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INTRODUCTION

In early 2020, the world was caught off guard by the emergence of SARS-CoV-2, quickly escalating into a global
pandemic™®?, Tnitially viewed as primarily a respiratory health crisis, COVID-19 soon exposed deep vulnerabilities—
economic fragilities, social inequalities, and mental health deficiencies—that reverberate to this day. As of April
2025, the pandemic has caused over 7 million confirmed deaths and up to 33 million excess deaths globally, with
ripple effects touching even those far from hospital wards®!*,

GLOBAL OVERVIEW OF THE CRISIS
Health Impact
e Deaths and Disease Burden: By 2025, confirmed global deaths have reached over 7 million; excess deaths are
estimated at 18-33 million®!™. An unpredictable range of symptoms and persistent “Long COVID” add to the
misery, particularly among high-risk groups and the elderly®™?.
e Healthcare Disruptions: Essential services, including routine vaccinations and chronic disease care, were
interrupted, leading to secondary surges in preventable diseases, maternal deaths, and untreated chronic
conditions™,

Graph 1: Global Life Expectancy Drop and COVID-19 Mortality (2019-2025)
o Graph displays sharp decline in global life expectancy by 1.8 years between 2019 and 2021, correlating with COVID-19
mortality surges™:
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC FALLOUT
Economic Hardship
e Recession and Job Losses: The pandemic triggered the largest global recession in generations, leading to over
195 million equivalent full-time job losses at the peak, and deep contractions in world trade and service
sectors!I7E]

e Poverty and Inequality: For the first time in decades, global extreme poverty increased, with the greatest
burdens falling on low-income workers, women, youth, and informal sector employees™e!,
e Household Vulnerability: Over 50% of households in emerging economies lacked savings to endure income

losses, while many small businesses teetered on the edge of collapse!,

Metric Pre-Pandemic (2019) | 2020 | 2021
Global Poverty (%) 8.2 9.4 9.2
Global Unemployment (%) | 5.4 6.6 6.2
Life Expectancy (years) 73.4 71.6 71.7

Social and Everyday Life Shocks

e Education Disruption: Almost 1.6 billion students were affected at the height of school closures,
disproportionately harming access to education in developing regions and for young women®,

e Gender Inequality: Women faced greater job losses, increases in domestic violence, and disproportionate care
burdens. Lockdown periods triggered a “shadow pandemic” of domestic abuse, pushing back advances in
gender equality! U],

e Child Well-Being: Loss of school meals, immunization delays, and reduced medical care led to a resurgence
in childhood malnutrition and preventable diseases in vulnerable populations™ !,

Image: Social Distancing in Urban Areas
Image depicts empty city streets, masked pedestrians, and closed shops, visually representing the abrupt halt in daily life and the
psychological toll of isolation.

Mental Health Crisis

e Surge in Psychological Distress: Increases in anxiety, depression, PTSD, and substance abuse were
widespread. Pandemic-related distress reactions, such as sleep disorders and irritability, affected up to 38% of
the population at various times!2,

e At-Risk Groups: Young adults, women, marginalized ethnic groups, healthcare workers, and those with pre-
existing mental disorders bore the brunt of the psychological fallout!.

e Service Disruption: Mental health care access was severely limited, leading to exacerbation and under-
treatment of mental health conditions"?.

Graph 2: Prevalence of Depression and Anxiety Disorders (2020-2024)
o Graph highlights increase in depressive and anxiety disorders, especially among youth and women, between 2020 and
202412

The Unexpected Miseries: What Set COVID-19 Apart
Marginalization and Inequity
e Structural Inequities Exposed: The pandemic amplified pre-existing social, racial, and economic disparities,
revealing deep-rooted inequities both within and among countries"*”.,
e Loss of Social Support: Lockdowns eroded communal networks, led to increased isolation for the elderly, and
heightened food and housing insecurity™!,

"Long COVID" and Chronic Undercurrents
e Lingering Symptoms: Persistent physical symptoms—fatigue, breathlessness, cognitive impairment—remain
for months or years in some survivors, impacting work, relationships, and independence?"3!,
e Care Gaps: Many patients struggle to access continued care for post-acute sequelae, especially in low-resource
settings®?™,

Image: The Psychological Toll—Faces in Lockdown
Image shows emotional expressions of different individuals in lockdown—from children at home-schooling desks to elderly persons
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isolated in care facilities—evoking the pandemic's unseen burdens.

Regional Realities: Case Study—India
o (Case Trends: India saw several waves of the pandemic, each causing spikes in mortality and new miseries for
vulnerable city dwellers and rural poor alike!!,
e Healthcare Strain: Hospitals were overwhelmed, especially during the Delta wave, and disruptions led to
excess deaths from other conditions™,
e Double Burden: Lockdowns triggered mass unemployment among daily wage workers, increased urban

poverty, and reversed progress in nutrition and child health!!,

Domestic Violence and 'Shadow Pandemic'
¢ Rise in Gender Violence: Lockdowns fueled increases in violence against women and children, compounded
by economic stress and home confinement!2HIS],
o Lasting Effects: The economic costs of increased violence range from 1-4% of global GDP, and have lasting
impacts on family well-being, health, and female labor participation™.

Learning from Crisis: Toward Resilience
Policy and Public Health Lessons
e Endemic Stage and Ongoing Surveillance: As COVID-19 becomes endemic, emphasis has shifted to
surveillance, vaccination of high-risk groups, and health system resilience!?3!,
e  Mental Health Investment: The need for scaled-up mental health services and community-based supports is
critical for future disaster response!’22,
e Equity and Social Protection: Investments in universal health coverage, social safety nets, education, and
pandemic preparedness are essential to address the new social contract exposed by the crisis™!,

CONCLUSION

The miseries borne of COVID-19 extend far beyond the reach of the virus itself—through waves of poverty, mental
distress, persistent ill health, gender violence, and interrupted opportunity. While the acute health threat diminishes,
the pandemic's legacy endures in unexpected ways. Addressing these lasting miseries requires renewed policy
urgency, investment in health equity, and commitments to protect society’s most vulnerable.
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