knowledge essential for online learning, or the means to obtain 

it.

There are now calls by some in the sector to suspend all examinations and even classes until the

lockdown has lifted. Yet this may be even worse, if it causes those from social backgrounds that are

less committed to education – for example those who are the first in their family to engage with

higher education – to drift away from it, if formal learning activities are suspended completely.

4. Effects of social distancing on health

There is a large and growing body of evidence showing substantial mental and physical health benefits

from taking regular exercise and fresh air in the natural environment – and that this has the potential

to save the NHS billions. Access to areas of natural beauty is limited in lockdown to those typically

wealthier households living in more scenic neighbourhoods.

Many people in big cities have no outside space of their own to venture out into, let alone access to the

great outdoors, yet more crowded and densely packed housing increases the need to access open
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space, both for mental and physical health. Now parks are being shut, despite being a lifeline to many.

The toll of social distancing on the less advantaged will outlast the time spent in lockdown.

5. Societal division

As a social scientist, a disturbing phenomenon of this pandemic for me is the emerging trend which

seems to imply that individual pleasure is not allowed during a national state of emergency. Social

media is awash with chastisement and vigilantism toward those who dare to seek solace by venturing

into the fresh air and open spaces of other neighbourhoods.

Social distancing means maintaining a space of at least two metres between oneself and other

individuals who are not of the same household. It seems that all of the risks involved with people

spending more time outside could easily be addressed by implementing simple behaviour changes,

many of which are already included in government guidelines.

While the rising daily mortality figures are clearly disturbing, they should be considered in the context

of total mortality from other causes. For example, air pollution is a global problem that in Italy alone

kills more than 80,000 people every year. Yet global efforts to ban the sources of air pollution proceed

at a glacial pace relative to efforts to tackle the immediate but temporary threat of coronavirus. One

could go on to consider substantial recurring annual death rates from other preventable causes such

as obesity, road traffic accidents, or mental illness – none of which receive anything like the attention

of coronavirus.

Unless a new approach is adopted, future research will show that current social distancing guidelines

caused long-term ill health, inequality, and social division that exceeded the short-term benefits.

Moreover, data indicates that changes in life expectancy are less favourable for disadvantaged social 

groups. If economic paralysis resulting from coronavirus lockdowns is such that the global economy

takes years to recover, what will be the long-term effect on mortality, our ability to fund future

healthcare, and to tackle the climate emergency? There will be no NHS to protect if we cannot

generate the wealth to pay for it.

If the current lockdown is short in duration and effective, these side effects might just be manageable.

But if it continues for many months, future generations may conclude that herd immunity combined

with isolation for the vulnerable might not have been such a bad idea after all.
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closely as we have in the past we need your support, so please consider
donating to The Conversation.
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