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The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted both preventive and reactive disease control
measures, such as lockdown, physical distancing, and mask use, among others [1–11]. These
measures have exerted influence in virtually all domains of social life [12,13], acting as a
“cultural break point” [14] (p. 1) in the physical but also in the virtual world. According
to Echegaray [15] (p. 568), “These measures caused a ‘social recession’ as it brought
face-to-face inter-personal interaction to its minimum expression except among other
household members, with social connections eventually migrating to the internet-mediated
online sphere”.

This Special Issue gathers contributions on the analysis of the “Challenges of post-
COVID-19 for a sustainable development society”, which are varied, multiple and interde-
pendent of an interdisciplinary nature in various areas, such as health, social, economic,
ecological, political, educational, and moral areas, among others, towards increasing sus-
tainability [16]. The fulfilment of the 2030 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [17]
is, undoubtedly, a complex process involving various actors, powers, and interests, to
which the fact that human beings are generally averse to changes in socio-cultural patterns
must be added [11,18].

In addition to being unexpected and unplanned, the COVID-19 pandemic was, as
a result, a generator of high uncertainty about the present but also about the future [19],
demonstrating that unpredictability cannot be disregarded in any social process [1,5,14].
Still, and without over extrapolating or falling into the error of continuity or “new normal
vs old normal” dichotomy [15], it is possible to consider the opening of potential futures
and sustainable development opportunities to (re)discover if we do not stick to “business as
usual” [2,6,7,9,15,20–24]. In the words of Zinn [18] (p. 613), “To what extent the opportunity
for global learning is taken up remains to be seen. There is little doubt, however, that
pandemics will contribute to long-term changes in human attitudes and behavior towards
the environment and the technologically shaped lifeworld”.

We are pleased to acknowledge all the professional collaborations provided by the
Editorial Office of Societies journal, as well as the trust placed in us by the Editor-in-Chief,
Prof. Dr. Gregor Wolbring, and a group of reviewers, which resulted in very rigorous but,
at the same time, constructive evaluations, and contributed greatly to maintaining a high
level of scientific demand for this Special Issue. This resulted in a very interesting and
heuristically pertinent contribution.

To summarize the main characteristics of the manuscripts published in this Special
Issue of Societies journal, “Challenges of Post-COVID-19 for a Sustainable Development So-
ciety”: 18 manuscripts were submitted, nine were accepted and published (five articles—as
original empirical research—and four concept papers—contributing with new insights but
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without mobilizing new empirical information). Table 1 summarizes some characteristics
of the published manuscripts [25–33].

Table 1. Some characteristics of the published manuscripts.

Type of Publication Title Purpose Authors Country

Article
Accessibility in Inclusive

Tourism? Hotels Distributed
through Online Channels

Analyze the tourist accommodation sector
through the online distribution channel in

terms of accessibility for people with
disabilities for a more inclusive tourism in

the post-COVID-19 crisis

Eva Martin-Fuentes
Sara Mostafa-Shaalan
Juan Pedro Mellinas

Spain
Spain
Spain

Article

COVID-ized Ethnography:
Challenges and

Opportunities for Young
Environmental Activists

and Researchers

Examine the impact of the enforced 2020/21
COVID-19 lockdown on ethnographic

fieldwork conducted with UK-based young
environmental activists

Dena Arya
Matt Henn

UK
UK

Article

The Impact of the COVID-19
Pandemic on the Working
Conditions, Employment,
Career Development and

Well-Being of Refugee
Researchers

Explore how the COVID-19 pandemic has
affected the working conditions,

employment, career development and
well-being of refugee researchers

Ourania Tzoraki
Svetlana Dimitrova

Marin Barzakov
Saad Yaseen

Vasilis Gavalas
Hani Harb

Abas Haidari
Brian P. Cahill

Alexandra Ćulibrk
Ekaterini Nikolarea
Eleni Andrianopulu
Miroslav Trajanovic

Greece
Bulgaria
Bulgaria
Germany

Greece
Germany

Greece
Germany

Greece
Greece

Germany
Serbia

Article

Male Sex Workers Selling
Physical Sex during the
COVID-19 Pandemic in

Portugal: Motives, Safer Sex
Practices, and

Social Vulnerabilities

Analyze the motives, safer sex practices,
and vulnerabilities of male sex workers

who sold physical sex during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Henrique Pereira Portugal

Article

Jogging during the
Lockdown: Changes in the

Regimes of Kinesthetic
Morality and Urban

Emotional Geography
in NW Italy

Study how the urban emotional geography
through how lockdown caused by

COVID-19 affected practices and meaning
of cultural physical practices among joggers

in an urban environment

Michele Filippo
Fontefrancesco Italy and UK

Concept Paper

COVID-19 Stigma and
Charismatic Social

Relationship: A
Legitimization Narrative of

President Trump’s Status as a
Charismatic Leader following

a SARS-CoV-2 Infection
Reported by the

Portuguese Media

Understand how stigma in the context of a
pandemic threat such as COVID-19 has

structured a charismatic social and
political relationship

Carlos Miguel Ferreira
Sandro Serpa

Portugal
Portugal

Concept Paper

Digitalization and Artificial
Intelligence in Migration and

Mobility: Transnational
Implications of the

COVID-19 Pandemic

Examine the implications of intensifying
digitalization and Artificial Intelligence for

migration and mobility systems in a
post-COVID transnational context

Marie McAuliffe
Jenna Blower
Ana Beduschi

Australia
Canada

UK

Concept Paper

Filtering Facepiece Respirator
Supply Chain Management

Framework in a Disaster Such
as COVID-19

Suggest a conceptual model to build a
supply chain management framework for

future emergencies

Kihyung Kim
Li Zhao

USA
USA

Concept Paper

Learning for the Future
beyond COVID-19: A Critical
Alternative to the Neoliberal

Model of Development

Analize COVID-19 pandemic, framing in
critical political economy perspectives the
tension between the model of neoliberal

capitalism development and
COVID-19 suppression

David Neilson New Zealand

Source: Table prepared by the authors.

In any case, and whatever the developments in the post-COVID 19 world, it is critical
to consider individual and/or collective inequalities of various kinds, and materialized
in numerous ways [1,7,34–36]. According to Leach et al. [5] (p. 4), “Epidemics are often
said to be mirrors to society and COVID-19 has revealed a highly unequal world. It has
highlighted inequalities and structural vulnerabilities, often the result of long histories
of marginalization. Although the virus initially spread in richer countries, the trends
soon reversed”.
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One example of these inequalities reinforced by COVID-19, among many others that
we could point out, is closely linked to the digital divide, and it has been demonstrated
that, with the closure of schools, socially and economically disadvantaged students have
found it more difficult to keep up with school subjects [10,37,38].

We are confident that our readers will appreciate this contribution toward (re)thinking
the post-COVID-19 period in a desirably more sustainable world, which will always be
necessary in a permanently built balance between society, nature, and technology [18].
In this balance, citizenship exercised in a conscious way, scientific interdisciplinarity, the
community–scientists–political decision relationship and communication, and collective co-
operation (group, national, and transnational) are crucial elements for success in achieving
this goal [3,21].

Funding: This research was funded by the University of Azores, Interdisciplinary Centre of So-
cial Sciences-CICS.UAc/CICS.NOVA.UAc, UID/SOC/04647/2020, with the financial support of
FCT/MEC through national funds, and when applicable, co-financed by FEDER under the PT2020
Partnership Agreement.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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Concept Paper

Learning for the Future beyond COVID-19: A Critical
Alternative to the Neoliberal Model of Development

David Neilson

Department of Sociology, The University of Waikato, Hamilton 3240, New Zealand; poli1215@waikato.ac.nz

Abstract: This paper reviews how COVID-19 became a global pandemic, why we now have to live

with it, and what needs to be done to stop viruses going global in the future. Specifically, it argues that

the still prevailing neoliberal model of development combined with related forms of class structure

and ideological struggle all but guaranteed that the priorities of global capital and its agents, along

with COVID-19, would win out in the end. Vaccinations have become the only path for resolving

the tension between neoliberal capitalism and COVID-19 suppression. However, they take time to

develop, are hampered by the capitalist model of vaccine production and distribution, and face a

resistant alienated precariat. As a critical alternative, this article explores the neoliberal model of

development’s democratic socialist transformation with particular reference to the prevention of

global pandemics.

Keywords: COVID-19; neoliberal model of development; democratic socialist model of development;

class; ideology; anomie; moral regulation

1. Introduction

The “neoliberal model of development” comprises a global market regulatory form
of capitalism that defines the terrain of capital accumulation, which centrally comprises
global production and distribution circuits plus tourist-led service sectors [1]. This mode
of globalization, that spreads things and people backwards and forwards between and
within nation states, initially carried the virus to the countries of the world. In turn, nation
states that have become increasingly integrated into this global market economy and thus
less and less self-sufficient, cannot quickly decouple and switch to localized regimes of
accumulation. In short, they face economic problems when they close their borders, but
they must close them if they are to stop the virus spreading into the local community. The
longer a country closes its borders, the greater the economic, as well as social and political,
fallout. In the end, keeping secure borders has proved unsustainable because countries are
dependent on remaining open to the world.

Through under-estimation of the threat and inadequate border closing strategies,
the virus has streamed into many countries. Subsequently, many countries have adopted
inadequate strategies to stop the local spread. The world’s hegemon USA, especially during
Trump’s presidency, is the classic example of all of these problems. Beyond the success
of authoritarian regimes not discussed here, only a few state-led national movements of
coordinated solidarity or compliance were able to quickly eliminate COVID-19’s first wave
community spread and thus avoid serious economic fallout. However, in a world where
the virus has spread nearly everywhere, even limited international interaction has meant
that the borders in such countries would be breached again, thus forcing another round
of community trench warfare with COVID-19. As local economic and social hardships
increased and multiplied with each new wave of incoming infections, that to make matters
worse has mutated into much more infectious variants, the elimination strategy has been
revealed as only a means of buying time before vaccinations came on-line.
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Promoted by the failure to eliminate community spread and the coming on-line of
vaccines, the “return to normalcy” project is now winning out everywhere including in
those countries that had done well in stamping out the initial spread. Specifically, across the
advanced capitalist countries governments are negotiating an emerging consensus between
business, health professionals, and much of the broader population that combines a hard
push to maximize vaccination rates with a staggered return to “business as usual”.

Nonetheless, the vaccination strategy is problematic in this neoliberal world of unequal
development. For the Global South, the problem is the lack of vaccine supplies. They
are last in the vaccine queue because the pharmaceutical industry is driven by profit
and the Global North gets preferential treatment [2]. However, once the virus begins to
spread through the population, it can mutate and then spread back to the global North.
Furthermore, although there is adequate supply in the advanced capitalist countries, they
are confronted with a heterogeneous minority, over-represented by the precarious and
alienated who continue to be non-compliant. The problem is that avoiding overwhelming
national spread requires high levels of vaccine compliance amongst the population. Finally,
these problems will have to be confronted repeatedly because vaccines are not long lasting
or completely effective and as the virus mutates may require new vaccine formulations.

In sum, this very infectious virus that has been able to spread and mutate across
this neoliberal-led capitalist world of internationally divided and unevenly developed
countries has rendered closed borders and lockdowns ultimately ineffective for all countries.
Advanced capitalist countries are moving decisively to primary reliance on vaccinations.
This reliance legitimates a new kind of neoliberal abnormal normalcy where the return to
free movement within and between countries combines with acceptance that COVID-19
is here to stay. For the countries of the Global South, the reality is grimmer. Although in
the most need due to economic vulnerability, inadequate health systems, and large poor
and slum populations, they are without adequate vaccine access. Especially in terms of the
situation of the alienated and vulnerable precariat, the Global South situation resonates
with many of the more neoliberalized countries of the Global North. Nonetheless, the
return to normalcy with COVID-19 gathers steam as health-first closedowns viciously
interact with growing economic instability that even before the virus was threatening to
become another global economic crisis.

The existing literature on COVID-19 that is growing every day covers many, including
epidemiological, psychological, sociological, geographical, political-economic, disciplines.
This article’s conceptual approach is situated within critical political economy perspectives,
which it draws on, but it also builds specifically on the author’s existing research agenda
that goes beyond much of the existing literature. In particular, this article offers a global
overview perspective of COVID-19 that is rooted in the author’s conception of a ‘model of
development’ that builds beyond methodologically nationalist and praxis-free standard
regulation theory [1,3,4]. It argues, innovatively, that COVID-19 is the latest expression of
the catastrophic failure of the “neoliberal model of development” that is driving a planet-
wide descent towards collapse. In this respect, this article brings in a “methodological
trans-nationalism” beyond the “methodological nationalism” that dominates existing
literatures, especially the influential critical geography perspective that flows through into
the examination of COVID-19. In this later approach, neoliberalization and COVID-19 are
examined as two spreading viruses, evolving “in different ways in different contexts” in
“co-pathogenic interaction” that have resulted in global health insecurities [5,6].

By stylistically overviewing key developments within the terms of its innovative con-
ceptual framework, this paper outlines elements of a novel mid-range argument regarding
the major global contours of the context and process of COVID-19’s social transmission
across the world. Within the context of the unfolding ’neoliberal model of development’,
the paper makes a broad distinction between the Global North, comprising the wealthy
industrially advanced capitalist democracies, and the Global South, that most clearly refers
to the poor and uncompetitive ‘underdeveloped’ countries. It also offers a broad global
class analysis, unavoidably without detailed quantitative description, of the process of

6



Societies 2022, 12, 32

virus transmission and associated ideological struggles around social distancing and vac-
cinations. This conceptual paper demonstrates the need and agenda for, but does not
actually deliver, detailed empirical comparative investigation of the countries of the world.
Nonetheless, its critical focus on key problems of the neoliberal model of development
central to why we have lost the war on COVID-19, raise fundamental themes regarding the
need for, and the general characteristics of, an alternative model of development.

The author’s perspective though drawing on, also goes beyond the growing Marxist
literature on COVID-19 (e.g., [7]) by focusing much more persistently on a mid-range
perspective whose ultimate focus is on the possibility of consciously making another world
based in the democratic socialist transformation of the neoliberal model of development.
The neoliberal causes of the present global pandemic gripping the whole of human civi-
lization point viscerally towards the urgency of formulating and pursuing an alternative
democratic socialist model of development. In short, with specific reference to COVID-19,
this article focuses on the alternative that is in the critique of the neoliberal model of capi-
talist development and its associated ideology. It makes the case that this neoliberal project
is responsible for COVID-19 becoming a global pandemic that we will just have “to learn to
live with”. This general argument is examined through the major pre-vaccination and vac-
cination stages of the struggle against COVID-19. It is organized in terms of an “alternative
is in the critique” approach that moves from regulation theory themes of “accumulation
regime” and “mode of regulation” to then bring in themes of class structure, class struggle,
and the war of ideological position. The concluding discussion revisits the article’s primary
argument with particular reference to an alternative model of development that could
prevent global pandemics in the future.

2. The General Argument for a Critical Alternative to the Neoliberal Model
of Development

In standard regulation theory, a “model of development” refers to a “mode of regula-
tion”, or ensemble of laws, policies, and norms, which defines the institutional terrain on
which unfolds an “accumulation regime” understood as a dynamically reproducing pattern
of production, investment, and consumption [8–10]. The standard approach, however, is
constrained by “methodological nationalism” and an over-emphasis on “political contin-
gency” as a process of “accidental discovery”. In contrast, in the non-standard approach
adopted here, a model of development refers to a consciously designed and calculated
trans-national project to get countries to adopt a national regulatory template. Widespread
adoption of this prescribed template as a national mode of regulation creates the terrain on
which unfolds a national–trans-national regime of accumulation that sets the priorities and
constraints of capitalist agency, and in turn, national economic agency. Further, the revised
approach offered here distinguishes between the postwar Keynesian-led “Fordist model
of development” and rather than a post-Fordist era without a model of development as
in the standard view, treats the post-1980s as being dominated by the “neoliberal model
of development”. In historical practice, national–trans-national connections deliberately
constructed as a conscious praxis rather than “accidentally discovered” commonly define
both models of development. However, while the former Keynesian model “counteracted”,
the later neoliberal model has “proactivated”, capital logic [1,3].

At Bretton Woods, Keynes pushed for the widespread adoption of his national-centric
regulatory template that restrained international capital and facilitated local national ac-
cumulation. In contrast, the neoliberal model of development has directly reversed the
Keynesian direction. Under the auspices of the “Washington Consensus”, UN regulatory
agencies of the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and the World Trade Organiza-
tion have successfully sought the widespread adoption of its national template that has
opened up countries to the unimpeded movement of capital across and within national
borders. In aggregate, this project has created the regulatory terrain of global market
competition between capitalist firms, and in turn, “locational competition” between coun-
tries. This model of development has unleashed the unfolding of a highly unstable and
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crisis-ridden planetary regime of accumulation. Consequences include deepening uneven
development between and within countries, a growing relative surplus population, re-
curring economic crises, deepening competition and mistrust between countries and an
associated rise of “regressive nationalism”, rapidly deteriorating planet-wide ecological
integrity, and now a global pandemic [4,11].

The general argument applied specifically here to COVID-19 is as follows. The neolib-
eral model of development has created the terrain on which has unfolded global circuits
of accumulation that move people backwards and forwards across the planet and thereby
rapidly spread the virus. The WHO struggles to lead a coordinated international effort to
stop the virus because it is both underfunded and undermined by the competitive impera-
tives and ethos unleashed globally and locally by the neoliberal model of development. It
also confronts a trans-national regime of accumulation that undermines sustainable local ac-
cumulation and instead creates global market dependency, thereby making it economically
unsustainable for countries to decouple from capital’s global circuits that spread the virus.
Fighting the virus within countries is hampered not only by local capital’s dependence
on extensive human movement, but also by the contemporary neoliberal-led nature of
class structure and ideological struggle within nation states. This general critique, that
points directly towards the urgency of constructing and deploying an alternative model of
development, is now applied to accumulation, regulation, class structure, and ideological
struggle.

2.1. Neoliberal-Led Mode of Global Material Accumulation Regime Spreads the Virus:
Glocalization Is the Alternative

The neoliberal-led globalization of capital accumulation has created a world where
national survival is dependent on maintaining viable positions in a world of global market
standards of global market competitiveness [1,4]. Viability manifests in terms of the
form of globalized production and distribution chains and for which countries are its
geopolitical links. That is, countries unevenly house different specialized segments of
globally networked circuits of production, and secure different shares of the globalized
tourist driven service sector chain. National economic viability has become dependent
on being able to house sufficient niches of globally competitive production and tourists
that will bring in more revenue than the cost of importing everything else. Countries,
dependently integrated into this global framework of accumulation, lose any semblance of
local self-sufficiency such that economic instability will follow quickly if a country seeks to
seal its borders.

Countries thus face a zero-sum trade-off situation. On the one hand, they are in-
extricably integrated into the economic logic of neoliberal globalization that entails the
free movement of people across and within national borders. Accumulation occurs as a
complexly integrated global division and distribution of production and services that inte-
grally involves high levels of international movement amongst the population. It includes
moving occupations such as in transportation, seafaring, and air travel. It also includes
international movement of cosmopolitan middle class tourists, managerial coordinators
of globally mobile capital, and competitors in professionalized global sports. As well, be-
cause of the globalization of the labor market, it also includes movement of globally scarce
skilled workers, tradespeople, professionals, as well as seasonal workers imported from
lower waged countries. As a function of this extensive global flow of people unleashed by
neoliberal globalization, COVID-19 spreads to the countries of the world. However, on the
other hand, in order to prevent the incoming flow of the virus, nation states must stop this
inflow of people from beyond its borders on which it is economically dependent.

Global and thus local economic viability is dependent on the smooth functioning
of this complexly interdependent system of globally integrated accumulation that looks
a lot like the Japanese model of lean production writ large [12]. While more flexible
than the single integrated assembly line system of Fordist mass production lean, “Just In
Time” inventory systems are much more fragile than the more forgiving “Just In Case”
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inventory systems of Fordism that can function as built-in buffers to counteract temporary
disruptions in the chain of supply. Moreover, especially when raised to being a global
framework for organizing the accumulation of many different products across globally
dispersed geographical locations, the “Just In Time” lean production paradigm is revealed
to be unwieldly, fragile, and inflexible, and unable to adapt to shocks that disrupt links
in the chain. Without the free movement of people, and integrally as people fall sick
with COVID-19, then steps in the global supply chain of the neoliberal mode of capital
accumulation break down [13].

While the lean production model makes segments of the assembly chain temporarily
independent of each other in order to deal with disruptions elsewhere in the process, this
simply does not translate into a global supply chain scenario of a global pandemic. That
is, when the links in the accumulation chain that are geographically dispersed across the
planet are disrupted by border closures, then the whole system breaks down. In addition,
countries understood as the geographical expression of these links cannot just decouple
from this global network and switch to a locally self-sufficient alternative. There is no
Plan B; the world’s population spread across the countries of the planet are all materially
dependent on the continuation of this globally integrated capital accumulation framework.
Thus, while the only sure way to keep COVID-19 out at the national level is to keep borders
closed, this globally integrated accumulation system requires national borders to be open.
COVID-19 thereby reveals that this globally integrated system of accumulation, which also
has numerous other including ecological problems, is fragile, unwieldly, and inflexible.

However, immaterially, the neoliberal form of economic globalization is inefficiently
perpetuating uneven development across countries by constraining the maximal spread of
knowledge to the world’s population. That is, the neoliberal mission to privatize almost
everything, from space to DNA to knowledge, is a serious restraint on efficient immaterial
globalization that perpetuates uneven development. Further, unlike material globalization,
immaterial globalization does not spread viruses.

The alternative is in the critique. Rather than globally integrated material accumula-
tion coordinated by privatized knowledge, the way forward is encapsulated in the concept
of ‘cosmopolitan glocalization’. More specifically, the alternative accumulation paradigm
proposed would be based in a global project underpinned by an ethos of global cooperation
and institutions of shared knowledge that would prioritize where practically possible the
capacity of countries to flexibly and independently develop sustainable local accumulation
regimes. The accumulation paradigm envisaged is one where globally coordinated knowl-
edge and expertise would be made universally available to inform and develop local forms
of material production. In a direct reversal of the present neoliberal model of accumula-
tion, the intensified globalization of knowledge would drive locally distributed systems of
production. Priority would be given to material viability and human security beginning
with the poorest and most dysfunctional countries of the Global South. With input from
UN-centered knowledge and expertise, countries could develop on their own terms diverse
and ecologically sustainable local food regimes, eco-friendly forms of human-centered
shelter, UBI distribution mechanisms, local education systems based in universal access to
the world’s diverse knowledge, and vibrant socialized health systems [4,11].

This model of glocalized accumulation would also be highly effective in dealing with
global pandemics. First, it would ensure that countries could maintain economic viability
while being able to quickly and sustainably close down their national borders in order
to prevent local virus infiltration. If a virus did penetrate national borders, universal
local material security, the central goal of this alternative model of glocalization, is the
best foundation for being able to sustain lockdowns because it is the basic condition for
ensuring all members of society can viably isolate. Finally, in the worst-case scenario, the
proposed regime of glocal accumulation would function to ensure even and maximum
production of vaccines. Such a model that showcases glocalization is already something
that the World Health Organization has considered in the past but has had neither the
resources nor the ideological mandate to pursue in practice [14]. Under the auspices of
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what elsewhere the author has named the “World Knowledge Bank” [15], the World Health
Organization could procure vaccine designs that could be dispersed to local manufacturing
plants [14]. Such a glocalized mode of accumulation would both increase and even out
global supply of vaccines across the countries of the world. Combined with universally
viable local accumulation regimes, such a system of vaccine production would be able
to prevent scenarios like the present conjuncture in which a virus that, because never
contained in Global South countries, will continue to mutate and spread around the planet.

2.2. The Neoliberal-Led Regulatory Framework Creates a World of Competition: When We Need
Coordinated Cooperation

The neoliberal-led regime of global accumulation is underpinned by a global regu-
latory framework based in the widespread adoption of its national template that opens
countries up to the free movement of capital. This national–trans-national mode of regu-
lation generates for capital a world in which competition can come from anywhere, but
also a world in which countries must compete with each other to win a viable share of
this globally mobile capital. This framework decouples capital from countries that are
subordinated to its imperatives. It also pits countries against each other in a form of “lo-
cational competition” to house segments of global production. Further, because as the
population surplus to capital’s requirements grows capital becomes scarcer, locational
competition is zero-sum [1,16]. In short, the neoliberal model of development has created
a world of aggressive competition that actually punishes cooperation. This framework
and its corresponding worldview also dominate the institutions of the United Nations
while its founding principles of democratic cooperation, inclusive solidarity, and universal
wellbeing presently function just as obscuring window dressing. Furthermore, this form of
locational competition is also a central structural driver behind the current xenophobic and
racist Alt. Right form of ‘regressive nationalism’ [11].

While competition can be a strong performance motivator, under the neoliberal model
of development it has becomes a dominating survival imperative that is destructively
aggressive and negates cooperative efficiencies that are especially important in times of
crisis that require unity of purpose. In these neoliberal times of viciously interacting crises,
the current regulatory framework of aggressive competition between countries is deeply
counterproductive. Under this neoliberal model of development, countries constantly
confront zero-sum trade-offs between what is in the human collective global interest and
what is in their narrow short-term national interest. Words of cooperation often hide a
cynical mindset that considers trusting each other as naïve and that has become habitually
embedded. The neoliberal regulatory framework and its associated mentality undermine
both capacity and willingness to cooperate in order to overcome a common threat or enemy
such as COVID-19.

Relatedly, the neoliberal regulatory framework also undermines the capacity of the
World Health Organization to lead a strategy of coordinated cooperation to meet a common
alien threat. The World Health Organization is underfunded, without clear United Nations
institutional support, and relatedly, is without a clear mandate from the world’s countries.
Furthermore, the world’s failing hegemon, USA, is the key underwriter of the neoliberal
model of development, but until recently has even abdicated that responsibility because
they were led by an aggressive “regressive nationalist” [11].

The alternative is in the critique. Rather than ruled by a mode of competitive regulation,
a globally sustainable human civilization needs an alternative model of national–trans-
national cooperative regulation to which competition can be subordinated. Such a mode
of regulation would reverse “neoliberal multilateralism” that subordinates countries to
the will of capital and replace it with a “social democratic multilateralism” that subordi-
nates capital to the will of countries [11]. Key to “social democratic multilateralism” is
trans-national agreements between countries that move them towards establishing shared
principles to which each country’s national regulatory framework would adhere. These
would include shared ecological and decent employment standards, so that capital could
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not push standards down by playing countries off against each other. Having common
goals regarding the dimensions of basic universal material security would also imply a
shared commitment to promoting local self-sufficiency within a framework of glocalization.
This means that countries would each have the local flexibility within shared international
agreements to protect and promote the development of local regimes of flexible accumula-
tion. This flexibility would involve selective import controls to protect local autocentric
accumulation and the capacity to reject products not produced according to agreed stan-
dards, while also giving countries the flexibility to import products that they are unable to
produce locally [4,11].

This model of development presupposes the cosmopolitan democratic transforma-
tion of the United Nations and its various agencies. Of particular importance would be
the transformation of its present economic regulatory agencies. Given the mandate by a
genuinely cosmopolitan democratic federation of United Nations, such institutions would
seek to promote and facilitate the national regulatory templates of social democratic mul-
tilateralism and the cooperative development of local accumulation modes. In addition,
a “World Knowledge Bank” would seek to procure knowledge that would become the
common property of all humanity, and in addition, such an agency would combine this
knowledge with resources and expertise that would help facilitate countries to develop
their own efficient and ecological sustainable local accumulation regimes [15,17]. This is
not about imposing a model of production on to countries. Rather, it is about helping
countries to develop, on their own terms, sustainable ways of living that can prioritize local
food regimes, sustainable shelter, local health institutions including the development of
local manufacturing plants for vaccines, and education models that could draw freely on
the world’s knowledge. In sum, the proposed regulatory framework would systematically
transform the anti-local model of neoliberal competition into a framework of cooperative
nationalism and cosmopolitan coordination that would also be exactly appropriate for
preventing viruses becoming global pandemics.

2.3. From Class Structure to Class Struggle in the War against COVID-19

Contra the Communist Manifesto scenario but following Marx’s implicit analysis in
Capital Vol. 1, capitalism’s mature class structure comprises the distribution of the laboring
population into three major groups: knowledge workers, the industrial working class
(“Active Army”), and the “relative surplus population”. This later group refers to those
made redundant relative to capital’s needs because of the introduction of “self-acting
machinery” [18]. It is segmented and includes the “Reserve Army” of labor that intersects
with the Active Army, as well as the “lumpen proletariat” and the destitute [16,18,19].

Under the neoliberal mode of uneven development, the relative surplus population
has grown as the coercive whip of technological competition making labor redundant has
extended to apply across the whole planet. This development has generated a zero-sum
competition between countries that arises from a viciously interacting causality between
labor in oversupply, and capital that is thus made scarce [1,19]. The relative surplus
population bears the brunt of resulting wage declines and the related facilitating of “labor
market flexibility” policies and welfare policy retrenchment. Workers in the Global North
are subject to the redundancy effects of both automation and de-industrialization as capital
moves to newly industrializing low wage countries. In the Global South, the peasantry, still
the largest social grouping in the world, is violently brought into this redundancy process
due to the neoliberal-led global unleashing of technological competition in agriculture. This
redundant population trudges into the growing slumlands of the cities. The capitalist class
has also become highly segmented. It includes those at the apex of the power and wealth
structure of multi-national corporations. However, it also includes the “contradictory
class positions” of knowledge workers who perform capitalist functions but are also being
precarianised, and small businesses and the self-employed or “own account workers” that
grow, and whose experience overlap, with the relative surplus population.
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This global class structure is unevenly overlaid and intersected by culturally, politically,
and ideologically inflected social divisions between and within nations. Within countries,
subordinated cultures are overrepresented in the relative surplus population. Raced and
gendered class structures are also overlaid by the divisions within a prevailing hegemonic
project between the “securiat”, the “social bloc” of secure and advantaged groups who are
integrated into and supported by the prevailing project, and the “precariat” whose core is
in the relative surplus population and who are outside of the prevailing hegemony [20–22].
This insecure and disadvantaged precariat is vulnerable, marginalized, and alienated from
the dominant structures and systems of the prevailing hegemony.

Common features, though unevenly variegated across and within the strata of relative
surplus populations of unevenly developed countries, are poverty, employment and income
precarity, insecure and unhealthy shelter, and living in competition with each other for
scarce work. This complexly class structured and competitively divided distribution of the
world’s population also presents as a highly unequal distribution of wealth, welfare, and
security. At its bottom is a stratified relative surplus population whose circumstances are
characterized by deep poverty and everyday uncertainty. For the most desperate strata
living in the streets of the large city slums of the Global South without steady employment
or housing and for whom food needs to be procured daily, social distancing and self-
isolation are unrealistic. In addition, the countries in the Global South with less developed
health and social security systems cannot provide short-term welfare, or offer adequate
hospital service, and for whom the vaccine is still unavailable. The tragic irony of the
present situation in the Global North is that the relative surplus population, defined here as
the most precariously located and therefore the most vulnerable, are also the most alienated,
implying lower trust in government. Vulnerability to COVID-19, that follows this stratified
social division of vulnerability that resonates with the division of the population into the
vaccinated and the unvaccinated, is increasingly central to why the epidemic continues to
rage in both the Global South and the Global North.

Especially in the Global South, this social division resonates most strongly with the
internationally uneven division of wealth leading to vaccine undersupply that most strongly
affects the relative surplus population. However, especially in the Global North, the most
vulnerable within the relative surplus population are likely to be suspicious of the vaccine.
That is, this core precariat, at the very bottom of which are the destitute and homeless, has
reason to be suspicious because it is alienated from the mainstream middle class inflected
habituses that pervade prevailing education and health systems.

Marx’s early work [23] emphasizes how capitalist production relations are the source
of alienation that is both self-estrangement and estrangement towards others. Following
on, Durkheim’s classic work on alienation, or what he names as “anomie”, refers more
specifically to atomized, lonely socially disconnected people that results when there is not,
or they are not part of, widely shared integrating values or “moral regulation”. In short,
alienation or anomie arises for those without the unifying solidarity of “moral regulation”.
The term “system anomie” is introduced here as referring to people’s disconnection from
the “moral regulation” of prevailing hegemonic institutions and discourses.

The key problem in this present context is that to eliminate COVID-19 from the
community, by means of social distancing and vaccinations, requires a movement of unified
solidarity across the whole population that in turn is premised on universal awareness and
trusting acceptance of hegemonic socially integrative system discourses and institutions.
However, the population, divided between those with permanent secure employment and
income, and those in the relative surplus population located outside or on the margins
of organized capitalism, manifests as differing levels of precarity/security that unevenly
overlaps with differing levels of system integration/alienation.

Mid-range capitalist projects differ in the extent to which they unify or divide the
population. The pre-neoliberal project of the Keynesian welfare state, driven by an inclusive
vision of social democracy that spreads free health and education and radically reduced
the size of the precariat while also reducing the wealth and power of the capitalist class,
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generated a form of society characterized by security, integration, and solidarity. As well,
the dominant perspective of the “expertocracy” located within the legitimized systems of
the state–capital–science complex was largely unchallenged and trusted by the population.
In short, there was unified “moral regulation” and low “system anomie”.

In contrast, the neoliberal model of development has moved the world in exactly
the opposite direction, towards an increasing proportion of the population susceptible to
“system anomie” combined with declining “moral regulation”. Growing social fragmenta-
tion and deepening inequality follows the form of the class structure under the neoliberal
model of development that grounds system anomie. Ideologically, neoliberal values of
individualism and competition have undermined solidarity and trust. Further, especially
since the birth of the internet, the exponential rise in the number and availability of compet-
ing narratives has filled the emptying space of shared values due to declining hegemonic
socially integrative discourse or “moral regulation”. For those already disconnected from
the prevailing hegemonic discourse, this fracturing of a singular common sense view of
the truth, or what can be called the “postmodern malaise”, presents as a smorgasbord
of anti-hegemonic discourses that replaces the unifying discourse of solidarity or “moral
regulation”. The war against COVID-19 is being waged on this highly fractured and di-
vided social terrain. Rather than solidarity and a unity of purpose, central preconditions
for winning a war, this competitive, unequal, disconnected, alienating, and divisive terrain
is a recipe for social conflict and the unsustainability of a unified solidarity.

Competition and division within and between the national societies in this neoliberal
era strongly indicate that COVID-19 will remain in global circulation indefinitely. Moreover,
without the neoliberal model of development’s democratic socialist transformation, hu-
manity will remain susceptible to the global spread and embedding of more viruses. In the
immediate present, the ideological war of position overlaying this complex class structure
is being won by the neoliberal project as the moderate Left concedes with the neoliberals to
an acceptance of a vaccine-mitigated, living-with-COVID-19, return-to-neoliberal-normalcy
strategy. On-going battles, complicated by the Alt. Right’s articulation with popular frus-
tration, anger, and COVID-19 denial, focus on how best to manage a vaccine-led transition
back to neoliberal normalcy.

2.4. Sketching the Contours of the Ideological War of Position on COVID-19

Three major perspectives, though in varying proportions and forms across the ad-
vanced capitalist democracies, are central to the current war of ideological position. There
is a moderate Left perspective implicit in solidarity-led health-first responses to COVID-19,
a neoliberal business-first perspective that always prioritizes the path back to neoliberal
normalcy, and contradictory Alt. Right views that feed the anger and denial of the alienated
and vulnerable. Intersecting this Left–Right reading are other dimensions of ideological
struggle related to what are called “culture wars” around race, gender, religion, and science.
The moderate Left’s solidarity project against COVID-19 has been hamstrung by the hostile
neoliberal-led economic, political, and ideological environment, but integrally, without an
alternative post-neoliberal Left imaginary, it has also become subordinated to the neoliberal
project. In the end, neoliberal right and left positions have coalesced towards a practical
Third Way win–win strategy—summed up as “vaccinate, vaccinate, vaccinate!”—that seeks
to make neoliberal normalcy compatible with containing, but not eliminating, the virus.
However, this Third Way movement of the majority has also brought to the surface an
oppositional minority, primarily located amongst the alienated precariat, who resist vacci-
nation. However, alienation also articulates with other system-alienated views such as often
contained in alternative health-based movements that mistrust dismissive mainstream
medical science and post-colonial movements that do not trust the state that continues to
be infected by colonial residues. This heterogeneous social bloc in-the-making are brought
together by Alt. Right discourses that connect with the anxiety, anomie, and mistrustful
disposition of all groups associated with this alienated and under-vaccinated minority.
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More generally, the Alt. Right’s ascendancy has been facilitated by the catastrophically
failing neoliberal project that pits nations against nations and by the absence of a progressive
alternative that could win the hearts and minds of the population, especially the alienated
precariat that is growing, to an alternative counter-hegemonic project [4]. In addition,
the divisively anti-democratic nature of the neoliberal project itself has also opened up
space for the Alt. Right. The neoliberal-led underfunding of educational institutions
undermining an informed citizenship sustains immature neoliberal views of citizenship
rights. Especially pronounced in the USA, me-first market individuals see only their
possessive rights and freedoms, and do not grasp that the individual rights of the “one”
integrally entail obligations to the “other” in the form of collective commitments to the
wellbeing of the whole of society. Ideally, a democratic socialist world is one in which
solidarity is the basis of an inclusive individual freedom where everyone can meet their
needs and pursue their own destiny. However, especially in times of war, as with COVID-19,
where a consensual solidarity needs to be fully inclusive, the dissenting minority becomes
deeply problematic. That is, solidarity, across a population bifurcated between those within
and those outside of the prevailing hegemony, is the only path to universally meet citizens’
rights for a sustainable collective environment free of the virus, but this right directly
clashes with the democratic right of the minority to dissent.

Finally, social media has undermined, rather than promoted, a vibrant virtual global
civil society that could generate genuine unity. Profit-driven companies are soft on dis-
information and use algorithms that reinforce and radicalize existing views rather than
providing a genuine democratic forum for facilitating honest and open debate between
different perspectives. Within the context of the postmodern malaise, declining moral
regulation, and increasing alienation, a space has opened up for the Alt. Right to give ex-
pression and identity to the growing proportion of the population in precarious, alienated,
and vulnerable circumstances that have been neglected by both the neoliberal Right and the
neoliberal Left. In sum, through manipulative tropes of mistrust and blame, the Alt. Right
gives voice and expression to the alienated minority that releases its anger and anxiety on
to the “other” thus feeding social division and conflict [11,21].

Within the immediate terms of the prevailing model of development, the evolving
ideological struggle over COVID-19 grows out of the deep tension confronted by all
countries. Especially in the pre-vaccine phase, this tension is between opening up the
neoliberal-led global capitalist economy on which depend livelihoods and eventually lives,
and directly prioritizing the health response by closing national borders and locking down
the population in order to eliminate COVID-19 and save lives. The lockdown response
provoked by initial cases sneaking through borders into the community also necessitated
solidaristic movements of the whole population to socially distance and abide by drastic
restrictions on the freedom of movement if local spread was to be stamped out. Both at and
within borders, success in the war against COVID-19 has depended on the unified consent
and solidarity of the population that in turn is dependent on high “moral regulation” and
low “system anomie”. In other words, unless nearly everyone accepted state-led discourses
of social distancing, restricted freedom of movement, and vaccination, then especially with
the highly infectious Delta and Omicron variants, the virus was guaranteed to spread
rapidly amongst the population, though most seriously amongst the unvaccinated.

While the coming on-line of the vaccine has added a crucial line of defense, the
recent more infectious strains demonstrate that anything less than complete elimination
is losing the struggle. That is, the eventual universal spread of COVID-19 only needs a
dissenting minority that does not get vaccinated or follow the rules of social distancing
to ignite the rapid spread of the virus. Further, the Alt. Right movement that, ironically,
asserts democratic rights as absolute freedom of choice and movement has articulated and
validated this dissent. The problem is that even if the forces on the side of reopening the
country to movement and business are only a minority, this will still de-rail the project
to stamp out the virus locally. Compounding this logic is the tragedy that the portion of
the population most alienated from the system and its legitimating discourses, and where
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vaccination is low, is also in the end most vulnerable to COVID-19. These tensions break
out into a complex ideological and political struggle between different agents to win the
hearts and minds of complexly overlapping social groupings. This struggle is nonetheless
based in the bifurcation of the population into, on the one hand, the socially integrated and
trusting securiat that is vaccinated who are increasingly intolerant and dismissive towards,
on the other hand, the system-alienated mistrusting unvaccinated precariat.

Institutional and ideological neoliberalization that has been central in creating alien-
ated, uninformed, impoverished, and precarious segments of the population has ensured
the failure of the moderate Left’s health-first project of solidarity. The deeply precarious
core of these overlapping groupings have been less able to abide by the rules of social dis-
tancing and staying at home, and along with other less precarious but also alienated groups,
have been ideologically open to conspiracy, freedom, and denial narratives that have been
coordinated by the Alt. Right. Not only does this all lead to a resistant non-vaccinated
social bloc, it also generates an opposition movement to the solidarity movement against
COVID-19, and indeed supports a return to neoliberal normalcy.

The consequences of the neoliberal model of development, including threatened
democracy, undermined solidarity, and a world of divisive competition, are central to why
COVID-19 will likely become a permanent feature of the human condition. In turn, only
the neoliberal model of development’s democratic socialist transformation can prevent
future pandemics. Such an alternative requires the construction of a cooperative global
regulatory framework whose political precondition is the genuine democratization of the
United Nations. Such a transformation would provide the political preconditions leading
to support for an alternative cooperative regulatory framework dedicated to helping all
the nations of the world achieve local material security and self-sufficiency in food, shelter,
health, and education that are the basic material prerequisites for the establishment of a
genuine solidaristic social democracy. Relatedly, such a reformed United Nations could
develop globally socialized forums of virtual democratic communication and a “World
Knowledge Bank” dedicated to the procurement and then free distribution of cosmopoli-
tan knowledge to the countries of the world that together would facilitate international
cooperation and local self-sufficiency [15].

3. Concluding Discussion

This article has provided a “methodologically trans-national” stylized global overview
of the COVID-19 pandemic. It has demonstrated how the neoliberal model of capitalist
development and its associated worldview are central to why the virus is becoming a
permanent feature of the human world, and how an alternative democratic socialist model
of development is needed in order to prevent global pandemics in the future. This paper’s
overview conceptual perspective deployed the fundamental Global North/Global South
geopolitical distinction, but further research needs to examine in much more detail the
varying national forms of the struggles and timing of the stages of the war against COVID-
19. It also should examine ideological variations in the struggle across nation states,
especially regarding the nature and danger of the virus that link with specifically varying
practical responses that can potentially have global outcomes. However, under the still-
prevailing terms of the global capitalist neoliberal project, all paths are leading towards
the same end-point. In simple terms, COVID-19 is becoming a permanent parasitic feature
of the human condition that we must “learn to live with” as the world returns towards a
recalibrated neoliberal normalcy.

Agents and defenders of capital and the neoliberal project that have pushed for and
celebrate a return to normalcy will crow that they were right all along. The global market
will once again be equated with freedom, openness, democracy, and the only path to
progress, while the tentative war socialism of local solidarity in the face of a common
threat that pointed embryonically towards the need for the (g)localizing transformation of
the neoliberal model of development will be demonized as authoritarian and regressive.
One already hears neoliberal slogans that localization is like living in a cave or seeking
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a North-Korean-like hermit fortress. The term “fortress”, in particular, articulates back
with the neoliberal critique of the postwar nation-centric Keynesian model of development
and more generally expresses opposition to all developments that move in a socialist or
nation-centric direction.

In sum, even though the neoliberal model of capitalist development is the root cause of
this global pandemic, the failure of solidarity to win out will be made to appear as a victory
for the resilience of the neoliberal capitalist world. Expressed as an intellectually pessimistic
hindsight, it is obvious that the solidarity project was up against insurmountable odds,
and the return to a neoliberal normalcy albeit with COVID-19 can now be seen as the
almost guaranteed final outcome inscribed in the very logic of the neoliberal model of
development itself. Rather than gaining insight into the neoliberal-led capitalist causes of
this outcome that underpins the construction of a progressive alternative, neoliberal global
capitalism will, without significant critical exposure, continue to lead human civilization
into the darkness. Paralleling the experience of the global financial crisis, capital will be
given bonuses, humanity will bear the brunt, and little will change.

Capital will continue on its path of systematic destruction that treats Nature, including
humanity, as expendable resources. Under the neoliberal model of capitalist development
in particular, profitability has become the overriding global imperative that also drives
locational competition, which feeds “regressive nationalism” and undermines the capacity
of countries to prioritize humanity’s and, integrally, Nature’s health and wellbeing. If
indeed this is to be the future, then one can assume there will be more viruses that will
become global pandemics that we will not be able to stamp out. In sum, the world organized
within the framework of the neoliberal model of development has ensured COVID-19’s
planet-wide embeddedness and that future viruses will also become global pandemics.
This future is not guaranteed, but if there is to be an alternative future, it is imperative that
the critical lessons coming out of this global pandemic are translated into the democratic
socialist transformation of the neoliberal model of development.

Multiple dysfunctions in global supply chains into which countries are unevenly
inserted and dependent upon spread the virus and prevented local de-coupling. The
inflexibly unstable nature of this global monolith thus revealed by this global pandemic
points urgently towards the need for a “glocalization” alternative. Such an alternative
is based in global socialization of cosmopolitan knowledge deployed to facilitate locally
controlled material accumulation. Such an alternative is particularly relevant for vaccine
production and distribution.

Relatedly, global market competition generated by the neoliberal model that pits
countries against each other that has rendered international cooperation impossible has
been demonstrated to be particularly dangerous in global emergency situations where in-
ternational coordination and organized cooperation is crucial. In particular, this dangerous
situation is reflected in problems with the World Health Organization. It lacks power and
resources that have their root causes in the overall neoliberal infected organizational frame-
work of the United Nations linked with its domination by the neoliberalized countries of
the Global North. As a result, the World Health Organization has been unable to coordinate
an international response that could have stopped COVID-19’s spread and that could have
been central in the management of its elimination once getting a foothold in countries.

The present COVID-19-led conjuncture underpinned by the interacting crises of the
neoliberal model of development has also revealed a deeply conflictual and unstable
dynamic of political and ideological struggle. While there are complex reasons for people
being anti-vaccination, a central factor is the neoliberal model of development itself that
has generated a vulnerable and alienated precariat. System alienation corresponding
with me-first neoliberal individualism and the absence of the unifying cement of shared
discourses of social integration (or “moral regulation”) has generated a dissenting and
resisting minority. This minority is particularly significant in this context because the
project of solidarity in order to stamp the virus out is fragile because only the resistance of
the few is needed to put it in jeopardy.
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Only briefly in a few countries did the war against COVID-19 take the form of a
unified struggle against a common threat. In the end, the on-going struggle boils down to
that between the project to save a catastrophically failing model of capitalism that has led to
COVID-19 becoming a global pandemic in the first place, and the counter-movement which,
ultimately, pushes towards the neoliberal model of development’s democratic socialist
transformation. The present return to neoliberal normalcy represents another missed
opportunity to progressively reverse the devastating consequences of the catastrophically
failing neoliberal model of development, at least partly because of the absence of an
ideological imaginary and blueprint for a counter-hegemonic democratic socialist model
of development. The neoliberal model of development’s viciously interacting economic,
ecological, and political crisis tendencies, that now include viral pandemics, all point
towards the urgent need for a democratic socialist model of development.

Under the cosmopolitan democratic leadership of a reformed United Nations, a so-
cialized form of knowledge globalization and a new national–trans-national regulatory
framework would facilitate universally material self-sufficiency for the countries of the
world. Under this model of “glocalization” that defines the democratic socialist model
of development, countries would be able close borders quickly without significant eco-
nomic fallout and reformed United Nations institutions would have the mandated support
and capacity to effectively coordinate this process within a framework of cooperative
nationalism.
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Abstract: Due to the lack of vaccines and treatments, filtering facepiece respirators are a primary

and effective tool to dampen the spread of COVID-19. To meet the huge and continuous demand

for filtering facepiece respirators, this concept paper suggests a supply chain management frame-

work based on the disaster management principle. This concept paper adopts an exploratory and

qualitative literature review to provide managerial insights for the supply chain participants. Due

to implementation delay and strategic interdependency, the supply chain management strategies

need to be systematically integrated. A viable way to integrate strategies is based on the disaster

management cycle: mitigation, preparation, response, and recovery phases. Our model integrates

innovative and successful but overlooked supply chain management strategies. First, the production

capacity should be flexible so that the production mode in emergency and normal situations can

be different. Second, the concept paper and development facilities can utilize their capacities for

actual production in emergencies. Third, the quality certification process should accommodate the

flexible production capacities. Fourth, inventory stockpiling should be renewable. This concept paper

contributes to policymakers, healthcare sector decision-makers, stakeholders throughout the FFR

supply chain to cope with future crises caused by pandemics by providing a systematic approach to

constructing an effective, flexible, and resilient supply chain.

Keywords: COVID-19; filtering facepiece respirators; supply chain management; disaster

management cycle

1. Introduction

In 2020, coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) spread all over the world. To control
the disease outbreak, it is essential for the public to wear filtering facepiece respirators
(FFRs), such as surgical and N95 masks. Unfortunately, the capacity of the FFR supply
chain is insufficient to fulfil the sudden and huge demand under this disastrous situation.
To protect society from another respiratory disease pandemic, it is urgent for researchers,
industry practitioners, and governments to construct effective FFR supply chains. To
answer this urgent need, this concept paper provides an implementable framework that
integrates supply chain management (SCM) strategies based on the crisis management
principle through extensive case study reviews.

COVID-19 is caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)
that is highly contagious with human-to-human transmission. PPE, such as FFRs, medical
gowns, gloves, and goggles, protect the wearers from the virus’s transmission. We focused
on FFRs because other PPE is mainly consumed by restricted users such as healthcare
providers. This implies the demand for FFRs is much larger than that for other PPE,
and this causes formidable challenges. In addition, we focused on disposable masks and
respirators and excluded cloth masks. Cloth masks are made of a normal woven fabric and
cover the wearer’s mouth and nose. The effectiveness of cloth masks is questionable [1,2].
Moreover, supply shortages do not occur for cloth masks because people can make cloth
masks using their own fabric.
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Due to the shortage of vaccines and lack of treatments, FFRs are a primary and
effective tool to dampen the spread of COVID-19. Accumulated evidence supports the
idea that “public mask wearing is most effective at stopping spread of the virus when
compliance is high [3].” Moreover, when a mask can filter small sized airborne particles, it
protects the wearer more effectively [1]. Recent observations and empirical studies show
that COVID-19 transmission is lessened when the public wears FFRs. For example, the
citizens of South Korea and China actively wear FFRs, and the countries have successfully
controlled the spread of COVID-19 compared to other countries [4]. Chu et al. [1] found
that “face mask use could result in a large reduction in risk of infection, with stronger
associations with N95 or similar respirators compared with disposable surgical masks
or similar.”

The demand for FFRs has been huge and continuous during the pandemic. The global
yearly market volume of FFRs was less than $356 million dollars in 2018 [5]. According to
the Ministry of Food and Drug Safety of South Korea (MFDS), the monthly FFR market size
of South Korea in June 2020 was approximately $400 million dollars. The demand for FFRs
exploded during the pandemic such that a country’s monthly market size exceeded the
world’s annual trading volume two years ago. The demand for FFRs is huge because both
healthcare providers and all of society should wear FFRs to curb spread of the contagious
disease. Moreover, the demand is continuous throughout the pandemic period because
FFRs are designed to be disposable.

Unfortunately, the FFR supply did not meet the sudden and huge demand for FFRs
in the early stage of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the supply shortages of personal
protective equipment (PPE) including FFRs, many countries, including the most developed
countries in the world such as the U.S. and the U.K., there was a failure to curb the spread
of COVID-19 before it became a pandemic [5–7]. The failure has resulted in a disastrous
loss of lives and enormous economic damage worldwide. Revisiting the supply chain of
FFRs and finding solutions for future needs is very important.

To achieve our theoretical goals, we first reviewed extensive articles and case studies
about the countries that successfully contained the COVID-19 outbreak. We then examined
perspective articles that discuss similar strategies that we find in the case studies. We
suggested a conceptual model to build an FFR supply chain that effectively copes with
future emergencies. In particular, supply chain management framework and disaster
management cycle were used to envision the FFR supply chain. The gap between the
regular FFR supply chain capacity and the demand for FFRs during the initial stage of
COVID-19 pandemic was examined. Four phases of disaster management cycle including
mitigation, preparation, response, and recovery were discussed. Considering four pillars
in the FFR supply chain including information, production, distribution, and sustainability,
we demonstrate detailed strategies under each stage for an effective FFR supply chain. We
assert that the systematic management of the entire supply chain is crucial. An anecdote
illustrates the importance of taking a supply chain viewpoint. This study aims to propose
solutions for future emergencies that the FFR supply chain may face.

2. Literature Review

We conducted an unstructured literature review, starting with industry news and
reports related to FFR shortages in our supply chain. Journal articles were reviewed to
formulate research problems and identify solutions. Articles were gathered from three
areas: SCM, disaster management, and COVID-19 updates. Articles were selected using
both inclusion and exclusion criteria. We included both qualitative and quantitative studies
with keywords ‘personal protective equipment’, ‘filtering face mask’, ‘supply chain’, and
‘COVID’. Non-English articles were excluded. We select relevant articles based on our
experience. Then, we explored and selected theoretical studies to construct the framework
of this study based on our experience as well.

We built a conceptual model based on the integration of SCM with the disaster
management cycle. The SCM approach tracks the increasing value of FFR from raw
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material to the final product. The SCM approach has the advantage of identifying the
extent of the gap between supply and demand at each stage of production. This advantage
is important to account for the bottleneck in FFR production. However, bottlenecks vary
from situation to situation. The SCM approach is limited in understanding the dynamics of
bottlenecks. The disaster management framework provides a complementary perspective
for addressing fluctuating bottlenecks in the FFR supply chain. Disaster management
provides a procedural approach to responding to crises caused by a disaster, called the
disaster management cycle. This article provides a constructive framework for addressing
the crisis in the FFR supply chain caused by the COVID-19 disaster by integrating the SCM
approach with the disaster management cycle approach.

2.1. SCM Approach in Managing FFR Supply Chain Reacting to the COVID-19 Crisis

There is a gap between the regular FFR supply chain capacity and the demand for
FFRs during the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, at the beginning of April 2020, the U.S.
government ordered 3M, one of the major FFR producers in the world, to produce more
masks based on the Defense Production Act. However, it was difficult for 3M to follow
the order due to the insufficient nonwoven melt-blown filter (MB filter) supply [8]. Many
reports agree with our perspective that coherent and systematic strategies are required
throughout the FFR supply chain to cope with the disastrous situation [9–11]. The gap
identifies the challenges to coping with the surging demand for FFRs during a respiratory
contagious disease outbreak.

The supply chain starts with raw material suppliers and ends with the end users.
Figure 1 depicts the core structure of the FFR supply chain. This paper focuses on the
three main tiers (component providers, manufacturers, and distribution channels) and the
quality certification process.

Societies 2021, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 16 
 

our experience. Then, we explored and selected theoretical studies to construct the frame-
work of this study based on our experience as well. 

We built a conceptual model based on the integration of SCM with the disaster man-
agement cycle. The SCM approach tracks the increasing value of FFR from raw material 
to the final product. The SCM approach has the advantage of identifying the extent of the 
gap between supply and demand at each stage of production. This advantage is important 
to account for the bottleneck in FFR production. However, bottlenecks vary from situation 
to situation. The SCM approach is limited in understanding the dynamics of bottlenecks. 
The disaster management framework provides a complementary perspective for address-
ing fluctuating bottlenecks in the FFR supply chain. Disaster management provides a pro-
cedural approach to responding to crises caused by a disaster, called the disaster manage-
ment cycle. This article provides a constructive framework for addressing the crisis in the 
FFR supply chain caused by the COVID-19 disaster by integrating the SCM approach with 
the disaster management cycle approach. 

2.1. SCM Approach in Managing FFR Supply Chain Reacting to the COVID-19 Crisis 
There is a gap between the regular FFR supply chain capacity and the demand for 

FFRs during the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, at the beginning of April 2020, the 
U.S. government ordered 3M, one of the major FFR producers in the world, to produce 
more masks based on the Defense Production Act. However, it was difficult for 3M to 
follow the order due to the insufficient nonwoven melt-blown filter (MB filter) supply [8]. 
Many reports agree with our perspective that coherent and systematic strategies are re-
quired throughout the FFR supply chain to cope with the disastrous situation [9–11]. The 
gap identifies the challenges to coping with the surging demand for FFRs during a respir-
atory contagious disease outbreak. 

The supply chain starts with raw material suppliers and ends with the end users. 
Figure 1 depicts the core structure of the FFR supply chain. This paper focuses on the three 
main tiers (component providers, manufacturers, and distribution channels) and the qual-
ity certification process. 

 
Figure 1. FFR supply chain. 

The FFR components include MB filters, ear-loop or head-loop straps, and main bod-
ies that are made up of plastic or fabric. Among the raw materials, the key component is 
the MB filters. The MB filter is produced through a nonwoven web-forming process 
known as melt blowing to form fine fiber [12]. FFRs filter out droplets and airborne parti-
cles that contain viruses by using this material as a filter. In 2019, the U.S. capacity of melt-
blown fiber was estimated to be 250,000 metric tons per year and 34% of the fiber was 
used for filtration media [13]. One ton of MB fiber yields 1 million filters, and FFRs contain 
1–4 filters, depending on their protection level. 

The manufacturers assemble the components as FFRs. The FFR manufacturing ca-
pacity is highly concentrated in a couple of regional clusters. Notably, China possesses 
much of the capacity. The FFR manufacturing capacity is distributed over three major 
regional clusters: the U.S., Asia, and Europe. China produced approximately 20 million 
units of masks a day, which was approximately half the global production capacity for 
masks [5]. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the U.S. im-
ports 95% of its surgical masks and 70% of its respirators [7]. 

Figure 1. FFR supply chain.

The FFR components include MB filters, ear-loop or head-loop straps, and main bodies
that are made up of plastic or fabric. Among the raw materials, the key component is the
MB filters. The MB filter is produced through a nonwoven web-forming process known
as melt blowing to form fine fiber [12]. FFRs filter out droplets and airborne particles that
contain viruses by using this material as a filter. In 2019, the U.S. capacity of melt-blown
fiber was estimated to be 250,000 metric tons per year and 34% of the fiber was used
for filtration media [13]. One ton of MB fiber yields 1 million filters, and FFRs contain
1–4 filters, depending on their protection level.

The manufacturers assemble the components as FFRs. The FFR manufacturing capac-
ity is highly concentrated in a couple of regional clusters. Notably, China possesses much
of the capacity. The FFR manufacturing capacity is distributed over three major regional
clusters: the U.S., Asia, and Europe. China produced approximately 20 million units of
masks a day, which was approximately half the global production capacity for masks [5].
According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the U.S. imports 95% of
its surgical masks and 70% of its respirators [7].

Quality control is essential for FFRs to protect their wearers. Certification is required
for manufacturers to sell their FFRs in major markets. The certified protection level is
often represented in the product names. For example, N95 represents the filtering ability
of at least 95% of the airborne particles. The National Institute for Occupational Safety
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and Health (NIOSH) manages the N95 certification process in the U.S. [14]. The N95
certification process takes approximately three months from submittal to approval [15].

The end users acquire masks through two types of distribution channels. Institutional
consumers, such as hospitals and manufacturing firms, procure the masks in business-to-
business transaction channels and distribute them to their employees according to their
needs. In this case, the contract is settled through a negotiation process between the buyer
and the manufacturer. Individual consumers purchase masks from retail pharmacies. The
transactions depend on the market mechanism.

There is little consensus on how much demand should be fulfilled. For example,
various estimations of the demand in the U.S. have been provided. Assuming a 42-day
severe influenza pandemic, the U.S. CDC estimated a need for at least 1.5 billion medical
masks for the healthcare sector and 1.1 billion for the public. In addition, the healthcare
sector will demand more than 90 million N95 respirators [16]. Carias et al. [17] estimate the
maximum demands at 7.3 billion respirators and 0.04 billion surgical masks for healthcare
institutes in the U.S. In March 2020, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
estimated that U.S. healthcare workers would need 300 million N95 respirators per month
to fight a pandemic [18]. The estimations for the healthcare sector vary to a significant
extent, and estimations for the public are rare.

2.2. The Disaster Management Cycle

Disaster management has been intensively studied because of the serious effects
of disasters and the difficulty in containing them. Disasters refers to “events that occur
when significant numbers of people are exposed to hazards to which they are vulnerable,
with resulting injury and loss of life, often combined with damage to property and liveli-
hoods” [19]. Disasters cause crises, which are “the perception of an unpredictable event
that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organiza-
tion’s performance and generate negative outcomes” [20]. Both disaster management and
crisis management agree on the four interrelated phases: preparation, response, recovery
(revision), and mitigation (prevention). As depicted in Figure 2, a disaster management
cycle refers to repeating the four steps to manage the severe impact of a disaster.
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The disaster management cycle has been used in many studies to explore extreme
events and management practices, and public affairs. For example, Basri et al. [21]
conducted survey research to explore disaster management cycle of a flood event in
Malaysia from the perspective of industry players and flood victims. Based on the four
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stages of the disaster management cycle, Sim et al. [22] employed in-depth interviews to
develop competence and skill sets of social workers for the field of disaster management in
China. Recently, Thyagarajan et al. [23] applied the disaster management cycle to describe
the development, implementation, and outcomes of a national-scale simulation delivery
platform in response to the COVID-19 pandemic disaster. This platform is developed
by India’s Pediatric Simulation Training and Research Society. Their research presented
how this platform enabled the management team to address key aspects of the disaster
management cycle. The disaster management cycle has been confirmed as an effective
approach to encompass preparation for and recovery from large-scale disasters.

In advance of the evident threat of a respiratory disease pandemic, the mitigation
phase comprises designing and constructing an FFR supply chain that decreases the impacts
of the disaster on society and the environment.

When the threat of a respiratory disease pandemic is observed but the disease has not
yet impacted society, the preparation phase includes activities to organize and to allocate
resources along the FFR supply chain to provide the product where it is needed during the
pandemic. The tasks in the preparation phase are relatively short-term proactive compared
to the tasks in the mitigation phase. The preparation phase continues some tasks from the
mitigation phase, such as vulnerability assessment, constructing an information sharing
system, estimating the supply chain capacity, diversifying suppliers, and constructing an
FFR stockpile. In this section, we discuss the other additional tasks in the preparation phase.

Once the pandemic impacts society, the response phase consists of rapid and effective
actions to provide the FFRs to reduce the damage from the disaster. When the supply
chain is efficiently designed and constructed in the mitigation and preparation phases, the
reaction will be more effective than the case for COVID-19.

After the pandemic, the recovery phase involves the actions taken to return to a new
normal situation such as returning the supply chain resources to an efficient allocation for
to meet normal demands.

3. Conceptual Model of FFR Supply Chain Management Based on the Disaster
Management Cycle

To build an effective FFR supply chain to cope with a disastrous situation such as
the COVID-19 pandemic, it is necessary to integrate existing and proposed supply chain
management strategies based on the disaster management principle.

We propose an implementable FFR supply chain management framework based
on the disaster management cycle. Figure 3 illustrates the overview of our framework.
Compared to existing articles that focus on increasing the production capacity, our frame-
work considers four pillars: information, production, distribution, and sustainability. The
unique feature of this paper is the systematic integration of multidimensional supply chain
management strategies over the four phases of the disaster management cycle.
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3.1. Mitigation Phase

3.1.1. Vulnerability Assessment

In terms of FFR supply chain management, a vulnerability assessment identifies
the anticipated bottlenecks that the supply chain will face [10]. For example, Rice [24]
states that too high a concentration of suppliers in China is the most critical vulnerability.
However, there is little consensus about the lack of diversification being the most important
obstacle. For instance, Gereffi [25] asserts that the MB filter supply shortage is the primary
problem of the FFR supply during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Considering the huge and continuous demand for FFRs, it is necessary to conduct a
vulnerability assessment of various aspects of the entire supply chain. According to the
theory of constraints, a bottleneck is the least capable tier of a supply chain that restricts
the entire supply chain capacity [26]. This theory implies that every tier in the FFR supply
chain should have enough capacity to meet the demand. Because multiple processes of the
current FFR supply chain do not have enough capacity to meet the huge and continuous
demand, researchers have presented various opinions on the vulnerability assessment.
Diversified vulnerability assessments are desirable to identify various potential bottlenecks.

Vulnerability assessments are essential in the mitigation and preparation phases
because they form the basis to construct an effective FFR supply chain. A vulnerability
assessment calls for follow-up actions such as source diversification and increasing the MB
filter supply. Because it takes considerable time to implement the follow-up actions, we
should conduct this task in the mitigation phase or at least in the preparation phase.

3.1.2. Constructing an Information Sharing and Monitoring Platform

Under unexpected disastrous situations, we cannot overemphasize the importance
of using information to make decisions to reduce the damage from disasters. Efficient
information sharing is one common aspect of the countries that successfully contained
the COVID-19 outbreak such as South Korea and Taiwan [4,27,28]. The governments of
these countries control the supply of FFRs and provide the supply chain data to the public.
The data include the import and production of the components (such as MB filters) and
final products and the FFR inventory of retail shops. The manufacturers and retail shops
collaborate with the government to update the data on time.

The information-sharing platform can be used for material flow monitoring [9]. For
example, the infiltration of fake FFRs and underperforming materials into the FFR supply
chain is a significant problem [29]. Researchers suggest blockchain as a tool to secure the
supply chain from illegitimate products [30,31]. It is a critical task in the mitigation phase
to construct an information-sharing platform utilizing advanced information technologies
that can be used for supply chain monitoring.

3.1.3. Developing a Forecasting Model

It is essential to develop a forecasting model for FFR demands during a disastrous
situation. The scope of the forecasting model includes not only the independent demand
for the final product, but it also includes the derived demand for the components. Despite
the estimation of the demand for the final product during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is
rare that the demand for other components such as MB filters, manufacturing processes,
and quality certification processes be estimated. Because it is a requirement to manage
the entire supply chain, the forecasting model should be informative for every tier of the
supply chain.

The forecasting model should be able to reflect the updated data through the informa-
tion sharing system. As we can see in South Korea’s case, the dynamic forecasting model
forms the basis of societies’ proactive strategies against the disastrous situation [28]. The
possible models include scenario-based forecasting models, stress test models, and artificial
intelligence algorithms [27,32,33].
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3.1.4. Supply Chain Capacity Estimation

As we show with the FFR supply chain capacity before the pandemic section, the FFR
supply capacity estimation requires identifying each tier’s capacity and the bottleneck of
the supply chain. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the production capacity
bottleneck has been the MB filter supply capacity [8,18]. It is impossible to increase the
FFR supply without identifying the bottleneck. Moreover, a finer estimation of each tier’s
capacity allows one to conduct risk assessments such as the what-if test. For example, we
can answer the question “when a part of supply chain is disrupted, how much supply can
we acquire?” by identifying the bottleneck under the postulated scenario.

3.1.5. Build Additional Flexible Capacity

To fill the supply and demand gap, capacity expansion is a straightforward strategy.
Reacting to the COVID-19 outbreak, huge capital investments have been made to build
additional FFR production capacity. For example, the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD)
invested $133 million in domestic N95 mask production. Through the investment, three
major companies, 3M, O&M Halyward, and Honeywell, will produce 37.5 million masks
per month after initialization [34].

Because capacity expansion takes considerable time, it is part of the mitigation phase.
For example, Reicofil is a German manufacturer of the machinery used to make MB filters.
The company can establish a melt-blown production line in less than four months. This is an
expedited timeframe to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic [35]. This implies that effective
capacity expansion requires well-developed plans and accurate forecasting. Researchers
use the real options approach and stochastic control theory to determine the investment
timing and size [36,37].

When the capacity is expanded, how to utilize the expanded capacity after the crisis
should be considered. For example, Medicom Group, a Montreal-based company, opened
an FFR factory in Canada. The company and the Canadian government made a long-term
agreement about after pandemic FFR supply. Medicom’s chief executive, Ronald Reuben,
stated that the long-term agreement was crucial for the investment decision [18]. Without a
plan to handle the excess capacity, much of the capacity will be idle after the pandemic.

The additional capacity should be flexible so that it can be utilized to meet regular
demands for other products. During the COVID-19 pandemic, suppliers increase the mask
material supply by modifying their similar production lines to mask filter production
lines. From the production technology viewpoint, mask MB filters are similar to absorbent
hygiene products. Therefore, diaper and feminine hygiene producers can change their
production lines to mask MB filter lines. For example, Procter and Gamble (P&G) converted
approximately 10 absorbent hygiene product production lines to mask material production
lines in reaction to COVID-19 outbreak [35]. If the converted capacity can be returned to
their usual production mode, we can avoid a considerable amount of inefficient capacity.

3.1.6. Developing Diversified Sources

It is essential to diversify the FFR sources to mitigate the supply disruption risk for
concentrated sources. If sourcing options are concentrated in a specific region, disruptions
at the location put the entire supply chain at risk [38]. The COVID-19 spread started to be
serious in Wuhan, China. Due to the surging demand, China prohibited FFR exports to
satisfy the domestic demand first. Because China retained approximately 50% of the FFR
production capacity, many countries suffered FFR supply disruptions in the early stage of
the COVID-19 pandemic.

If the sources are diversified, the risk of disrupting all the diversified sources is signifi-
cantly lower than the case of a concentrated source. Therefore, countries have sought to
develop alternative FFR suppliers. For example, Tajikistan, where no COVID-19 cases had
been reported until early April 2020, became an alternative mask production country that
provides masks to other countries [39]. A supply chain redesign with second sources and a
redesign to local sources are possible options for source diversification [10]. Researchers in
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the operations management area have studied the optimal level of diversification consider-
ing the costs and benefits [40,41].

We remark that nondiversifiable risk exists, and source diversification should be
integrated with other strategies. Although it has been regarded as a rare event, sourcing
diversification is ineffective when all the sources are disrupted by a super event [40].
Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic is a super event. Approximately 80 countries
prohibited or restricted the export of COVID-19 products by the end of April 2020 [42].
Because the 80 countries include most of the FFR suppliers, supplier diversification has
limited effect in managing a disastrous event such as the COVID-19 pandemic. This implies
that source diversification should be a part of the solution in a systematic framework.

3.1.7. Constructing a Circular Stockpiling System

Inventory stocking is a traditional solution to cope with high demand. Many countries
stockpile medical devices to counter potential threats. For example, the U.S. Strategic
National Stockpile system stores vaccines, antiviral drugs, and PPE to cope with public
health emergencies, such as large-scale pandemics and natural disasters. Canada, Australia,
and Finland also operate similar systems [43,44].

Because FFRs are perishable items, the stockpile and rotation systems of Singapore
and Taiwan provide valuable managerial insights. The functionality of FFRs deteriorates
over time [45]. To prevent obsoletion, Singapore and Taiwan periodically replace old items
with new items if no threats occur [44]. The old, replaced items are consumed by medical
institutions. By maintaining the FFR stockpiling system during the mitigation phase,
society can cope with a sudden outbreak of a contagious respiratory disease pandemic.

Stockpiling should be a part of a systematic solution because it provides a temporary
buffer until other strategies are effectively exercised. The COVID-19 pandemic has lasted
longer than the stockpiles lasted, even for countries that operate a large-scale stockpiling
system. Therefore, countries source additional FFRs from alternative sources [46]. Although
the stockpile does not cope with the entire demand for a pandemic, it provides valuable
time to exercise other strategies because the inventory can be used instantaneously. For
example, society can use the FFR inventory while it converts a diaper production line to the
FFR production mode. Stockpiling plays a critical role as the buffer to reduce the impact of
a sudden shock in the FFR supply chain management framework.

3.1.8. Certifying Potential Producers

In the mitigation phase, certification authorities need to certify potential FFR suppliers.
During the COVID-19 pandemic period, underperforming and fake masks were traded [29].
The certification process takes considerable time although it provides valuable information
about the product quality to consumers. A possible solution is certifying potential FFR
producers during the mitigation phase. By certifying the potential production capacity in
advance, society can timely acquire confirmed FFRs during an emergency.

3.1.9. Research and Development for a Sustainable FFR Supply Chain

Designing and building a sustainable FFR supply chain is an urgent request and re-
quires aggressive investment in research and development (R&D). Regarding FFR produc-
tion technologies, the impending R&D topics include durable FFR development, recycling
technologies, waste treatment technologies, and a reverse logistics design. The current
FFRs are designed to be disposable. Therefore, huge waste continuously occurs during a
pandemic, and it causes a serious problem to our ecosystem [47,48]. If a durable FFR pro-
tects the wearer from virus transmission, it will dramatically reduce the production burden
and the medical waste. If a used FFR can be disinfected while maintaining a reasonable pro-
tection ability, we can expect a similar benefit [49]. Another imminent research topic is how
to design a closed-loop FFR supply chain that encompasses a reverse logistics system to
manage the used FFRs. The used FFRs are a plastic medical waste that should be disposed
of carefully. This implies that treating the used FFRs requires specialized systems to reduce
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the harmful effects on our ecosystem [50]. Finding the optional locations and capacities of
the waste treatment facilities to build the reverse logistics system is a requirement [51].

R&D investment is worthwhile because R&D facilities can be converted to supply
bases during a pandemic. For example, North Carolina State University produces face
mask material using their research facilities [52]. The University of Missouri utilizes their
research facility to cut the mask materials [53]. Skoltech FabLab, a Russian research facility,
produces PPE for hospitals in Moscow [54]. Because many research facilities belong to
nonprofit organizations, they are willing to form a cooperative societal effort to overcome
the emergency. R&D investment is a strategy to build a cooperative emergency supply base.

3.2. Preparation Phase

3.2.1. Demand Forecasting

Using the forecasting model developed in the mitigation phase, the demand for
FFR should be estimated based on the data about the impending disaster. This task
includes adjusting model assumptions, selecting appropriate scenarios, and numerical
calculations. Moreover, risk assessments, such as stress tests, are essential to building
reaction strategies [55]. In the preparation phase, the demand for FFRs is estimated under
the specific model for the imminent disaster including the uncertainty assessment for
the demand.

3.2.2. Converting Flexible Capacity to FFR Supply Capacity

The preparation phase is the best time to convert production with flexible capacities
to the FFR supply capacity. Production line conversion is well-known to operations man-
agers as production flexibility. The flexible capacities include research facility capacities,
manufacturing process (such as cutting and knitting) capacities, and the absorbent MB
fiber capacities that can be converted to the FFR MB filter production process.

It takes time to establish a new production process and train workers for FFR pro-
duction. For example, P&G had to install new equipment or adjust existing equipment to
change its production mode. Moreover, the employees need to be trained for the new pro-
duction process. P&G collaborated with their business partners to reduce the friction from
changing systems [35]. Considering the conversion time delay and the demand estimation,
the preparation phase coordinates the order of the flexible processes to be converted to FFR
production, the timing of exercising the flexibility option, and the magnitude of the produc-
tion capacity. These decision problems have been an intensive research topic in operations
management and industrial engineering [56]. By utilizing the accumulated knowledge,
flexible capacities should be efficiently reallocated to cope with the approaching disaster.

3.2.3. Renewing the Precertified Suppliers

When precertified suppliers convert their production lines to FFR production, they
must renew their quality certification. The renewal process should be faster than the
regular certification process and effective enough to ensure the produced FFR’s protection
capability. For a new producer that has not been certified, the regular certification process
should be imposed.

3.3. Response Phase

3.3.1. Supply and Demand Information Sharing

An efficient information flow is beneficial to stakeholders to make better decisions.
For example, the Korean Ministry of Food and Drug Safety (MFDS) provided the FFR
production, consumption, and inventory data to the public every day during the COVID-19
pandemic. The data help producers to determine their production rates and to comply
with the government’s control policy. The public can find where to buy FFRs in real time
through mobile apps [57]. A sharp contrast to South Korea’s successful case is the U.S.’s
case. In the U.S., all the FFR supply chain data are confidential except for the manufacturing
facility locations, and even the nationwide FFR supply data are closed to the public [55].
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The lack of data transparency hinders the abilities of governments, hospitals, and other
stakeholders to assess and to respond to the FFR supply disruption risk in the U.S. during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The shared information forms the basis of trust among the stakeholders and results in
societal collaboration to cope with emergencies. The public and private sectors of South
Korea effectively collaborate to fight COVID-19 based on the trust based on transparent
information sharing [4,28]. Hong Kong successfully contained the spread of COVID-19
through the community’s voluntary information sharing and collaboration [58]. The China
Aid organization utilizes a blockchain to increase trust and transparency [59]. On the
other hand, Italy and the U.S. had difficulties coordinating resources due to insufficient
trust among decision makers, even though the coordination mechanisms are formal [60].
These cases illustrate the importance of transparent and active information sharing in the
response phase.

3.3.2. Increase FFR Supply

To fulfil the sudden, huge, and continuous demand for FFRs, we need to fully utilize
the options for increasing the FFR supply developed in the mitigation and preparation
phases. Considering the costs and time to implement the strategies, the order of the
strategies is: (1) consuming the stored FFR inventories, (2) sourcing from diversified
suppliers, (3) increasing the production rate within the existing capacity, (4) converting
more flexible capacity to FFR supply, and (5) building additional capacity. If the demand
for FFRs is within the estimation made in the preparation phase, the demand would be
fulfilled with the first three options. If the demand exceeds the forecasted level, however,
implementing the last two options should be considered.

3.3.3. Monitoring and Securing Product Distribution

In the response phase, it is necessary to distribute the qualified FFRs to consumers at a
reasonable price. The COVID-19 pandemic illustrates challenges for this task: (1) qualifying
a large number of products in a short amount of time, (2) preventing hoarding and panic
buying, and (3) securing the distribution channels from being infiltrated by fake prod-
ucts and underperforming products. The strategies we discussed in the mitigation and
preparation phases are premises to overcome these challenges.

There is a dilemma between quality assurance and timely supply. To be able to have
an agile reaction against the COVID-19 outbreak, expediting quality certification processes
is a common action that many authorities in the world implement. For instance, the U.S.
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) operates Emergency Use Authorizations (EUAs) that
allow “unapproved medical products or unapproved uses of approved medical products to
be used in an emergency to diagnose, treat, or prevent serious or life-threatening diseases
or conditions caused by CBRN (Chemical, Biological, Radiological and Nuclear) threat
agents when there are no adequate, approved, and available alternatives [61].” The FDA
includes FFRs in the EUA program and presents the information on approved items on its
webpage. However, Plana et al. [29] examined the quality of the FFRs that are approved
under EUA. The test results show that “Many did not perform to accepted standards and
are likely to be counterfeit.” It is an urgent and difficult task to construct a trustworthy
supply chain under emergencies.

To mitigate the certification delay, it is effective to utilize precertified suppliers and
research facilities. For the precertified suppliers in the mitigation phase, the certification
process is unnecessary or reduced. The research facilities can participate in the certification
process to reduce the burden on the certification authorities. Utilizing these devices can
increase the capacity of the potential bottleneck of the FFR supply chain.

When necessary goods are in short supply, market-based transactions may result
in prices soaring, panic buying, hoarding, and counterfeits. It is not surprising that we
observe these phenomena in the FFR market during the COVID-19 pandemic [62–64].
On the other hand, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore successfully control their FFR
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distribution, which is one of the critical ways that those countries successfully curbed the
spread of the disease.

By utilizing the information sharing system that is constructed in the mitigation phase,
governments can control the FFR material flows to prevent hoarding and panic buying. For
example, the Korea Public Procurement Service (KPPS) procured masks from producers
and distributed them to the public. The masks distributed in this channel are called public
masks. KPPS controlled both the unit price of the public masks at approximately $1.20
and the maximum number that could be bought per week according to the supply [28].
Korean citizens could find where to buy the public masks using a mobile phone app in
real time [57,65]. The South Korean government successfully led the public to curb the
spread of COVID-19 spread by utilizing the product distribution control and the real-time
inventory information app.

Although actual application cases are rare, researchers suggest the blockchain and
artificial intelligence as the tools to secure the supply chain from underperforming and fake
products. Orcutt [66] asserts that the blockchain enhances transparency in supply chain
tiers so that it can prevent a supply chain network failure. The China Aid organization
has implemented a blockchain system, and pharmaceutical supply chains are conducting
pilot studies on blockchain systems [59,67]. The information sharing system equipped with
advanced technologies can assist in securing the FFR distribution channels [68,69].

3.3.4. Operating a Sustainable FFR Supply Chain

Even though a well-designed sustainable FFR supply chain has been constructed, it is
still challenging to operate the chain in the response phase. For example, after members of
the public use masks, they dispose of the used masks at home. How can the waste from
individual households be collected and put into a sustainable supply chain? Despite the
increasing volume of research on sustainable FFR supply chains, solutions to this question
are limited [70].

3.4. Recovery Phase

3.4.1. Post Disaster Analysis and Learning from Mistakes

The lessons learned from previous mistakes are valuable. One factor of Asian countries’
successful reaction is that they learned costly lessons from previous respiratory disease
outbreaks such as severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 2003 and Middle East
respiratory syndrome (MERS) 2015 [4]. The abundant data that are gathered through the
information-sharing system must be analyzed. Post-event data analysis should answer the
following important questions:

1. What was the valuable information that the information-sharing system did not include?
2. What were the demand forecasting errors and why did forecasting errors occur?
3. What was the gap between the estimated supply capacity and the actual supply and

why do supply estimation errors occur?
4. Did the FFR distribution deliver satisfactory quality products at a reasonable price on

time? If not, what was the problem that disturbed the distribution channels?
5. Were there effective and innovative FFRs? If so, how can they be incorporate the new

FFRs in the certification process?
6. What were the situations that the developed plan did not cover?

By answering these critical questions to assess the key performance of each tier, we
can acquire insights to improve the disaster management strategies.

3.4.2. Returning Flexible Capacities to Normal Operations

As the pandemic diminishes, the demand for FFRs declines. This is the time for the
flexible FFR production capacities to return to their original businesses. For example,
there can be back orders for products such as water filters, diapers, and feminine hygiene
products. By returning the FFR production capacities to these products, we can avoid
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inefficient redundant capacity maintenance. Because of this property, flexibility is often
regarded as a synonym of resilience.

3.4.3. Develop Alternative Uses

Developing alternative uses for the FFR production capacities is necessary if excessive
capacities still exist after reallocating the flexible capacities. Without developing alternative
demand, the industry does not maintain the redundant capacity, and this will result in
supply deficiencies in future disasters. Moreover, the public and private sector agreements
may include the government’s support for the FFR producers after the disaster [18]. There-
fore, how to handle the excessive but necessary capacities is an important issue in the
recovery phase.

Demand development requires both the public and private sectors to be creative, and
it is desirable to generate constant demands for FFR related products. For example, the
MB filter production capacity can be modified to produce water filters. By providing water
purification systems to public schools, the government can generate ongoing demand to
maintain the flexible capacity for the FFR.

3.5. Discussion

There are limitations of this study that provide future research directions. First, we
restrict our interest to FFR supply chain management. To curb disease outbreaks, the
public’s willingness to wear masks is essential. However, our discussion does not include
how to get the public to wear masks. Wearing masks is effective when combined with
other strategies such as aggressive testing, infection path tracking, and appropriate patient
quarantines. Therefore, our framework is a part of a wider framework. We hope that our
paper contributes to building a society safer from diseases.

Second, extended qualitative studies based on this conceptual model will be valuable
to enhance our understanding of effective strategies for managing disaster situations. Inter-
views and focus groups should be conducted among FFR supply chain members to provide
practical insights.

Third, empirical studies may be developed to offer quantitative estimation and pre-
diction of the supply and demand of FFR. Trade data of raw materials and finished FFR
products can be incorporated to understand the dynamics of the FFR supply chain on a
global scale.

Last, our framework can be more efficient through global cooperation. However, the
international partnership has not been discussed enough. For example, future research
can investigate how much value can be created when developed countries establish a
forecasting system and share the information with other underdeveloped countries. The
future research topic can include the priority and emphasis of resource allocation according
to the country’s development phase.

4. Conclusions

This paper provides a framework to manage the FFR supply chain when reacting to a
disastrous situation such as the COVID-19 pandemic. We provide implementable strategies
based on the disaster management cycle that includes the mitigation, preparation, response,
and recovery phases. Based on the four pillars, this conceptual framework demonstrated
major topics in four phases of the disaster management cycle. Each point was discussed by
presenting examples and current practices. The mitigation phase focuses on building an
information-sharing infrastructure, developing a demand forecasting model, evaluating the
supply chain capacity, constructing various supply bases, and creating contingency plans
by forming a social consensus. The preparation phase takes short-term proactive actions
such as forecasting the demand and converting flexible capacities into FFR production. In
the response phase, all available resources are mobilized to increase the supply to meet
the growing demand. Securing the distribution channels is also critical in the response
phase. After the disaster, it is a painful but necessary step to reflect on the past event to
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learn from any failures. In addition, managing the increased FFR supply chain capacity is
essential to sustaining the emergency reaction capability in the supply chain. We developed
a framework based on an intensive literature review. We hope that our paper contributes to
mitigating future pandemics. Policy makers, healthcare sectors, stakeholders throughout
FFR supply chain may establish a database and monitoring system to respond such urgent
events in the future.
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Abstract: Digitalization and artificial intelligence (AI) technologies in migration and mobility have

incrementally expanded over recent years. Iterative approaches to AI deployment experienced a

surge during 2020 and into 2021, largely due to COVID-19 forcing greater reliance on advanced

digital technology to monitor, inform and respond to the pandemic. This paper critically examines

the implications of intensifying digitalization and AI for migration and mobility systems for a post-

COVID transnational context. First, it situates digitalization and AI in migration by analyzing its

uptake throughout the Migration Cycle. Second, the article evaluates the current challenges and,

opportunities to migrants and migration systems brought about by deepening digitalization due to

COVID-19, finding that while these expanding technologies can bolster human rights and support

international development, potential gains can and are being eroded because of design, development

and implementation aspects. Through a critical review of available literature on the subject, this

paper argues that recent changes brought about by COVID-19 highlight that computational advances

need to incorporate human rights throughout design and development stages, extending well

beyond technical feasibility. This also extends beyond tech company references to inclusivity and

transparency and requires analysis of systemic risks to migration and mobility regimes arising from

advances in AI and related technologies.

Keywords: international migration; mobility; Migration Cycle; artificial intelligence; digitalization;

digital divide; COVID-19; human rights

1. Introduction

In the current era of online connectivity, described by some as the Age of Algo-
rithms [1], increasingly complex digital technologies including those related to artificial
intelligence (AI) underpin more and more everyday activities performed by people all
over the world. Substantial developments in computational power and data generation
have resulted in people’s daily lives being shaped through AI-related services and digital
interfaces, such as the personalization of newsfeeds, online advertising tailored to browsing
activity, interactive chatbot assistance and automated analytical updates. The range of
“smart” products using AI technologies has also grown, now covering appliances, vehicles,
houses and integrated voice assistants.

Routine activities in day-to-day lives around the world speak volumes of the recent
emergence of modern-day digital transformations. Sending e-mails, transferring money
to family back home, searching online for information and advice, posting comments on
social media and lodging e-forms through online platforms have become routine even in
the most geographically remote locations. This is especially the case for interactions related
to international migration and mobility, which is an inherently transnational phenomenon
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that has been shaped by social networks over hundreds of years often involving person-
to-person links built up over generations [2,3]. Over recent years, however, our social
and economic interactions have been increasingly mediated through digital systems and
processes, placing much greater emphasis on digital technologies and reducing the need
for personal interaction [4].

Alongside the impacts on individuals, the pressure on industry to digitalize has
resulted in every sector (and, to a lesser degree, all organizations) needing to transform
its systems, structures and processes toward data capture, storage, reporting and related
analysis. As part of these digital transformations, we have seen the management of
migration and mobility systems globally being affected by increased digitalization and
improving AI capabilities. The use of these data-driven technologies is not new, with
some countries having utilized AI in their migration management systems for more than
two decades, including as a means to manage rising demand for visa and travel-related
products and services [5]. AI is increasingly used throughout the Migration Cycle, for
example, to facilitate pre-departure identity checks, support online visa applications,
manage administrative decision-making, enable “smart” border processing, and produce
data analytics on travelers’ compliance with legal frameworks.

AI technologies can help people access up-to-date information in real-time, improve
system efficiency and reduce service times for clients. However, AI poses a variety of issues
for policymakers, practitioners and migrants, including concerns about technology-enabled
surveillance of individuals, the potential for systemic bias in AI decision-making in the
areas of migration and mobility, the increased interactions between public and private
sectors and their competing interests, and the negative impact of AI technologies on the
protection of human rights.

Data-driven AI technologies have also played a critical role in the fight against
COVID-19, especially during the initial months of the pandemic. Many governments
and businesses around the world quickly developed digital solutions to monitor public
health, such as mobile phone applications for contact tracing to support self-isolation strate-
gies aimed at minimizing transmission rates [6–8]. COVID-19, and the urgency related
to immediate responses, acted to further intensify the pre-existing pressures on industry
and States to ‘digitalize or perish’ [9,10]. It had become a matter of life and death, on a
large scale, and closely linked to the movement of people across borders as well as within
local communities.

This paper critically examines the implications of intensifying digitalization and AI for
migration and mobility systems for a post-COVID transnational context. First, it situates
digitalization and AI in migration by analyzing its uptake throughout the Migration Cycle.
Second, the article evaluates the current challenges and opportunities to migrants and
migration systems brought about by the deepening digitalization due to COVID-19, with
reference to human rights and international development. This is important because of the
widely recognized risks AI implementation poses to the adherence of human rights, most
especially concerning identity and privacy [11,12]. In addition, the potential impacts of the
“digital divide” extend beyond individuals and communities, taking in entire countries
beset by global inequalities. Further leaps in the roll-out of super technologies in migration
and mobility regimes, such as AI, risk further polarizing the potential for developing
countries to also realize a global mobility dividend.

In writing this paper the researchers conducted a review of the available literature on
this subject drawing from academic articles published in peer-reviewed journals, research
reports, and other relevant national and international government documents on migration
management, AI and COVID-19. Document analysis was used as the primary research
method, drawing on the available literature to provide new insight into the implications of
increasing digitalization and use of AI in migration and mobility systems for a post-COVID
transnational context.
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2. From Abstract Conceptualizations to Functional Realities: The AI and Migration
Story So Far

There is no universally agreed definition of AI. However, in a broad sense, it can
be thought of as “the programming of computers to do tasks that would normally re-
quire human intelligence” [13]. With its roots in computer science of the 1950s, AI was
initially conceived to convey the aspirational development of a computer that would de-
liver the high-level or cognitive capability of humans to reason and to think—otherwise
referred to as “general AI” [14,15]. More than six decades later, high-level reasoning and
thought remain elusive. Yet, AI technologies have developed over time to encapsulate
different streams that utilize machine capabilities for such work as natural language pro-
cessing, speech processing, machine learning, vision recognition, neural networks, and
robotics [16,17]. AI-based systems can be purely software-based, acting in the virtual
world (e.g., voice assistants, image analysis software, search engines, speech and face
recognition systems) or AI can be embedded in hardware devices (e.g., advanced robots,
autonomous cars, drones or Internet of Things applications) [14]. All of these AI technolo-
gies are relevant to migration and mobility systems, which operate in physical as well as
virtual spaces.

The long-term trend toward computer-based migration and mobility systems involv-
ing the capture of vast amounts of data on travelers, movements, regulatory decisions and
processes, has enabled the development and deployment of super technologies such as AI.
AI technologies have increasingly been used in migration since the late 1990s, including
in Australia, the United States, Japan and many European countries and by the European
Union [18–20]. Increasing volumes of administrative processing—such as visa applications,
airline check-ins, border point crossings—resulted in growing data repositories that were
challenging for governments to utilize. This challenge, combined with increasing security
risks associated with international travel particularly following the 9/11 terrorism attacks,
saw many countries pursue AI in migration and mobility systems that also involved a
distinct preference for optimizing security [20,21]. Early investments in machine learn-
ing and other analytical capabilities significantly enhanced States’ abilities to monitor
their borders and implement pre-entry detection systems, including by analyzing data on
hundreds of millions of border crossings amounting to many gigabytes of “unstructured
intelligence” [22]. It is also important to note that AI technologies rely on underlying
data capture and digital capabilities in order to be applied. “Digitalization” of aspects of
migration systems is, therefore, a necessary condition for the application of AI technologies.
However, digitalization does not necessarily result in AI technologies being developed and
implemented. Compared with digitalization, AI in migration and mobility is currently
much more limited, although it has experienced a surge in focus over the last 12–18 months.

To situate the analysis of digitalization and AI in migration, we apply the analytical
framework of the “Migration Cycle” [23,24] to demonstrate its broader applicability that is
much wider than the more obvious areas of border management and visa processing. The
increase in digital capture means that AI has been used throughout the Migration Cycle at
all stages: pre-departure, entry, stay and return (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. AI and the Migration Cycle.

As can be seen in Figure 1, the advancement of AI through the Migration Cycle has
extended beyond its initial focus on pre-departure and entry. Similarly, the expansion
has occurred alongside an increase in the variety of actors involved in the creation and
management of such systems, posing concerns for the data management and privacy of
highly sensitive information across various jurisdictions. These non-state actors span the
public and private domains including civil society, large corporations and agencies such
as airlines and ‘platform companies’ such as Facebook and Google [25–27]. Multinational
technology corporations that operate transnationally are increasingly involved in the devel-
opment of AI systems in migration, often for government clients, and their data collection
and analytical capabilities extend beyond borders and national boundaries. However,
an underlying profit motive means that much of the development and implementation
globally is situated in high-income economies, resulting in profound asymmetry between
countries in terms of the use of AI technologies in migration and mobility systems [5].

States with developed capabilities in AI technologies could thus be placed in a leading
position at the forefront of the global efforts to manage migration. Consequently, States
with less advanced technologies could be further isolated. Such a situation could create
a new paradigm, an AI divide, whereby AI-capable States would set the agenda and
priorities for international migration management. That is particularly relevant as States
viewed as more authoritarian regimes may be placed on the same side of the AI divide
with traditional western liberal democracies, due to the development in AI capabilities
around the world. Such a scenario may have significant consequences for migration and
mobility, as the AI divide could either reinforce or, conversely, depart from the north–south
migration paradigm [5]. The drive to accelerate the digital transformation and increase
AI capabilities in migration is also deeply influenced by the worldwide efforts to curb the
COVID-19 pandemic, as discussed in the next section.

3. Digital Technologies and AI throughout the Migration Cycle during COVID-19

Digital technology and AI interventions have advanced and taken new forms as a
result of COVID-19 management strategies to curb the spread of the virus such as contact
tracing, quarantine measures, and crowd surveillance. Using the Migration Cycle as a
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framework, this section examines these evolving technologies and the ways in which
migrants’ journeys are impacted by digital advances during the COVID-19 pandemic (See
Figure 2. COVID-19 Technological Interventions throughout the Migration Cycle).

Figure 2. COVID-19 Technological Interventions throughout the Migration Cycle.

3.1. Pre-Departure: The Role of Mobility Data

From global data dashboards and neighbourhood maps to personal wearable tech-
nology, devices producing real-time data aimed to track and monitor the spread of the
virus and subsequently the movement of people has become all the more significant during
COVID-19. The data produced by AI, mobility monitoring platforms and wearable tech-
nology helps to inform COVID-19 impact strategies, including lockdown measures, border
closures and other restrictions to movement. Big tech companies have released mobility
data, for example, Google’s ‘community mobility reports’ and Facebook’s ‘movement
range trends’ report. Both companies emphasize that the aggregated data is anonymous
and based on users who opt in to share their location history, which is turned off by de-
fault [28,29]. Facebook (n.d.) describes how population density maps rely on data collected
from users and are combined with satellite imagery from machine vision AI and census
information. Such data sets are intended to inform public health officials and researchers
how people are responding to COVID-19 interventions such as social distancing measures
and lockdowns [30,31], however, limitations are revealed in assessing how accurately the
data represents the examined population as there is no information on the number of ‘users’
accounted for in the Google and Facebook outputs or if any strategies are applied in the
data analysis to account for demographic and/or other biases [32].

Mobility data are made available through mobile phones and also through wearable
technology, defined as “communication enhancing devices worn on the body that are con-
nected to an internet source”, for example, smartwatches and fitness trackers [6] (p. 90243).
These movement tracking devices are supported by Bluetooth, GPS, and GIS technologies,
which raises serious privacy concerns. Notably, there are few guidelines and regulations
about the use of this private data and what is entailed in information sharing [6]. Critical to
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the safety of individuals, private telecom companies maintain a database of these records
and authorities can gain access to users’ exact locations [27].

In the context of COVID-19, mobility data directly relates to the pre-departure stage
of the Migration Cycle due to its influence on the prediction and modelling of population
movement, tracking the spread of the virus, and subsequently implementing movement
restrictions. The acceleration of technology and use of big data and AI due to COVID-19
has direct impacts on migrants in the immediate and the foreseeable future [26,33]. Big
data, recognized for its ability to process high-volume information, from a variety of
sources and at a high velocity, enables decision making and process automation [34]. Big
data is currently being leveraged to monitor migrants approaching the border [33], with
experiments taking place at EU borders, for example, to predict population movements
and inform automated decision-making in immigration applications [26]. In keeping with
this trend, the ways in which big data analytics are being used to monitor movement at
border points will continue to intensify.

3.2. Entry: Increased (Bio)Surveillance

There is a range of technological interventions that migrants, and citizens alike, are
subject to at border points upon entry. Drone technology, which relies on AI applications,
for example, has become particularly significant in the context of COVID-19, due to its
ability to survey and observe crowds, conduct thermal imaging to screen for those with
a high body temperature, sanitize public spaces, and even carry essential medical sup-
plies [6,35]. Unmanned aerial vehicles have become a large part of migration management
technologies and are regularly used to monitor border sites [33]. The European Com-
mission’s ROBORDER project, is an example of how such technologies are advancing,
as the project seeks to create a “fully-functional autonomous border surveillance system
with unmanned mobile robots including aerial, water surface, underwater and ground
vehicles” [36]. These technologies have far-reaching human rights implications due to the
accumulation of private data and the lack of regulatory policies in place [26]. Additionally,
there are security risks as drones are vulnerable to GPS-jamming and hacking for users to
conduct criminal activity [6].

Integrated into drone technology and other surveillance devices is the capturing of
biometrics, the collection of data through “physiological or behavioral traits such as voice
recognition, fingerprints, retinal recognition or facial thermograms” [25]. Face scanners, for
example, are equipped with AI-based multisensory technology and have been adopted in
airports in efforts to identify individuals with symptoms of COVID-19 and limit exposure
to frontline staff [6]. These camera technologies collect real-time data and often rely
on AI machine learning to screen and diagnose individuals and produce research that
supports virus modelling and risk prediction [6]. The collection of biometric data raises
serious questions about how the data is stored, who owns it, who can access it, and
how it will be protected [25,26,37]. The increase of surveillance technologies that utilize
biometrics has given rise to “virtual” or “digital” borders which have great implications for
migration [25,37]. For one, biometric identifiers as a prerequisite for travel is expanding,
we see this especially in the context of COVID-19 with the requirements for proof of
vaccination and COVID-19 test results [38]. While there is no consensus on COVID-19
health status certificates as a prerequisite for international travel [39], the inequitable
vaccine access may act to reduce international mobility. Those unable to access vaccination
programs in developing countries will face obstacles to international travel, further to the
already significant visa restrictions [40]. In addition, vaccination registration and identity
verification may also deter migrants in an irregular situation from being vaccinated, which
may not only exclude them from access to COVID-19 certificates but also jeopardize broader
public health goals [41].

40



Societies 2021, 11, 135

3.3. Stay: Quarantine, Testing, and Healthcare Provision

Digital technologies have been incorporated into various COVID-19 management
strategies including mandated quarantine and self-isolation. Techniques employed in this
context have grave implications for migration and mobility systems. For example, in Tai-
wan, quarantined individuals were monitored through government-issued mobile phones
and tracked by GPS. If individuals breached their quarantine by crossing a “digital fence”,
a message was sent to the individual and individuals were issued fines [42]. Similarly,
many countries instructed individuals to download a mobile phone application to self-
report COVID-19 symptoms and self-isolate [43]. For migrants in particular, the collection
of personal data for public health purposes, raises concerns for their privacy and safety.
Immigrants have expressed concerns accessing COVID-19 related programs due to the fear
of exposing their immigration status [44,45]. Examples of extracting personal data from
mobile phones stem into migration and mobility management practices, as it is becoming
common among authorities to use personal electronic devices as a verification tool, gaining
access to call data, text messages, location history and more [26]. Advocates call for the
establishment of firewalls between health and immigration authorities to encourage the
uptake of COVID-19 technologies and protect the rights of migrants [45].

The digital transformation of healthcare provision has also uniquely informed mobil-
ity and migration systems and has implications for migrants themselves, especially when
it comes to accessing healthcare services. The application of health-related technologies
during the pandemic has been imperative to provide virtual care, track medication orders,
and communicate health information from wearable technology to healthcare profession-
als [35,43]. For example, in the United States, Kinsa Health, a technology company that
created smart thermometers that connect to a mobile application, generates daily maps
illustrating potential hot spots across the United States. Such technology works to track the
spread of the virus and inform public health safety measures, such as when to implement
movement restrictions, for example, curfews and lockdowns [46]. Additionally, COVID-19
has given rise to a suite of virtual healthcare services and telehealth platforms. While some
have been designed with migrants in mind, such as “Karim the Chatbot X2AI”, a program
created to deliver remote psychotherapy to Syrians in the Zaatari refugee camp [47,48], the
streamlining of remote healthcare services raises concerns for migrants who may lack access
to a stable computer and internet access, lack digital proficiency, and do not access available
services due to privacy concerns [49]. The use of digital technologies within migrant com-
munities prompts further reflection on the use of digital technologies during COVID-19
and how it exacerbates not only the “digital divide” with unequal access to technology and
networks but also inequality with lasting implications for health and security.

3.4. Return: Contact Tracing and the Digitalization of Visa Applications

According to the World Health Organization (WHO) contact tracing involves the
identification of individuals who have come in contact with an infected person(s), record-
ing the details of those individuals, and getting tested for infection [50]. The exercise
of contact tracing requires people to willingly have their personal details captured, of-
ten in a government-protected database, to help curb the spread of the virus [8]. From
large-scale surveillance cameras to mobile phone applications and wearable technology,
digital technologies have been adopted to aid the process of contact tracing. In South
Korea, for example, a combination of data is pulled from “security camera footage, facial
recognition technology, bank card records, and GPS data from vehicles and mobile phones”
to produce real-time data on people’s travel [43] (p. 436). Using a mobile phone application,
individuals are then notified of COVID-19 cases nearby and instructed to visit a testing
centre [43,51]. Singapore has also implemented a mobile phone application using Bluetooth
signals that allow individuals to keep track of who they are in proximity to. When an
individual is diagnosed with COVID-19, public health officials will access the data to
identify individuals who were in contact with the infected person [43,52]. While both
Singapore and South Korea have maintained record low COVID-19 mortality rates [43],
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for contact tracing to be effective, Oxford University researchers suggest that over half the
population would need to adopt the technology [53]. Utilizing contact-tracing applications
may be a challenge for migrants due to connectivity issues, and as a migrant advocacy
organization reports, migrants often share devices or lack a mobile phone all together [53].

COVID-19 disrupted forced and voluntary return procedures, however, to adapt to
various travel restrictions and office closures, many countries began to accept immigration
applications by post and email, issuing documents digitally [54]. There are drawbacks to
online systems including access to technology by applicants, data protection and quality
control [54]. The digitalization of migration management regarding online applications
and the issuing of visas existed prior to the pandemic. For example, Canada, the United
States, and the EU have been investing in AI algorithms to automate decisions on visa
applications [33]. The pandemic has heightened the need for digital services, and it is likely
the integration and adoption of digital technologies will continue to accelerate.

4. Implications for Migrants, Migration Trends and Migration Corridors

As discussed in the previous sections, digitalization and AI are increasingly becoming
a common feature of migration and mobility. The COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated
the adoption of technology-driven solutions that directly impact migration and mobility
systems. While technological innovation presents many opportunities, notably concerning
migrants’ access to information and services throughout the Migration Cycle, the potential
over-reliance on these technologies also brings about significant challenges. Two key
areas of interest can be highlighted in this regard, concerning the protection of migrants’
human rights, and the effects on long-term migration trends and the implications for
migration corridors.

4.1. Protection of Migrants’ Human Rights

While the challenges posed by the development of digital technologies and AI are not
exclusive to migration, the power imbalance between migrants and public authorities may
aggravate existing weaknesses in protecting their human rights. Two areas are of particular
interest—the potential for algorithmic bias to exacerbate inequalities and lead to unlawful
discrimination and the effects of increased surveillance on the protection of migrants’ right
to privacy.

First, research demonstrates that AI systems can reflect the biases of their human
creators [55–57]. For instance, bias may arise from a lack of representation and diversity
in datasets used to train AI algorithms [56]. For example, researchers found that due to a
lack of diversity in the datasets used for training commercially available facial recognition
algorithms, these were significantly less accurate when recognizing women’s faces with
darker skin types [58].

AI systems may also reflect structural and historical bias against minorities [57].
For instance, researchers demonstrated that AI systems operating sentiment analysis, a
technique allowing text to be marked as having a positive or a negative meaning, showed
significant race and gender bias [59].

While bias is not exclusively related to migration and mobility, the consequences for
migrants’ rights are significant. For example, if facial recognition technologies are used for
identification and identity verification of migrants, individuals with darker skin types may
be more exposed to inaccuracies and misidentification. If such mistakes are not corrected,
misidentification may lead to exclusion from access to assistance and services throughout
the Migration Cycle, and potentially, unlawful discrimination based on race [60].

Certainly, bias may go undetected in AI systems, particularly due to a lack of trans-
parency and auditability of proprietary AI algorithms—the so-called “black box” prob-
lem [11,61]. Yet, in areas where the evidence clearly indicates a high risk of bias, such as in
facial recognition technologies, it is possible to argue that authorities ought to know about
those risks. Suppose public authorities still deploy these AI systems for decision-making
concerning migrants without addressing the issue of bias. In that case, they may be ex-
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posing migrants to unlawful discrimination on the grounds of race, gender, or any other
protected characteristic (as per Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
Article 26 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 14 of the
European Convention on Human Rights, Article 24 of the American Convention on Human
Rights, and Article 3 of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights) [62,63].

Second, as discussed in the previous sections, digital technologies, including AI,
contribute to the technologization of migration and mobility. Consequently, that can lead to
an intensification of migrant surveillance practices. In addition, the urgency surrounding
the COVID-19 pandemic has also led to public authorities increasingly experimenting with
digital technologies without due public scrutiny—with migrants and other marginalized
communities often more severely impacted [26,64].

Certainly, there are practical advantages in using digital technologies and AI in migra-
tion, for example, streamlining repetitive tasks requiring large amounts of data processing.
However, technology-enabled surveillance of migrants, notably at borders, can dispropor-
tionately interfere with their right to privacy [65].

Under International Human Rights Law, everyone has the right to respect for their
private life (as per Article 12 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 17 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 8 of the European Convention
on Human Rights, Article 11 of the American Convention on Human Rights). This right is
also protected in the digital space, as “the same rights that people have offline must also be
protected online, including the right to privacy” [66] (para. 3).

The right to respect one’s private life encompasses telecommunications and electronic
data [67–72]. The protection of this right extends to non-nationals insofar as they fall within
the jurisdiction of a State party to an international treaty recognizing this right [73].

Yet, the right to privacy is not absolute. Public authorities may impose restrictions
insofar as these are not arbitrary. For instance, under Article 8, paragraph 2 of the European
Convention on Human Rights, restrictions must be adopted in accordance with the law,
follow a legitimate interest (such as national security, public safety, the prevention of
disorder or crime, or the protection of the rights and freedoms of others) and satisfy the
tests of necessity and proportionality. In the EU, the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) also recognize restrictions on data protection, including in the interests of national
security and public security (Article 23 paragraph 1 of the GDPR).

Accordingly, public authorities should strike a fair balance between protecting mi-
grants’ right to privacy and increasing their digital and AI capabilities to support migration
management and border security and control. In addition to the impact on migrants’ rights,
digitalization and AI also have important effects on migration trends, as discussed below.

4.2. Effects on Long-Term Migration Trends and Migration Corridors

Digital technologies and AI are likely to impact international migration patterns over
time. If progressively more occupations become automated or replaced by computers, the
future of work and that of trends in work-related migration may be affected.

Research demonstrates that automation, AI and advanced robotics risk rendering the
recourse to many migrant workers obsolete in key destination economies [74–77]. Changes
in the nature of work within existing jobs, also motivated by the COVID-19 pandemic, may
force workers to be increasingly flexible, adaptable and focused on managerial and social
skills while machines and computers may take over a growing share of repetitive and
routine tasks. For instance, COVID-19 has accelerated the search for scalable automated
crop harvesting solutions utilising robotics in order to reduce the reliance on temporary
migrant workers [74].

Accordingly, less well-educated and low-skilled workers, who tend to undertake more
routine tasks, may be particularly affected by automation [75,76]. For example, in a report
focusing on Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, researchers found
that the automation of routine work is particularly relevant to low-skilled migrant workers

43



Societies 2021, 11, 135

in these countries. For instance, in the UAE, over 93% of automation potential may affect
jobs currently held by migrant workers [77].

Yet, research suggests that changes in work patterns may also affect professional
“white-collar” jobs and consequently, migration and mobility of skilled and high-skilled
migrants [78]. For instance, the bestowing of citizenship to the Sofia robot in 2017 by Saudi
Arabia may have signalled the country’s willingness to “fast-track” technological solutions
and to afford robots with status often unattainable by migrant workers [79].

5. Conclusions

Digitalization and AI technologies have been progressively utilized in migration and
mobility. As analysed in this paper, the advancement of AI and digital technologies through
the Migration Cycle has extended beyond its initial focus on pre-departure and entry. AI
and digital technologies are also a feature of stay and return programs and initiatives.
Examples include the digitalization of visa and asylum applications and processing, au-
tomated security checks at borders and AI-powered immigration information chatbots.
Digital technologies and AI in migration and mobility are likely to continue expanding in
the upcoming years.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the need for better digital technologies to
support the management strategies aimed at curbing the spread of the virus. These included
digitalization regarding contact tracing, quarantine measures, and crowd surveillance.
Such advances in digital technologies have also impacted migrants’ journeys during the
pandemic. For instance, mobility data has played an important role in pre-departure
strategies as they were used to predict and model population movement, track the spread
of the virus, and subsequently, for decision-making concerning movement restrictions.
Similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic led to an increase in the utilization of drones relying on
AI applications and unmanned aerial vehicles for population and border surveillance.

While technological innovation presents many opportunities, notably concerning
migrants’ access to information and services throughout the Migration Cycle, the potential
over-reliance on these technologies also brings about significant challenges.

The protection of migrants’ human rights can be particularly affected by the advances
in digital technologies and AI, notably due to the inherent power imbalance between
migrants and public authorities. For example, algorithmic bias may exacerbate existing
inequalities and lead to unlawful discrimination, which can significantly affect migrants.
Similarly, the intensification of migrant surveillance practices has considerable effects on
the protection of migrants’ right to privacy.

In addition, digital technologies and AI are likely to impact international migration
patterns over time, affecting long-term migration trends and migration corridors. In partic-
ular, the potential for increased automation and AI in certain areas of work and occupations,
also motivated by the COVID-19 pandemic, may disrupt migration and mobility and even
render the recourse to many migrant workers obsolete in key destination economies.

Accordingly, human rights should be incorporated in the design and development
of digital technologies to mitigate potential risks to migrants’ human rights. Similarly,
decision-makers deploying these technologies should consider the systemic risks to migra-
tion and mobility regimes arising from advances in AI and related technologies. That is
even more crucial in light of the transnational implications of the COVID-19 pandemic for
migration and mobility.
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Abstract: This concept paper aimed to understand how stigma, a concept usually associated with

negative social relationships, in the context of a pandemic threat such as COVID-19 can, in some

situations, structure a charismatic social relationship in a perceived positive association between

stigma and a specific social characteristic. For this purpose, we used the example of the news selected

and highlighted by several Portuguese media about the actions and messages developed by President

Trump in the context of his infection with SARS-CoV-2 and the subsequent recovery process. These

news reports gave visibility to a narrative that can be considered as reinforcing the legitimization

of his condition as a charismatic leader in an electoral context marked by the pandemic threat. In

conclusion, stigma associated with a pandemic health threat and generally linked to a negative social

status can also reinforce admiration, trust, and belief in the charismatic leader by supporters and

followers, as demonstrated with the plight of President Trump. Stigma can be a factor in social uplift

in affirming an upward trajectory of social status and symbolic power for actors seen as ill, where

stigma-motivated discrimination is experienced positively, unlike in most cases.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic; SARS-CoV-2; stigma; stigmatization; charisma; charismatic domi-

nation; President Trump; legitimation; social elevation; media narrative; media

1. Introduction

This conceptual paper aimed to understand how stigma, a concept usually associated
with a negative social relationship, in the context of a pandemic threat such as COVID-19
can, in some situations, structure a charismatic social relationship in an association between
stigma and a socially positive dimension. For this purpose, the authors analyzed selected
news stories highlighted by several Portuguese media about the actions and messages
developed by President Trump in the context of his infection with SARS-CoV-2 and the
subsequent recovery process. These news items give visibility to a narrative that can
be considered as reinforcing the legitimization of his condition as supreme leader in an
electoral context marked by the pandemic threat [1].

The perception of this condition of a supreme chief is based on a gift, i.e., on the
extraordinary ability that chiefs possess. These exceptional gifts gain visibility and meaning
in the proclamation and realization of a political, warlike, religious, or philanthropic
objective, among others [2]. Those who acknowledge this gift also acknowledge the duty
to follow the charismatic leader, whom they obey exclusively because of their exceptional
qualities and not according to their statutory position or traditional dignity [3]. The
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influence of charisma is born and persists if the goal is achieved, i.e., if it offers effective
and useful evidence capable of strengthening the faith of the followers [2].

Charisma cannot be confused with prestige, consideration, popularity, or personal
talent. Charisma establishes a social relationship that fundamentally changes the struc-
ture of behavior [4]. Charisma produces its “magic from within”; “charisma produces a
transfiguration of identity” [5] (p. 67).

Charisma as an unpredictable, revolutionary force presents a disruptive capacity
for all established orders [3,5]. A charismatic situation creates a rupture with the usual
and institutionalized structures of behavior. A charismatic leader is not just a person
who inspires confidence, raises high expectations, or to whom special competencies are
ascribed. A charismatic leader establishes a new leadership position, a new structure of
social relationships, and a new cognitive definition of the action situation [4] (p. 5).

In this relationship between stigma and charisma, and despite considering stigma as a
mark or trait that devalues the individual [6], emphasizing the negative effects that it can
cause on individuals, stigma can be seen as the mark of something extraordinary that, on
the contrary, enhances the affirmation of the social status and symbolic power of the actors
characterized as ill-healthy (for example, COVID-19), in which labelling, stereotyping,
cognitive separation, and discrimination [7] tend to transform significantly, reinforcing the
admiration, trust, and belief in the chief by supporters and followers.

2. The COVID-19 Pandemic and the Stigmatization of the “Other”

The COVID-19 pandemic, like any other pandemic, is a health threat that can be
characterized by uncertainty, powerlessness, dystopia, and fear of the “other” [8]. The
belief in the association between contagion and danger intrinsic to the health threat caused
by COVID-19 has reinforced fears, prejudices, stigma, and xenophobia, reproducing a social
image of the dangerousness of the disease, the “impure” patients, the potential patients,
and the regions and countries associated with the genesis of the disease. The epidemic
is categorized as an attribute inherent in the invasion of the “strange”, the “foreign”, the
“other”.

COVID-19 shaped a stigma generally understood as full social disqualification, in
negative discrimination that generates exclusion [9–16].

The WHO (World Health Organization) [17] stated that three core factors underpin
the level of stigma arising from COVID-19: “[...] (1) it is a disease that’s new and for which
there are still many unknowns; (2) we are often afraid of the unknown; and (3) it is easy to
associate that fear with ‘others’. It is understandable that there is confusion, anxiety, and
fear among the public. Unfortunately, these factors are also fueling harmful stereotypes”
(p. 1).

Stigma corresponds to a mark or attribute that devalues the individual [6]. According
to Goffman [6], identity manipulation may occur in the relationship with others through
social information and full social acceptance—or not—based either on discredited attributes
(visible or known) or discreditable attributes (attributes that may become known). Stigma
is a mark or attribute that links the individual to undesirable characteristics, the stereotype.
Thus, stigma can affect individuals directly, through mechanisms of discrimination and
automatic activation of the stereotype, and indirectly, to the extent that it can threaten the
personal and social identity of the stigmatized individual [18].

COVID-19, as a contagious disease, seems obviously undesirable for everyone, so
its classification as a disease seems objective and self-evident. However, it is a social
assessment. Although this assessment focuses on the “disease”, it imposes on the “sick”
person to wish to be cured and seek technically competent help. Otherwise, the individual
would be freed from other roles and would not be responsible for their actions. The
nosological classification and social qualification of a given “disease” is not a socially
neutral process; medical management is characterized by the close articulation between
legitimacy and stigma. To consider someone as sick has immediate consequences for
their identity, and the medical qualification of a disease, even if it is a mistake, may be
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sufficient to introduce the individual into a career of sickness. Even if the illness has seen its
legitimacy recognized—having the right to be sick—the sick person cannot always avoid
stigmatization [19].

Stigmatization can be seen as a social process within a power relationship. Besides
emphasizing the interdependent relationships between “normal” and “stigmatized”, this
conceptualization allows this social phenomenon to be placed within a dynamic social, cul-
tural, economic, and political context. The process of stigmatization occurs when labelling,
stereotyping, cognitive separation, loss of status, and discrimination are interrelated in
a situation of power that allows such components to happen [7]. Power can be seen as
conducive to the process. Dominant groups have the ability to impose their values, norms,
and beliefs on people with fewer resources; stigmatization is a condition that promotes
inequality regarding the distributions of resources and power in a given society and time,
enabling the categorization and labelling of differences, the construction of stereotypes, the
separation between the “normal” and the “others”, disapproval, rejection, exclusion, and
discrimination [7].

This social process of stigmatization is characterized by several interdependent com-
ponents of categorization and labelling that negatively and continuously limit the life of
those who are victims of this process, such as labelling, stereotyping, physical and/or
social separation, status loss, discrimination, and exclusion by those considered in a given
social and cultural context normal or dominant in relation to others [6,7].

The mobilization of this conceptual perspective allows framing an analytical model
for understanding the social process of stigmatization associated with a disease in which
negative social representations emerge and are reinforced for certain groups of individu-
als [20,21]. This model has the following characteristics: the disease that is the object of
stigmatization is conceived as avoidable and considered to be under the control of those
affected; the behavior that caused the disease or the condition considered to be a risk of
a disease is the object of some form of disapproval, a moral judgement is performed on
people, and they are blamed for the disease or the behavior; the individuals or groups
affected by a given disease are associated with negative stereotypes (negative social repre-
sentations associated with the disease); people are associated with a socially differentiated
group, i.e., a labelled and stereotyped group with which a distancing is made based on
the existing social representations of the “other”; and people see their social status “dimin-
ished” and suffer various forms of disadvantage, whether the stigma is real, anticipated or
perceived [7,20,21].

3. COVID-19 and the Processes of Stigmatization

Every society has social control mechanisms to ensure that the majority of its members
conform to the socially dominant norms and rules. People who do not conform to these
rules or break social taboos are socially excluded [22]. For Becker and Arnold [22], members
of society have common beliefs about the cultural significance of an attribute and the stigma
attached to it. These beliefs about stigma dictate the nature of stigma. People take specific
attitudes about a given stigma and the responses of stigmatized people, thus affecting
the way in which a stigmatized individual is either integrated into a group or socially
excluded [22,23].

In the various representations conveyed in multiple discursive records about COVID-
19, this pandemic is associated with the matrix metaphor of the plague expressed in
the series contagion–death–medi-isolation. The contagion–epidemic dyad underlies the
perception of a great danger, amplified in contemporary societies by the extreme speed
of movement of people, goods, and information. The belief in the association between
contagion and danger intrinsic to epidemic diseases, namely the COVID-19 health threat,
has reinforced fears, prejudices, and enhanced stigma and xenophobia, reproducing a social
image of the dangerousness of the disease, the “impure” patients, the potential patients,
and the regions and countries associated with the genesis of the disease.
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Negative social representations associated with epidemics and contagions have per-
sisted over time, reinforcing prejudices and potentiating the stigmatization processes of
various groups of individuals and some regions. Hostile attitudes have been and continue
to be directed at groups categorized and socially labelled as having negative attributes in
relation to the dominant groups in certain contexts: the familia diaboli [24]—consisting of
beggars, vagabonds, Jews, “lepers”, prostitutes, gravediggers—in the plague epidemic in
the 14th century; the vagabonds and the destitute in the Renaissance in the epidemics of
black plague and typhus; Irish immigrants in the cholera epidemic in the 19th century;
the poor and working classes—the “dangerous classes”—in the outbreaks of tuberculosis
in the 19th and 20th centuries; homosexuals, Haitians, hemophiliacs, and heroin addicts
in the 1980s in the HIV/AIDS epidemic; the indigenous people of the European colonies
in the 19th century associated with the resurgence of leprosy; Africans linked with the
emergence of the “West Nile Virus”, the “Lassa Fever”, the “Ebola Virus”; and Chinese and
Asians in the H1N1, H5N1, SARS, and COVID-19 epidemics [25].

The stigma generated by COVID-19 is usually a source of shame, anxiety, and po-
tentially social rejection felt directly by the infected, stigmatized person (or the person
considered by others as a possible agent of infection) but also by those close to them
(family, friends, health professionals, and communities considered to be more conducive
to the existence and transmission of the virus, among others) [15,26–28]. Stigma is al-
most always regarded for its potentially negative characteristics of social rejection and
the various consequences involved, and the same has happened with its association with
COVID-19 [11,29–41], which may even reinforce pre-existing stereotypes, difficulties, and
negative images [33,42]. According to Joshi and Swarnakar [36] (p. 3), “All these cases of
infectious-disease stigma rely on a binary between the ‘normal’ and the ‘other’ in the form
of a culturally defined negative attribute or stigma to pass blame through social positions
of power and control”.

The stigma arising from COVID-19 has, therefore, an important effect on three di-
mensions of the infected individuals’ lives: (1) individual life and well-being: this stigma
reduces the individuals’ opportunities, negatively affects their ability to prevent and con-
trol health risks, causes the violation of human rights and dignity, increases physical and
psychological stress, and in many cases leads to self-stigma; (2) public health and pandemic
response: stigma hinders the detection and control of the disease, impacts health profes-
sionals, and contributes to increased mortality and morbidity; and (3) society at large: the
COVID-19 stigma causes increased social inequalities, notably through the marginaliza-
tion of those infected and the normalization of exclusion [43]. Table 1 shows how stigma
manifests in behaviors and its consequences on individuals.

Table 1. How stigma occurs and what impacts it has.

How Stigma Manifests Itself in Behaviors Consequences

- Blaming and shaming: questioning the etiology of the
pandemic, conspiracy theories, undesirable behaviors of a
specific group of individuals (e.g., eating live
bats/animals)

- Indifference, apathy, exclusion: deliberately accepting
unjust situations (e.g., isolating and excluding people who
have recovered from COVID-19, ignoring the death of
homeless people from COVID-19, or indifference to
COVID-19 infection within marginalized groups such as
prisoners, prostitutes, homosexuals, etc.)

- Preventing any connection and repudiation:
discrimination (e.g., refusing someone access to services,
use of the same space, or public transport)

Individual plan
Fear, feeling abandoned, angry, hurt
Despair, anxiety, depression
Isolation, withdrawal, alienation, suicide

Community/societal plan
Social segregation and punishment
Violence/crime against the victim
Dehumanization and violation of human rights
Protest, community resistance
Economic/political sanctions

Impact on control of COVID-19
Avoidance of contact tracing, hiding from surveillance
Avoiding/running away from medical care/treatment
Nonconformance to social measures
Putting people at greater risk through inability to access services
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Table 1. Cont.

How Stigma Manifests Itself in Behaviors Consequences

- Denying access: to employment, education, health
services, or housing (expulsion of the person from their
home or removal from schools)

- Verbal attacks, threats, harassment, pointing and
offending: ethnocentrism, prejudice, degrading
comments or looks, cursing, shouting

- Victimization and violence: physical assaults

The impact on health workers further weakens the health
system and the ability to control the pandemic

Source: WHO [44] (p. 6).

In summary, individuals infected with or considered to be infected with COVID-19 are
often seen as active agents of virus dissemination. This stereotypical view leads society to
treat these individuals negatively [15]. In the current pandemic situation, one aspect of the
salutogenic discourse focuses on the metaphor of body contamination, intensifying the sus-
ceptibility and aversion to body degradation. The sick, the old, the contaminated, and those
with bodily marks of physical decay tend to be excluded or ignored [45]. Nuckchady [34]
(p. 32) presents a categorization of infected individuals, and thus potential victims of
stigmatization, into the following four groups: “[...] stigma of people who are perceived to
be carriers of the disease but who most likely are not infected, stigma of people who are
actually infected, stigma of people who were infected but who have recovered and are no
longer contagious and stigma towards people who care for the ill”.

3.1. Stigma and Charismatic Domination

In almost all of the consulted studies that analyzed, directly or indirectly, the COVID-
19 pandemic and its social consequences, stigma and the process of stigmatization were
addressed in a socially negative way; i.e., the studies focused on the negative impacts
of stigma on the lives of people socially categorized as stigmatized [6,17,26,27,33,46,47].
Despite the negative effects that stigma can cause in individuals, stigma can be seen as
the mark of something extraordinary that, on the contrary, promotes the affirmation of the
social status and symbolic power of the actors characterized as ill-healthy, in which the
labelling, stereotyping, cognitive separation, and discrimination [7] tend to be significantly
transformed, reinforcing the admiration, trust, and belief in the charismatic leader by
supporters and followers. The indispensable presupposition is “to be believed”: the
charismatic leader has to be believed as a leader “by the grace of God” [3].

In the analysis of the configuration of the charismatic social relationship, the model
of charismatic domination proposed by Max Weber was favored. The Weberian model
offered the advantage of thematizing the issue of the relationship between the person and
the structure [4].

In this model, domination is viewed as a structure of power that not only demands
obedience, but demands obedience resulting from the will to obey [5]. Domination, as a
probability of finding obedience to a particular mandate, can be based on various motives
of submission [3]. The kinds of pretension that the holders of power have for the legitimacy
of their power shape the forms or types of domination: traditional, charismatic, and
rational–legal. Traditional domination is based on the appeal to the sanctity of habits and
immemorial traditions; rational–legal domination is based on formally approved rules and
statutes and has its archetype in the bureaucracy; and charismatic domination is based on
the personal gift of a heroic figure who is in a state of grace [3,5].

In charismatic domination, individuals obey the charismatically qualified chief be-
cause of personal trust in revelation, heroism, or exemplarity within the scope of the
validity of the belief in the chief’s charisma [3]. Leaders that exert this type of domination
are characterized by having a specifically extra quotidian character, presenting a strictly
personal social relationship associated with the charismatic validity of personal qualities
and their proof [3].
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Charisma, in the Weberian sense, is understood as a quality deemed extraordinary of
a person through which they are regarded as endowed with supernatural or superhuman
forces or characteristics not accessible to all, or else are seen as sent by God or as exemplary
and therefore as “chief ” [3] (pp. 706–707). Charisma is thus based on a social relationship
between a charismatic individual and a believer who is faithful to the charisma. The feature
considered charismatic is ascribed to an individual by their followers; in turn, the bearer of
charisma gains recognition of the charisma they claim. A social relationship is shaped in
which the position of the leader, the dominance exercised, and the form of obedience have
a specific nature [4]. Weber’s model is not oriented towards an analysis of the personality
of the charismatic leader, but towards the structure of the charismatic social relationship
characterized by a set of specific features [4].

The first feature concerns the recognition of the validity of the charisma by the dom-
inated, assured by the verification inherent in the revelation, the veneration of the hero,
the trust in the chief. The chief claims supreme authority, whereas the disciple accepts
obedience as a duty. The charismatic chief must be willing to claim supreme authority,
and the follower must be willing to submit entirely to the chief. The second feature of a
charismatic relationship regards the dissolution of previously existing norms, procedures,
and forms of organization. The more a charismatic chief makes claims about themselves
that they want all others to accept, the less they can allow for other normative rules and
control procedures. These would limit their arbitrariness by subjecting obedience to certain
conditions. The third feature is a consequence of the previous one. The social formation
that is shaped based on charismatic relationships is an “emotional communization”, the
cohesion of which is linked to a personal bond with the chief and that, when the size of the
group requires so, is organized by the disciples and trusted persons summoned by the chief.
The fourth feature of a charismatic relationship is the need for confirmation. The belief in
charisma, its ascription to a person, is dependent on the perception of confirmation. The ex-
pectations associated with the belief in charisma are not disconnected from the perception
of reality and the interests of those who believe in it. Confirmation can be attained when the
followers’ propensity to believe is reinforced by “enthusiasm, distress or hope” [4] (p. 4),
i.e., when the orientation of action is emotional and, when in a situation of uncertainty,
alternative interpretations and options for action are lacking. Once a charismatic leadership
position is established, its holder is likely to determine the perception of reality in their
followers and exclude alternative courses of action, deinstitutionalizing the processes of
intention and decision making [4] (p. 4).

The precondition for establishing charismatic dominance is the existence of a latent
charismatic situation, a propensity to believe in charisma and to submit to direct personal
dominance [4] (p. 5). This latent charismatic situation has two dimensions: one cultural
and one social [4]. The cultural dimension emphasizes that the propensity for charismatic
belief is culturally determined by the idea that transcendental powers directly influence
human destiny and are embodied in the qualities of an individual, who acts on behalf of a
God or “Providence”. In American culture, there is a relatively strong tendency towards
the belief in charismatic forces. The perception of a crisis underlies the social dimension of
a latent charismatic situation. The inability to overcome the crisis delegitimizes national
and international political institutions, which are held responsible for its genesis and
development; the hope grows that a “strong individual” will emerge to put an end to the
situation of distress. A latent charismatic situation emerges only when a charismatic claim
is made, when an individual seems to promise to overcome the crisis and this message is
deemed acceptable [4] (p. 7).

3.2. President Trump’s Legitimation Narrative of Charismatic Chieftaincy following a
SARS-CoV-2 Infection Reported by the Portuguese Media

The authors analyzed some selected news stories highlighted by several Portuguese
media about the actions and messages developed by President Trump in the context of his
SARS-CoV-2 infection and subsequent recovery process. These news items gave visibility
to a narrative that can be considered as reinforcing the legitimization of his condition as
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supreme leader in an electoral context marked by the pandemic threat. Different types of
public domain documentary sources were mobilized, namely newspapers, videos, posts,
and television reports (RTP, Portuguese Public Television), on the process of the infection
and recovery of President Trump.

It should be noted that public domain documents reflect two discursive practices:
as a genre of circulation, as artifacts of the sense of making public; and as content, in
terms of what is printed on their pages. They are “in time” products and significant
components of everyday life; they complement, supplement, and compete with narrative
and memory. Documents in the public domain, like records, are documents made public;
their intersubjectivity is a product of interaction with an unknown but meaningful and
often collective other [48].

Media can be understood as practices of meaning construction in public spaces, which
enable the configuration of shared universes and guide the topics of conversation of
social groups based on debates and polemics determined by the specific interests of these
groups [49]. The media are relevant in the process of the social construction of reality: they
guide the public’s attention and influence its perception of reality as well as determining
the social relevance of topics and what is under discussion in the social space.

In the news selected and reported by the Portuguese media on the infection and
recovery process of President Trump, the authors focused on identifying the thematic
structures of each text, which implied a reduction of the information to the central semantic
aspects. This reduction was performed through “macrorules”, namely the elimination of
redundant information and the summary of several propositions into a single, more generic
one, allowing the reconstruction of the texts in the form of “thematic skeletons” [50,51].
Macrostructures (organized sets of prepositions) as macropropositions were organized
into a set of categories emphasizing the causes of an event, the antecedents, and the conse-
quences [50,51], being relevant elements of a narrative that underlies the time sequence of
an action, an outcome, characters, and a framework of action [51].

The vicissitudes of President Trump’s recovery process were prolifically reported in
the media. In Portugal, multiple media considered to be of high quality and reliability
broadcast several reports on the recovery of President Trump in which the characteristics
of a charismatic leader can be highlighted (or, at least, the transmission of several of these
characteristics were present in some of the news reports) [52–54].

The Público newspaper, dated 2 October, 2020, reported that North American Presi-
dent Donald Trump was infected with the new coronavirus, along with first lady Melania
Trump:

“The information was advanced by the head of state himself via the social network Twitter.
‘Tonight, Melania and I tested positive for COVID-19. We will begin our quarantine
and recovery process immediately. We will get through this together,’ he wrote. Melania
Trump also confirmed on Twitter that the couple is infected. ‘As too many Americans
have done this year, Donald Trump and I are in quarantine at home after testing positive
for COVID-19. We are feeling fine and have postponed all engagements for the foreseeable
future. Please make sure you are safe and we will get through this together.’ The US
President’s physician, Sean Conley, has also confirmed this information and assured
that both ‘plan to stay at home inside the White House’ during their convalescence,
without saying, however, whether the couple has symptoms of the disease. ‘The White
House medical team and I will be keeping a watchful eye, and I appreciate the support
provided by some of the greatest medical professionals and institutions in our country.
Rest assured, I expect the President will continue to perform his duties uninterrupted
during his recovery, and I will keep you informed of any future developments,’ he stressed
in an official statement quoted by The New York Times. At 74 years of age, Trump falls
into one of the risk groups for COVID-19. According to the American daily, about eight
out of ten deaths attributed to the disease in the U.S. were recorded in citizens over
65 years. In May, and despite warnings from public health authorities, the President
had already stated that he was taking hydroxychloroquine (a drug used to treat malaria

55



Societies 2021, 11, 130

and autoimmune diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis or lupus) after two White House
staffers revealed that they were infected.

The isolation that Trump will now have to comply with will condition his campaign for the
November 3 presidential election, in which the Republican-backed candidate faces Demo-
crat Joe Biden, with whom he debated on Tuesday” (Pedro Guerreiro and Sofia Neves,
2 October 2020; https://www.publico.pt/2020/10/02/mundo/noticia/trump-
testa-positivo-covid19-entra-isolamento-plena-campanha-presidencial-1933713,
accessed on 17 October 2021)

A beneficial representation of the disease underlies these messages [55]. While in the
disease-bad-happiness model, individuals experience the disease as harmful, unbearable,
and responsible for the loss of their credibility, in the beneficial model, symptoms are not
considered as a deviation to be contained but as a message to be heard and decoded. Illness
is a reaction that has, if not a value, at least a meaning, since it is seen as an attempt to
restore the disturbed balance and even, in some cases, as an exalting and enriching episode.
The dominant beneficial representation of illness is that of the disease-salvation, in the
religious view, as a grace, holiness, that exalts, liberates, and enriches [55]. The disease is
felt as “liberating” when it offers the individual the possibility of escaping from a social
role perceived as suffocating and unbearable. Far from being perceived as a misfortune or
destruction, illness is seen as an opportunity to find meaning in one’s life, to affirm “new
life norms” that lead to the individual’s enrichment and fulfillment. This condition takes on
a negative or positive value depending only on how the individual lives it in relation to the
environment, i.e., in relation to the individual’s own normative power [56]. The experiences
and representations of a disease acquire meaning only through connection to the set of
interdependent relationships between individuals and society present in the interpretation
of the illness in a specific time and space. Thus, on the one hand, an illness expresses the
living conditions, values and belief systems, medical knowledge, and representations in a
given spacetime; on the other hand, an illness is “resented” by the individual only when
the signs that they perceive correspond to the symptoms that are socially recognized as
disease indicators [57–59].

President Donald Trump’s ritualized actions, as reported in some relevant Portuguese
media, embody something that goes beyond everyday normality in the sense of exalting
everyday behaviors. Rituals can be both routine and excessive, transporting the people
involved into a somewhat extraordinary world. These rituals can be understood as mani-
festos against indeterminacy [60,61], as symbolic acts that aim at mitigating uncertainties
and insecurities, fostering a feeling of ontological security among their adherents and fol-
lowers. Every rite tends to consecrate or legitimate, i.e., make an arbitrary limit recognized
as legitimate, as natural [62]. The “limit” that Bourdieu [62] mentions (p. 58) is the symbolic
line marking the passage between the before and the after. It is thus the line demarcated by
the rite that signals a change of state, the passage from one condition to another [62].

Rádio Televisão Portuguesa (RTP), a public television network, reported on 8 October,
2020, that President Trump, speaking of his early recovery at lines, said that contracting the
COVID-19 disease had been a “blessing from God” and that he wished all Americans had
“the same treatment as their President”:

“[...] US President Donald Trump said that contracting COVID-19 was a ‘blessing
from God’ and assured that it will help ‘heal’ other Americans, although he himself
has not yet overcome the disease. ‘It made me feel better, I call that healing. And I
want everyone to have the same treatment as their President’, Trump said in a video
posted on Twitter. [...] In this regard, Trump explained that his Administration plans
to approve, as a matter of urgency, the Regeneron cocktail he was administered and
assured that it will be distributed free of charge” (Mário Aleixo—RTP, 8 October
2020 (https://www.rtp.pt/noticias/mundo/covid-19-trump-diz-que-contrair-
a-doenca-foi-uma-bencao-de-deus_n1265044, accessed on 17 October 2021)
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The Expresso newspaper of 7 October reported that President Trump reiterated that
this was indeed a cure:

“They’re going to say that this is therapeutic, and maybe these medicines are really therapeu-
tic, some people don’t know how to define ‘therapeutic’, the views are different, but for me it’s
a cure. I went in, they gave me the treatment, and 24 h later I was perfect, I wanted to leave
the hospital. I want everyone to have the same treatment as your President. It was a blessing
from God. And I was the one who said I wanted to have this treatment. I want you to have the
same treatment and for free. You are not to blame for this, it’s China’s fault, China will pay”
(Expresso, 7 October 2020, https://expresso.pt/coronavirus/2020-10-07-Covid.
-Trump-diz-que-tratamento-que-recebeu-e-uma-cura-promete-oferece-lo-de-borla-
afirma-se-abencoado-por-Deus-e-ataca-a-China, accessed on 17 October 2021)

This narrative highlighted a set of actions and messages developed by President
Trump, which can be considered as reinforcing the legitimization of his charismatic leader
status in an electoral context marked by the pandemic threat.

These various news stories about President Trump’s infection with the new SARS
coronavirus COV-2 expressed the meanings that translate the semantic network of the
disease [63,64], the symbolic connections that a given individual establishes among their
various life experiences, particularly critical events and experiences. The meaning units
composed of words used to describe symptoms and sensations are connected by causal
relationships or by a metaphorical, analogical, or symbolic logic [64]. The logic inherent
in the semantic network allows one to go beyond the representations underlying the
etiological and therapeutic models, allowing the individual to interpret the disease within
their social and cultural context [64]. Language and representations have a symbolic
efficacy in constructing reality and structure the perception that social agents have of
society [65].

Following the media account exposed above, one possible interpretation is that, for
the American President and his supporters and followers, this miraculous nature of the
President’s healing expresses “the two bodies of the President”: human by its nature and
divine by the granting of God’s grace. The “presidential miracle” is presented as the ex-
pression of the supreme political power of the “Head of State”, who exercises a centralizing
power of physical and symbolic force. It is the affirmation of the symbolic dimension of
the President’s power. This President’s symbolic power is a power to consecrate or reveal
things that already exist. This symbolic power is founded on the possession of symbolic
capital, which is situated in the order of knowledge and recognition. The followers, the
dominated, know and recognize: the act of obedience presupposes an act of knowledge,
which, at the same time, is an act of recognition [65]. In the recognition, there is “knowl-
edge”; those who submit, obey, subject themselves to an order, operate a cognitive action.
The acts of submission and obedience are cognitive acts that operate cognitive structures,
categories of perception, schemes of perception, and principles of vision and division [65].

We recall that the leaders based on charismatic authority, when successful in a par-
ticular action or outcome, are perceived as having high competence, to the detriment of
their conventional peers who have not attained this success. Conventional leaders are
considered unworthy of leadership; they possess qualities that would have made them
worthy of leadership in the past but that, according to the new charismatic criteria, are a
sign of their unworthiness as leaders. That is, “[...] just as the charismatic leader impresses
the onlooker by means of a positive expression of their new vision and mission, so the
conventional contender performs the inadequacy of the status quo” [53] (p. 930).

The expression of the charismatic process, the new rules, the force, the proofs that
demonstrate the legitimacy of the charisma and the mission, are placed in a revolutionary
way in relation to the institutionalized situation through a social experience that demands
conversion (metanoia) in the followers’ attitudes and behavior, as in those of the leader
themselves. The reference to metanoia [66] shows that charisma touches an existential
sphere of experience and meaning of charismatic leaders [67]. Charisma can be interpreted
as a subjective “boundary experience”, because in this experience, individuals take on “a re-
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ligious worldview” without having to understand the process as a religious experience [68].
The experience of charisma can be seen as a religious experience, in the phenomenological
sense, even when the contents of the mission are manifested externally as secular, political,
or social action orientations [67,68].

4. Conclusions

As previously mentioned, this article aimed to analyze how stigma, as a social rela-
tionship, in the context of a pandemic threat such as COVID-19 can, in some situations,
structure the charismatic social relationship. Stigma, when considered as a mark of some-
thing extraordinary—a “grace from God”—that enhances the affirmation of the social
status and symbolic power of social actors characterized as ill-healthy, tends to signifi-
cantly transform the labeling, stereotyping, cognitive separation, and discrimination that
normally attend stigma, reinforcing the charismatic legitimacy of the leader and inspiring
the admiration, trust, and belief of their followers.

It was found that in the news selected and highlighted by several Portuguese media
about the actions and messages developed by President Trump as part of the recovery
process from an infection by SARS-CoV-2, a narrative was given visibility that can be
considered as reinforcing the legitimization of the President’s condition as the supreme
leader of the American nation. In this narrative, moral vocabularies [69] were produced
that could express to followers the belief in President Trump, who overcame the COVID-19
disease, and in his superiority and natural aptitude to lead, to govern; a fact potentially
reinforced by the President being perhaps so charismatic as to let the audience think a very
serious illness can be healed by the force of the Nation praying for the recovery of its own
President. Charismatic authority and legitimacy depend on the ability to simultaneously
convince followers that the leader has extraordinary powers and that the faith voluntarily
invested by followers in the chief does not fade [69]. The foundations of the “inspirational”
request for obedience are centered on the motto “obey me because I can transform your
life” [69] (p. 59).

In a charismatic social relationship, stigma, when viewed as the mark of something
extraordinary, may enhance the claims that individuals and dominant groups make about
themselves and that they want all others to accept [69]; it may reinforce the admiration,
trust, and belief in the charismatic leader by supporters and followers.

Stigmas can be considered symbolic maps revealing the political, social, and cultural
structures that give them meaning and sense, which are implicated in multiple regimes
of regulation [59]. A positive conception of stigma associated with illness can promote
the blurring of the moral boundaries that support the process of categorization and la-
beling of illnesses perceived as indecent, shameful, impure, polluting, and dirty [59].
Other challenges may arise, such as discussion on the implications of the positive and
negative components of stigma and the risk of stigmatization. Researchers and other
agents, namely politicians, must reflect on the challenges associated with a perspective
of “de-normalization” of stigma [59] and with stigmatization as a prevention and health-
promotion strategy [21,70].
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Abstract: Jogging is the most practiced physical activity in the west. This form of light running

appears a solution to the health problems caused by the sedentary of contemporary dwelling and

affirmed the role of the extensive use of urban space as a key to individual well-being and health. The

COVID-19 pandemic and the imposition of lockdowns imposed a new form of kinesthetic morality

based on domestic confinement; a morality that is in open contrast to that of jogging. The article

explores this conflict and its consequences in terms of perception of the urban environment and the

society among joggers. Based on case study research conducted in 2020 in Alessandria, NW Italy,

this study delves into this abrupt change and explores how the urban spatiality changed for the

joggers. In so doing, it asks what this event teaches us about the development of new, more effective,

urban policies.

Keywords: jogging; COVID-19; emotional geography; lockdown; urban ethnography; Italy

1. Introduction

1.1. COVID-19 Pandemic and the Experience of Urban Space

Since its beginning, the COVID-19 pandemic has appeared to be a phenomenon
that can rewrite the consolidated geographies of social relations, exacerbating existing
inequalities and requiring communities to revise their daily practices in a radical way [1].
On a local level, the implementation of mobility restrictions, the so-called lockdowns,
and the fear of contagion had a deep effect on individuals and communities and their
use of private, public, and third spaces [2]. This reverberated in the quality of the inter-
relationships between people and their surroundings and interpretations of the landscape,
so that the virus appeared, as Vannini [3] has suggested, to be an atmospheric disease:
an invisible circumstance that reshaped familiar places into an uncanny and uncertain
landscape. If space is made above all from “complex compositions assembled out of bodies,
materialities, scenes, events, and the substantial micropolitics of force fields saturating
everything from institutions to collective mood” [4], the pandemic obliged individuals and
communities to reshape their worlds and reassemble their everyday lives. In so doing, even
the most mundane practices changed their meanings, with the design of a new regime of
sign—the collective assemblage of enunciations that defines the individual and collective
understanding and guides the acting in the world [5]—which shaped the experience of
the pandemic.

The lockdowns put in place by many countries to counteract the spread of the pan-
demic involved, among other things, limitations on access to public spaces and bans on
gatherings. Physical practices that involve the use of public facilities or access to public
spaces were particularly affected, among these was jogging.

63



Societies 2021, 11, 124

1.2. Jogging and the Experience of Urban Space

Jogging is an intrinsically non-agonistic form of running: There is the famous defini-
tion of Sheehan [6], who suggested that the only distinction between jogging and running
is “a signature on a race application.” Jogging is a slow run, at less than 15 km/h, and is
largely practiced in urban contexts on a daily or weekly basis. It was codified in the USA
in the 1960s and links its success to the spread of the fitness movement that occurred in the
period after the Second World War, which contributed to the raised awareness of the link
between physical practice and expectation of better health, particularly among the middle
class. The success of this bodily activity [7] connected with a deeper sense of redemption
felt by a generation and a class during a period of economic and political insecurity; this
understanding reverberated in the public debate [8]. As Gillick suggests: “running had
appealed to politicians and businessmen in the sixties to cardiovascular health. But exercise
had also been seen by some as part of a program in better living that was to be the first
step towards the spiritual renewal of America” [9].

Over fifty years, jogging has secured a central role among the most commonly prac-
ticed physical activities, being able to provide a simple way to fulfil what Bauman [10]
refers to as the tacit duty of fitness that characterizes contemporary western society. In fact,
unlike other practices, it can be performed individually and does not require the use of
specific facilities or expensive equipment. It can be easily conducted in the surroundings of
one’s home, by running along roads with less traffic, or sidewalks, pathways, or dirt roads.
In this respect, jogging, as with other sporting practices such as cycling [11], can foster a
deep kinesthetic involvement with the jogger’s surroundings [12], due to the alternative
to the ordinary use of the urban landscape. In this respect, it produces a new emotional
geography of the city.

Dunlap et al. [13] showed that, when cycling in Nashville, individuals develop an
alternative perception of the metropolitan environment, an enhanced connection to place,
and a comparative sense of control and autonomy: They find an emergent emotional
geography—the affective connections to space through experiences [14]—for the city that
intimately and relationally connects people and place. While, as suggested by Augé [15],
the bicycle, among the modern locomotive vehicles and in contrast with cars, is the vehicle
that is able to create the deepest relationship between the driver and the surroundings,
running, as with walking, represents one of the most ancient practices through which
people have made sense of the world they live in, expanding their knowledge [16]. In this
respect, in a similar but more intensive way to other physical practices, the experiences
linked with jogging offer the opportunity of exploring not just the relationship between
people and the city, but the transformation of the livability of the city [17,18]. Thus, in
a peculiar context such as that of the pandemic, jogging opens a window to understand
how the relationship with the city can mutate in the context of a crisis, generating a
new emotional geography for the city and transforming the ordinary affects [19] that
substantiate the urban environment.

1.3. Jogging and COVID-19 in Italy

This article investigates this window by focusing on Italy, one of the most affected
countries in the early months of the pandemic and the first western country to adopt a
national lockdown to stem the spread of the virus between March and May 2020.

While early cases of COVID-19 were recorded in Italy from 30 January 2020 onwards,
the first hotspot was found in Lombardy on 20 February. The contagion spread fast across
the region, and, on 25 February, the national government adopted extraordinary measures
to restrict mobility on a local and international level: from suspending all direct flights to
and from China to instituting quarantine zones, the so-called “Red Zones”, to isolate the
municipalities in which there were hotspots. These measures did not stop the contagion,
however, and it engulfed the entire north of Italy. On 7 March, the government announced
the extension of the mobility restrictions that had been imposed in the Red Zones to the
territories of 14 provinces in the northern part of the country. On 11 March, the lockdown
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was extended to the whole of Italy: This was the beginning of Phase 1, which ended
after two months, on 4 May. During Phase 1, all retail trade was suspended, with a few
exceptions such as food stores and newspaper sellers. Schools, restaurants, bars, theatres,
and cinemas, together with most industries and public offices, were closed. Only those
firms working in strategic sectors, such as health and care, food businesses, and agriculture,
could continue with their activities. Mobility was restricted. People could go out of their
homes only for quick shopping, medical treatment, or to travel to work. The severe national
measures were further intensified in the north by the regional government, to cope with
the rampant medical emergency.

During the lockdown, the political debate gave a great deal of attention to the area of
sport and physical activities, and to jogging specifically. This prominence can be explained
looking at the role played by this practice in the country. While jogging spread in these
circumstances in the United States in the 1960s, it was introduced in Italy at the end of
the 1970s [20]. In a context of the reduction of physical activity at work [21], since the
1990s, it has been the most commonly performed physical activity in the country, with
over half of the active population jogging at least once a month, and 10% of the active
population doing so weekly [22]; these joggers are mainly men (55%), and over 50% of
them are aged between 30 and 60 [23]. During the lockdown, while parks, gyms, and
swimming pools were closed, and cycling was banned, the only sporting activity allowed
was jogging, although only in the proximity of one’s home (regional governments adopted
specific acts to fix the maximum range for a jogger, e.g., 200 m, 500 m, 1 km, and the use of
personal protection devices, such as face masks).

Despite this authorization and legitimation, starting from the first week of lockdown,
the national press started reporting a growing number of attacks suffered by joggers and
runners across Italy. These episodes involved TV celebrities, professional athletes, and
ordinary people, and occurred across the country in both large and small cities: episodes
that hinted at a profound change in the attitude of society towards this physical practice
and those who engage in it.

1.4. The Study Location

Thus, the lockdown coincided with the emergence of a new, contradictory emotional
geography of the city for joggers. It was marked by the interlacing of a formal legitima-
tion of their practice, the imposition of unprecedented heavy restrictions that affected the
possibility of practicing it, and an increased social pressure. This new landscape opens
questions about how joggers adapted to the new geography as well as how they changed
their perception of this physical practice and the ways of practicing it. The article ethno-
graphically explores these issues by focusing the anthropological spyglass on a specific
case study [24] of an Italian middle city Alessandria.

Alessandria is the thirty-seventh largest municipality in Italy (out of a total of 7904). It
covers 203 km2, and has a population of around 92,000 inhabitants, with an average age of
47.5 years. The city, established in the twelfth century CE, lies on the plain created by the
confluence of the rivers Tanaro and Bormida. It is an hour’s drive southwest of Milan, on
the border between Piedmont and Lombardy (Figure 1). Its position has made Alessandria
a fundamental military and logistical center since the eighteenth century, creating a strong
interconnection between the economy of the city and those of the three largest centers of
Northwest Italy (Genoa, Milan, and Turin) [25–27].

In the period since the Second World War, the city has enriched its sports scene,
and now hosts both professional and semi-professional sports clubs (e.g., Alessandria
Football Club plays in the national third division, and the rugby team plays in the national
second division). Moreover, Alessandria has numerous gyms, dojos, swimming pools, and
sports centers. It is a city of Olympic and Paralympic runners such as Valeria Stranio and
Roberto La Barbera. Thus, sports, and physical activity in general, are common practices in
Alessandria and, since the 1970s [28], they have been at the center of the local political and
public debate concerning the development of the city. Since the 1990s, jogging has gained
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prominence; this role is marked by the success of Stralessandria, an annual charity event
that includes a competitive 6 km run and a non-competitive run/walk through the streets
of the city center. Stralessandria has been organized from 1995 onwards, and there were
over 10,000 participants when it was most recently held, in 2019 (www.stralessandria.it).
While it is possible to meet joggers around the city, one of the favorite places for jogging is
along the embankments of the Tanaro river: early in the morning and particularly at the
end of the day one can count several people jogging along the 10 km track. Other favorite
places are on the peripheries of the city, such as in the industrial area D3, in the western
outskirts, or in the rural suburbs, such as around Valle San Bartolomeo.
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Figure 1. Localization of the study area.

1.5. Objectives

Through the exploration of the ethnographic case study, the article answered to the
following research questions:

• How did COVID-19 change the livability of the city?;
• How did the lockdown change the meaning of a cultural physical practices in an

urban environment?;
• How did the lockdown change the understanding of the city environment among the

joggers?; and
• How did the clash between opposing kinesthetic moralities develop for the joggers?

2. Materials and Methods

The article is a result of the collective effort promoted by the researchers of the
University of Gastronomic Sciences to reflect on the causes of the COVID-19 pandemics [29],
and explore its impacts on the local and global population. In this respect, a particular focus
was on the effects of the lockdowns on the lifestyle of Italians [30] and their relationship
with the urban environment [31].

Considering the numerous episodes of attacks suffered by joggers and runners across
Italy, in both large and small cities, during the first lockdown [32], the research focused
on exploring, ethnographically, the experiences of joggers in the period. In fact, these
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episodes, which involved TV celebrities, professional athletes, and ordinary people, hinted
at a profound change in the attitude of society towards this physical practice and those
who engage in it. The research investigates how joggers perceived this change and how it
influenced their practice as well as their understanding of the urban environment.

In so doing, the research focused on the case study of Alessandria. Case study research,
as explained by Yin [24], offers an easy access to emerging social phenomena. Although
this approach is often at the basis of ethnographic studies of bounded communities, a
back-bone of anthropological research [33], it also allows comparative studies [34]. In this
case, the case study method was used as exploratory heuristic strategy of a phenomenon
conducted during its emergence.

Fieldwork was based on a campaign of in-depth interviews conducted between March
and June 2020 (between March and April the interviews were conducted via phone or
digital platform, from May to June they were conducted face-to-face due to the loosening
of lockdown restriction).

Twenty-eight joggers were interviewed (15 men, 13 women; 14 between 30 and
40 years of age, and 14 between 41 and 63 years of age). Although the sample was not
constructed to achieve perfect statistical representativity, it aimed to encompass people
who have been consistently engaged in jogging in recent years, practice jogging at least
2–3 times a week or more, and have also participated in non-competitive events, such as
Stralessandria. It mirrors the overall gender, and age distribution in this sector (60% men,
80% over 35 years of age; see [35]).

Considering the absence of organized groups or associations of joggers in Alessandria,
the interviewees were selected by snowball sampling [36], starting from joggers met before
the lockdown, and from them expanding the reach of the research including people who
lives in all the neighborhoods of the city.

The campaigns were structured to allow a comparative case study analysis [37]. In
particular, the interviews were conducted using the same semi-structured format, which
involved questions aimed at investigating the relationship with jogging, the motivations
linked to the practice, the impact of lockdown to their lives, the ways in which they reacted
to the limitations in terms of their jogging practice. All the interviews were structured
according to the life story method considering the effectiveness of this interviewing method
in terms of exploration of individual’s affectivity and perception of the world [38]

The research was conducted according to the ethical guidelines of the American
Anthropological Association (Principles of Professional Responsibility). Informed consent
was obtained from all subjects involved in the study. Interviews were recorded transcribed
in an anonymized form. The names of the research participants, their sensitive data, as
well as the names of places have been anonymized. Only the anonymized transcripts were
conserved by the researcher.

The transcripts were entered into NVivo qualitative data analysis version 12.5.0 (QSR
International, Melbourne, Australia), to conduct a thematic analysis of the contents [39]
aimed at identifying the key elements concerning the change in perception of jogging and
the urban environment during the lockdown. The result allowed, first of all, the elabora-
tion of qualitative overview of the emerging phenomenon (see Table 1), identifying five
dimensions of change that affected the practice (change in place where to jog, change in the
range run, change in time of the day when running, change in duration of jogging session,
interruption of the practice) and the occurrence of three forms of incidents (being insulted
by bystanders, being physically assaulted, or being halted and/or fine by policemen). This
overview was then complemented with a tale of the field [40] weaved by integrating the in-
formation coming from the interviews with data collected with participant observation [41]
and autoethnography [42]1 conducted in the years prior the lockdown in the area, as well
as the direct experience gained as a jogger and as a member of the working group of the
National Association of Italian Municipalities focused on the implementation of urban
health policies. Following the example provide by Bourdieu [43], the ethnographic account
was structured by focusing on the life stories of few joggers who well explain the meanings
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of behavioral changes and the trajectories concerning the change in perception concerning
the environment.

Table 1. Summary of the impact of the lockdown on the jogging practices of the informants.

Id. Age Group Change Incidents

1M 30/40 Interruption None

2M 30/40 Location, Range Insults

3M 30/40 Range, Duration Police

4M 30/40 Interruption None

5M 30/40 Range, Duration None

6M 30/40 Location, Period Insults

7M 30/40 Interruption Insults

8M Luca 41/63 Interruption Insults

9M Francesco 41/63 Period Police

10M Simone 41/63 Range Insults

11M 41/63 Interruption None

12M 41/63 Interruption None

13M 41/63 Range, Duration Insults

14M 41/63 Location Insults, Attack

15M 41/63 Interruption
Insults,
Police

16F Laura 30/40 Range, Location, Period Police

17F 30/40 Interruption None

18F 30/40 Location, Period Attack

19F 30/40 Range, Duration None

20F 30/40 Interruption None

21F 30/40 Interruption Police

22F 30/40 Range, Period Police

23F Maria 41/63 Interruption Insults, Attack

24F 41/63 Range, Duration Insults

25F 41/63 Interruption None

26F 41/63 Range, Duration None

27F 41/63 Range, Duration Insults

28F 41/63 Interruption None

3. Results

3.1. The Role of Jogging

“For me, jogging means freedom. It allows me to undress from my everyday life. I take
off my jacket and my tie and put on one of those absurd sports shirts. No cell phone. No
wallet. I jump on the street and am alone with my thoughts. I listen to the noises of the
city and the countryside. It’s hard to say in words, but that’s why I love to jog every day.
It’s my salvation or at least it was before the COVID [pandemic]. Before the lockdown I
always felt free when I jogged. Then it became different... the very city was different...
and I found I was asking myself ‘Am I wrong? Am I the enemy of the people? Or is it the
city turned into a hostile place?’”
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Luca is one of the joggers I met during my research. He is a bank clerk in his forties,
who arrived in Alessandria after university when his company transferred him to work
in the local branch and began running in the mid-2000s. He loves jogging, and his deep
relationship with this physical practice opens an ethnographic window for investigating
the deep transformation that the recent COVID-19 pandemic has brought in the relationship
between the urban environment and its dwellers [44].

All my informants link jogging with an overt demand for fitness and well-being in
a context of the increasingly sedentary nature of the daily routine. “Look, I need to do
some [physical] activity”, “I jog because it makes me feel good”, and “I need to do some
exercise and jogging is cheap and works with me and my daily routine” are some of the
most recurrent comments. Among the interviewees, only five have labor-intensive jobs
(two factory workers, one craftsman, and two working in medical professions); the others
are clerks, public officers, teachers, or workers in other jobs that require little physical
activity. Jogging is often described in contrast to other forms of physical practice, such as
gym training or participation in team sports (such as football or basketball), highlighting
the overall practicality of this practice and its affordability. This is the case for Laura, a
cook in her late thirties, who explains:

“I started jogging five or six years ago when I changed jobs. Before I worked in a shop and
with shifts, I managed to go to the swimming pool most days. Since I started working
in the restaurant sector I started commuting to [a nearby town]. There is no swimming
pool there and I could not put the times together to go every day to the swimming pool in
Alessandria. So, I decided to start running every day. For better or for worse, I manage
to go running every day in the morning, one hour. It makes me feel good and I don’t have
big-time problems.”

Other interviews echo Laura with their comments: “You just need a decent pair of
shoes to jog: no extra fees or hidden costs”, “If you want to jog, you do not depend on
the working hours of a gym: it’s just about you”, “You can jog any time, when fits better
with your schedule. And you can jog with your friends too.” Thus, jogging appears to
leak into the life of the practitioners as an interstitial practice that fills the gaps in their
daily schedules, and slowly to assume centrality in their routines, being recognized as an
important aspect of their well-being, and, occasionally, their social life. This is what Maria,
a teacher in her fifties, says:

“I started jogging twenty years ago. I was twenty-five or so. From jogging then I started
to participate in some non-competitive races, such as Stralessandria. Jogging is my way
to relax after a day in the office. Taking part in these competitions amuses me because I
team up with friends. To meet with friends for running is important. Every week, before
the pandemic, on Saturday afternoons, I and other friends went for a run. Sometimes
just outside the city, we took the car and went to some new places in the countryside. For
me, at the end of the day, jogging is to live the space of the city and the countryside and
share emotions with the people who run with me.”

Like Maria, other respondents recognize jogging as a different form of urban mobility
that pushes them to experience different spaces from those they use otherwise. Luca puts
it this way:

“I started jogging a few years ago; it must have been 2015. [...] It is often the only real
physical activity I do [...]. I work in an office: hours in front of the computer. The most
I walk is from home to the garage and from the parking lot to the office. I need to run;
it’s freedom and well-being for me. Before, Alessandria was for me just the street from
home to work and another bunch of places and shops. Since I have started jogging, I have
known new places, such as the hamlets around the city, or the hills just beyond the river.
I also met new people who jog like me every day on the embankments.”

Jogging, therefore, is linked to an expansion of the daily horizon beyond the bound-
aries of the domestic places or those of work to involve new spaces, and potentially new
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relationships. It draws an emotional geography that, as is expressed by some informants, is
based on the sense of “decompression”, “freedom”, and “escape”. An example is Francesco,
an engineer in his fifties:

“My wife and I are both professionals and, in the evening, when we are back from the
office, we go for a run in the countryside. We both run. It is something we do mostly two
or three times a week and it is our way to escape from the city and it makes us feel good.”

This geography includes and expands the lived space. It involves streets, squares, and
avenues often traveled by car or when walking on errands. It also includes new places
inside Alessandria, such as parks and alleys, or places immediately outside it, such as
the embankments or country roads that are otherwise unknown and unused. Overall,
therefore, jogging is linked with a sense of empowerment and fulfilment: a dimension that
has been severely hit by the pandemic.

3.2. The Experience of the Lockdown

The lockdown coincided for all the informants with a sudden change to their physical
activity. The restrictions on mobility included a halt to most of their commercial activities.
“There was nobody around the city: no cars, no people. The only people one could
meet were policemen, people walking their dogs and some joggers like myself.” These
memories of one of the interviewees living in the city center are confirmed by the photos
and videos still circulating online, and, in particular, by those published in a book, “Il
nemico invisibile”, “the invisible enemy”, sponsored by the municipality of Alessandria
together with many local industrial companies, such as Guala Closures Group, 3i Group
and Eurocap [45]. During the whole period of the lockdown, people jogged. In fact,
although jogging was not officially completely forbidden, its possibilities were drastically
reduced, with limited access to public places such as parks or to locations away from one’s
home. The weight of these restrictions was emphasized by all the informers. They pointed
to them as constrictions that reduced the sense of freedom and enjoyment associated
with jogging. However, the restrictions were not what affected the informants most.
The lockdown generated public hostility toward jogging. Luca explains this point and
its consequences:

“I usually run at 6.00/6.30 AM. If I meet someone it is some animal or possibly someone
from my condominium (I live in a condominium). March and April were tough. Even
before the most stringent obligations, people have changed. It didn’t matter if I had a
mask or whatever. For the first time, I realized that people were looking at me. A neighbor,
one day, started shouting at me from the balcony: “Bastard! You want to kill us all!” The
thing repeated for some days. Then, I started going to run earlier; at 5.00, in order not to
meet anyone, but still, I did not feel safe. I felt like they had put me in a cage. In the end,
I bought a treadmill and for almost a month I didn’t put my nose out of the flat.”

The hostility was not limited to verbal assault, as Maria remembers:

“My jogger quarantine experience? A bucket of cold water at the beginning of March.
I don’t speak metaphorically. It was still more or less allowed to go for a run. I leave
the house to do my usual run. I go under various condominiums and shops. I usually
go around 7.00 in the morning and it’s not like there are all these people. Well ... I was
running and: “splash!”. From the second floor, a man threw a bucket of water over me. I
almost had a heart attack. Was it a joke? No. He shouted at me: “You should be ashamed
running these days! Stay at home!” I didn’t do anything. I didn’t say anything. I left,
running. What could I do? Should I denounce him? For what? After that day, I hung
up the boots. Once and for all after that episode. Well, more or less. Sometimes I got
up before dawn and went around a few blocks ... but I felt I was moving in a hostile
landscape; not because of the virus. Because of the people around me.”

As happened in other cities, the interviewees lamented the sudden transformation in
the public attitude towards this practical activity: “The day before we were good people
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interested in our health, the day after we were a public enemy,” one of the informants
said in summary. Joggers directly experienced the hostility of neighbors and bystanders,
being repeatedly insulted (10) or being physically assaulted (3). The cause of such hos-
tility was found in a mixture of envy and fear of contagion: an attitude that stemmed
from the characteristics of the historical moment, as remembers Simone, a fifty-year-old
public employee:

“It was a horrible time. Every day, we received new decrees that instituted new prohi-
bitions we, as public officers, had to enforce and make people respect. Most of the time,
the norms appeared to contradict the ones of the day before. Every day, newspapers and
television spoke only of death and contagion. We reach a level of collective delirium.
Everyone was looking at everyone else as a possible enemy, a plague carrier. Let alone,
what people should have thought seeing us, four idiots running around the neighborhood
in multicolored shirts. I can understand why some yelled at us or told us that we were
criminals. Try to explain to them that we weren’t hurting anyone. I continued jogging
during the lockdown, around my home... but it was quite shitty. It was not real jogging.
We were in a cage even if we can technically run. That’s for sure.”

Faced with the impossibility of carrying out the physical practice in their usual ways
and perceiving an increasing pressure, the joggers changed their habits. Like Maria, some
of the joggers (13) stopped practicing jogging until the end of the lockdown. Others (15),
like Simone, chose to continue. To do so, they had to change the ways in which practicing
the activity. In particular, they had to revise their usual route, reducing its range to the
proximity of their house (10) abiding the current anti-COVID-19 regulations. This change
was commonly linked with a reduction of the duration of their sessions (8). However, the
change was also coupled with the decision of moving their practice in different, interstitial
spaces (4) and times (5). This was the case for Laura and Francesco:

“During the lockdown, I continued to work. [... However,] tension and fear were high: a
dozen colleagues were affected by the disease or had close relatives affected. [...] When I
got home, I needed to be distracted; I needed to move [recalls Laura]. As far as I could, I
kept jogging [... but] when they put the obligation to run within a few meters from home,
I started going around the block. I felt like an idiot, but I continued for a few days. Then
the police stopped me. They were about to fine me because I was jogging. We discussed
for a good ten minutes before they understood I was just jogging around my block. I read
about other joggers being stupidly fined on the internet and I read about people who were
starting to run up and down the stairs of their buildings. I live in a ten-story building. I
started doing it too: up and down, up, and down. I did not use my shoes because I did not
want to bother my neighbors too much. I ran with two pairs of socks to make no noise.
There was certainly someone else in the building who ran on the stairs during the night
because I could hear the rushing up and down. In the end, I made the stairs go well. In
May, the first time I was able to run on the street again without fear of being fined or
insulted, I started to cry with happiness.”

“During the lockdown we [Francesco and his wife] worked mostly from home [...]. We
live outside the city and there are just fields and a few farmhouses around. Thus, we felt
we could go jogging without a big fuss. However, in April, we were blocked twice by
policemen in civilian dress, and we reckon they were patrolling the area now and then. So,
we decided to change time. We started going out in the dark, very early in the morning.
We fixed our alarm at 4.30 and we went out. It was crazy, I know... ”

Overall, the lockdown is associated with a sense of “oppression”, “imprisonment”,
“suffocation”, “narrowness”, “constant wariness”, and “discomfort”. In this respect, despite
a limited number of interviewees that experienced assaults of a sort (3), two were the main
factors that intensified and give concreteness to this sense of oppression: the insults received
by bystanders and neighbors (8) and the intensified controls made by policemen (5). In
some cases (5) these events led to the halt of the practices. In order to describe the situation
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experienced, the joggers sometimes use metaphors, such as: “I felt like Alice in Wonderland.
Suddenly my world has shrunk, and I felt as usual but was not able to move anymore”.

While all the joggers linked the lockdown with a sense of oppression, the disease only
had a marginal or accidental role in their narratives, despite Alessandria being severely
hit by the pandemic during the lockdown, with more than 600 people dying of COVID-19
between March and May 2020. Contracting the virus was a possibility recognized by all
the interviewees, but none of them linked it to the practice of jogging. Conversely, it was
common to exclude the possibility that the physical practice was risky (e.g., “I understand
there may be the need to stop mobility, but do you really believe I risk catching the virus
by jogging alone in a street? Do you think it is more possible I would do it when queuing
in front of a supermarket?”). Despite the circumstances, the association between jogging
and good health remained strong, if not reinforced, making the physical practice a sort of
COVID test in a period when medical tests were not commonly available to the population
(e.g., “Do you really think that if I had COVID I would be able to run every day for over 30
minutes?”), and a way to establish and maintain a sense of security in a context of severe
uncertainty (“To jog every day, even only around the block, was my way to tell myself
‘everything will be ok’”).

3.3. The Experience of the End of the Lockdown

The interviewees experienced the end of the lockdown as a strongly emotional moment
linked with a sense of reappropriation of agency and legitimation: “It was beautiful, I
finally ran through places I took for granted, I could move and breathe”; “I felt whole
again”; “I thought I couldn’t run for miles again without feeling like a criminal.” Despite
this, the moment was also tainted by wariness about another possible lockdown, as actually
occurred a few months later, and by mistrust for the people surrounding them: “After what
they did during the lockdown, I cannot see my neighbors in the face without thinking: look
at that #####!”

Overall, jogging, for those who continued to practice it during the lockdown, appeared
to be a device [46] used to secure a sense of normality in a context of exceptionality. Through
it, in a regime of limited mobility, the joggers attempted to appropriate to themselves
a contested spatiality, jogging in public spaces, as well as occupying interstitial areas
perceived to be free from risks or surveillance. The circumstances marked a shift in the
meaning and role given to this physical practice by the joggers. All those who continued,
about a third of the interviewees, answered in a similar way to the conclusions Luca draws
in his interview:

“Well... normally I jog because I feel better... it is for my health... During the lockdown
it was different. It was not simple, and I did not feel freedom by jogging during the
lockdown. However, it was a way of still feeling in control of my life in a moment of...
well... when everything appeared out of control.”

4. Discussion

The research shows the abrupt change in the daily life of the informers; a transforma-
tion that is linked both to the change in their daily practices and to a radical transformation
of the daily urban landscape in which informers have lived.

The change imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic was above all relational [3], and
related to the engagement with public and public spaces. This change is, however, substan-
tial, since the geography of a city should not be understood only as a static assemblage of
buildings, but rather, as Thrift [47] points out, as an emergent phenomenon described by
the spatial and temporal relationships that are developed within it. Thus, the COVID-19
pandemic brought to the emergence of a new, specific urban geography in Alessandria as
in the rest of the world [1]. It is marked by a radical transformation in the kinetic structure
of the urban context expressed by the prohibition of the use of common, public spaces and
by the obligation to domestic reclusion. In this new context, individuals tried to adapt their
everyday habits and practices. This adaptation, however, was difficult and meaningful.
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As Bourdieu [48,49] pointed out, any form of physical practice is a sociocultural action
through which the individuals both embody social values and norms and reproduce and
disseminate them. In this respect, any physical practice, such as jogging, refers to a regime
of kinesthetic morality deeply situated in a social and historical context. As a regime of
kinesthetic morality, I refer to the set of formal and informal, implicit, and explicit norms
that define the meaning of physical practice and determine its public acceptability. The
lockdown coincided with an abrupt shift in the regime of kinesthetic morality associated
with jogging.

Before the pandemic, jogging became popular as a fitness practice aimed at achieving
well-being for an individual by addressing instances of caring for one’s body in a context
of increasingly sedentary lifestyles, since it promotes extensive use of the landscape based
on the pedestrian’s fruition of urban and peri-urban space [8]. Jogging, thus, expressed
a regime of kinesthetic morality that placed at the center of the daily life of the individ-
uals a form of self-care based on regular physical practice and the refusal of domestic
sedentariness. In this respect, this morality nurtured an idea of "good citizenship" [50]
based and dependent on the persistent use of the public space experienced by jogging.
This understanding, thus, reverberated in public policies of urban health [51] aimed at
promoting forms of physical activities, such as jogging, northern walking, and running.
Similarly to the process described by Wacquant [52] in the case of boxing, constant practice
and its enjoyment embedded jogging in the everyday life of the informants embodying the
dominant pre-pandemic kinesthetic morality.

The insurgence of the COVID-19 pandemic brought a sudden change in this moral
regime epitomized by the motto “Stay at Home” (Figure 2). The enforcement of the
lockdown imposed a new idea concerning health that had at its center the abandonment of
the public space. Public health, during the pandemic, was achieved by remaining home
and embracing a new form of forced domesticity and sedentariness. Consequentially, this
new regime of kinesthetic morality depicted all who infringed the obligation as possible
vehicles for the spreading of the virus, thus a public menage.
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Figure 2. Graphical representation of the sociocultural transformation experienced by the joggers.

Although the legislation of the lockdown did not completely ban jogging, the lock-
down marked a shift in the public understanding of this practice that made joggers trans-
formed from examples of good citizens into public enemies. At the same time, the lack
of a complete ban created an uncertain grey area of legitimation that some of the joggers
tried to use as a space to continue their practice. It is in this attempt the joggers expressed
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their embodied pre-pandemic regime of kinesthetic morality living the conflict between
opposite regimes.

In face of a hostilized environment, the respond of the joggers was fluid. On the one
hand they withdrew from the contested space and abandoned the practice. On the other,
they moved more and more the practice into interstitial times and spaces less in the spot
of the public eye where they felt to be more secure, such as the condominium stairways
or the hours before dawn or after twilight. Thus, overall they accepted the new regime
of kinesthetic morality or attempted to find ways to avoid open conflict, waiting for the
emergency to end.

The experience of this moral conflict was directly linked with the joggers’ experience
of the change in the urban environment. The pandemic marked a shift of their urban
emotional geography. Following Tuan [53], the concept of emotional geography describes
the understanding of the environment emerging from its emotional and bodily experience.
The pre-pandemic urban emotional geography of joggers derived from the bodily self-
awareness as well as the deeper understanding of the urban space this physical practice
produces [54]. It was linked with the idea of freedom that coupled with the belief of doing
something able to make them achieve their personal well-being. Moreover, insofar as
jogging was promoted by public policies and the media as a respectable activity, they felt
supported and reinforced in their practice.

The enforcement of the lockdown imposed a stringent limitation of the use of the
public space. However, the new, emergent emotional geography was not affected mainly
by the quantitative restrictions, but rather the qualitative change in the possibility of using
the public space due to the increasing social pressure perceived. The new geography was,
thus, linked with a complex bundle of emotions. Doubts, perplexity, and preoccupation
marked the emotional geography of the lockdown. They delimited a shrinking space
whose boundary stiffened under the pressure of increasing police controls and the brewing
hostility that surrounded the joggers. The emerging result was marked by a sense of
compression, an affect that “create[s] the very effect of the surfaces or boundaries of bodies
and worlds” [55] of the pandemic geography.

In their strenuous attempts to maintain their pre-pandemic daily routines, however,
the joggers demonstrated their fear of being overwhelmed by the insurgent situation; and
in the perception of the hostility of their surrounding world, they express the weakening of
their social ties, strong and weak [56], in the face of social distancing obligations. This ap-
pears the faces of the atmospheric dis-ease” [3] that engulfed Italy: an emotional geography
of crisis.

Walby [57] defines a crisis as “a moment when there is the possibility of large-scale
change consequent upon a small event in a narrow-window of time.” She also suggests that
crises differ in their consequences: “The crisis leads to a system breakdown; after the crisis
there is a return to pre-crisis conditions; the crisis drives to a renewal of the system along
its existing path of development; or the system leads to a new kind of system.” From the
interviews, and writing in 2021, what the joggers lived through was not a crisis of the first
kind. Although joggers associated the end of the lockdown with a sense of utter relieve,
the question of what kind of crisis it was is still open.

5. Conclusions

This research investigated the urban emotional geography of joggers in Alessandria
during the first COVID-19 lockdown. Their experience points to the radical change in
everyday life experienced by the interviewees, which passes through adaptation to an
emerging context based on weakened sociality and the compression of the individual space.
It confirms the crucial role of physical practices in individual well-being before and during
the lockdown. It explores the practices undertaken to cope with the anti-COVID public
measures and their effects on the perception of jogging and the urban environment shared
by the informants. The research shows that the emotional geography of joggers in the
lockdown was marked by a sense of growing oppression and rising hostility, against which
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they developed coping strategies, which points to a crisis in the model of social life and
society on which the joggers relied.

In the months after the research, the national government imposed other periods
of lockdown (October 2020–May 2021). However, the most severe restrictions generally
ceased to be in force. Physical activity, and especially jogging, has always been allowed
since that time, at least within the borders of one’s own municipality. Stories of nocturnal
runs up and down the condominium stairways were therefore not reported any more,
and news reports of assaults against runners and joggers became isolated. This can be
considered a good sign for the future, but it does not mean that the pandemic period and
the lockdowns came at no cost in terms of how people changed their perception of their
surroundings and the strengths of their social ties. These aspects are deeply connected
with individual well-being and the very livability of the urban context.

Thus, the research calls for renewed attention to the issue of urban livability, as well
as for new urban policies. Whereas in the past the promotion of jogging (along with
fast walking or running) in public spaces, conducted individually or in a group, was
seen as a winning strategy to ensure well-being and health, the COVID-19 pandemic has
shown the limits of this solution. These limits are well described by the voices of the
joggers. Thus, questions arise about how to re-think both the access to and the use of urban
spaces, negotiating a way forward between collective and individual rights to avoid the
pandemic risk and to guarantee equal opportunities for different sectors of society. These
interrogatives thus ask for more insight into the role and tools of the state for preserving
public health and common well-being, to avoid further social suffering in a context of
overall social fragility.
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Notes

1 Overall, the research was conducted from a common perspective to anthropological research in which the researcher is placed
within the local reality, being a participant observer of the local context [58]. As pointed out by Bourdieu [59], this perspective is
not antithetical to a rigorous social analysis insofar as it is made explicit and the role of the researcher within the research context
is objectified. In this sense, my personal experience and involvement with jogging was not a cause of awe or embarrassment, but
a factor capable of creating a positive and empathic atmosphere during interviews.
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Abstract: The purpose of this research was to assess the motives, safer sex practices, and vulner-

abilities of male sex workers who sold physical sex during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study

used a mixed strategy, utilizing purposive sampling techniques to conduct 13 online surveys with

male sex workers working in Portugal during the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants were aged

between 23 and 47 years old and mostly provided their services to other men. Additionally, half

of the participants were immigrants. Participants mentioned paying for essential expenses (rent,

food, phone, etc.), having money for day-to-day expenses, wanting to, and enjoying it, as their main

motives for engaging in sex work. Regarding sexual practices, 3 to 11 participants did not always

or did not consistently use condoms during penetrative sex with their clients. Thematic analysis

was used to identify the following repeated patterns of meaning regarding COVID-19-related vul-

nerabilities, encompassing a loss of clients and income, increased work availability, price reductions

and negotiation difficulties, emotional functioning, health care access, safer sex negotiations, age,

and immigration status. The findings serve as a basis for recommendations regarding social policies

aimed at male sex workers who sell physical sex in Portugal.

Keywords: male sex workers; commercial sex; COVID-19; motives; practices; vulnerabilities;

Portugal

1. Introduction

The necessary policies to combat the spread of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-
19), such as social isolation and lockdown measures, have had relevant implications on
sexual activity, including commercial sexual activity. In the same way that HIV has cre-
ated specific challenges for sex workers [1], the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted
the vulnerabilities of their professional activities, which are often associated with stigma-
tization, criminalization, drug use, violence, mental health challenges, unemployment,
homelessness, and difficulties in accessing health care [2]. Sex workers’ ability to develop
self-protection strategies strongly depends on their social circumstances, namely, the avail-
ability of community support [3]. In this regard, sex workers have been able to develop
some degree of resilience [4] and to draw attention to their specific needs, despite the
obstacles, social exclusion, and oppression fostered by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Although the stereotyped image of sex work is feminine, in reality, it is a heteroge-
neous activity also practiced by men. The invisibility of male sex work is associated with
mechanisms of oppression that are reinforced by sexual stigma, homophobia, and a lack
of systematic research [5]. Some of the scientific research regarding male sex workers
have focused on sexual health, behavioral risk factors, human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV), sexually transmitted infections (STIs) (namely, STI prevalence) [6,7], condom use
negotiations [8,9], pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) use [10,11], and network and dyadic
characteristics [12], with all factors providing evidence of male sex workers’ vulnerabilities.
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The increased use of technology in recent years has created a new digital space for
male sex work, making it both more accessible [13] and, simultaneously, more invisible
due to the persistence of stigmatizing factors [14]. Many related studies have provided a
limited analysis of the transient online profiles of sex workers in these contexts. In turn, this
limitation prevents researchers from cultivating a deeper understanding of the reality of
online sexual transactions, which probably involve problematic and diverse socioeconomic
circumstances motivating sex workers’ online presence [15].

Portugal decriminalized sex work in 1983, but a political void remains due to the lack
of professional recognition by the state. In addition, the main conceptual understanding
of the reality of sex work is through processes of victimization and oppression that are
involved in commercial sex [5], accentuating the vulnerability and invisibility of sex
workers. The limited prior research regarding male sex work Portugal shows that most
sex workers work in apartments or hotels, the majority are young and foreign nationals
(mainly Brazilian immigrants), and their main motives for engaging in commercial sex are
of a financial nature [16].

In this context, the transformations imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic may have
aggravated stigma, discrimination [2–4], the risk of engaging in unprotected sexual activ-
ity [17], and difficulties in accessing health care [18], but, above all, access to clients and
income [19]. Given that the restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic involved
restrictions on people’s movements, lockdowns, and stay-at-home orders, it is possible that
many male sex workers have witnessed a reduction in their number of clients due to the
social isolation measures imposed by health authorities or due to COVID-19 infection fears.
Thus, this study was developed to fill the gap left by the lack of studies in Portugal and
around the world concerning the motives, practices, and circumstances surrounding the
vulnerability of male sex workers who sell physical sex during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Materials and Methods

This research utilized a mixed methods strategy [20], using purposive sampling tech-
niques [21,22] to conduct 13 online surveys with male sex workers in Portugal during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Personal contacts advertised on Portuguese escort websites
were made to gain access to the participants. A total of 497 requests to participate were
sent through a message containing a link to an electronic survey, which consisted of two
parts. The first part contained directed questions concerning participants’ sociodemo-
graphic information, motives, and safer sexual practices, while the second part included
an open-ended question about the impact of COVID-19 on participants’ personal and
professional lives as a sex worker. The study’s methodological foundation was based on
a participatory paradigm, promoting an understanding of the relevant determinants for
social change [23]. Participation was voluntary, in addition to guaranteeing participants’
confidentiality and anonymity.

The data consisted of direct transcripts imported from the information provided by
the online survey participants. Thematic analysis was used to identify repeated patterns of
meaning [24], framing an epistemologically critical point of view that recognized that male
sex work narratives are socially constructed and linked to social oppression [25]. Inductive
thematic analysis was conducted using the data obtained from the semantic content and
the latent constructs present in participants’ written responses [26]. Subsequently, the
researcher utilized NVivo software to assist in data analysis, namely, familiarization with
the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the data report. The author conducted the initial coding and
identification, which were later verified, discussed, and refined through coding consistency
with two independent experts in the fields of sexuality and psychology. In cases where a
match occurred, the researcher and the experts engaged in discussions in order to reach
a consensus.
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3. Results

3.1. Sociodemographic Information

The study recruited 13 male sex workers in Portugal who offered physical sexual
services during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data collection took place during the month of
January 2021, in the midst of the pandemic’s third wave in Portugal, which corresponded
to the greatest infection peak in the country and forced the government to impose a
general strict lockdown that lasted for several weeks. Participants’ ages ranged between
23 and 47 years old, with five identifying themselves as gay, six as bisexual, and two as
heterosexual. Seven participants were Portuguese nationals, five were Brazilian immigrants,
and one was an Uzbek immigrant. Most men worked with other men, couples, and
women, especially at their homes, at clients’ homes, at hotels, or online or via online
applications. The number of weekly clients varied between 1 and 10. Most participants
claimed to be HIV negative, but only six were on PrEP. Table 1 displays participants’
sociodemographic information.

3.2. Motives

Table 2 provides a more detailed description of sex workers’ primary professional
motives during the pandemic. The most important motives mentioned were wanting
to, paying for essential expenses (rent, food, phone, etc.), having money for day-to-day
expenses, because sex work is exciting, and enjoying it. Table 2 displays additional motives
for engaging in sex work mentioned by participants.

3.3. Sexual Practices

As shown in Table 3, only 61.5% of participants claimed that they always used a
condom when engaging in vaginal sex, 76.9% for insertive anal sex, and 61.5% for receptive
anal sex. This finding signifies that participants partook in a considerable number of sexual
activities involving penetrative sex that implied elevated HIV and STI transmission risks.

3.4. Social Vulnerabilities

3.4.1. Loss of Customers and Income

All participants reported that the main impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was a drop
in their number of customers and, consequently, a drop in income. This reduction in clients
may have been related to the consequences of health policies that limited social interactions
through lockdowns and stay-at-home orders. These policies could have deterred clients
from seeking out sex workers’ services, while simultaneously encouraging sex workers to
take precautionary measures to avoid COVID-19 infection risks. All participants exercised
their professional activities online and, given that sex work is not legally regulated in
Portugal, participants were unable to request government financial support to assist with
any financial difficulties that may have arisen as a result of the pandemic. Moreover, most
participants were single and lived alone, increasing the likelihood of lacking family, friends,
or social support networks, thus intensifying isolation experiences. The aforementioned
findings are illustrated by select participant quotations below:

“I have a lot of difficulties paying my daily bills, rent, electricity, water, Internet, food,
transportation . . . My few savings are running out, and I have no way to save enough
to pay my expenses . . . All because customers have decreased dramatically. Now, if
I manage to get 3 or 4 customers in a week, it is already very good, while, before the
pandemic, I could easily have had 15.”

Sex worker #4, 27 years old, bisexual, Brazilian immigrant.

“There has been a big drop in calls. My biggest source of income is from trips outside
Lisbon, namely to Madrid, Paris, and Rome. With airports closed, I was trapped in a city
where customers do not have enough money to pay for my services.”

Sex worker #3, 37 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.
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Table 1. Sociodemographic Information.

Sex Worker
Number

Age
Sexual

Orientation
Nationality

Client
Description

Marital Status
Time

Working as a
Sex Worker

Work
Location

Days/Hours
of Work

# of Clients
per Week

HIV
Status

PrEP
Usage

1 32 Gay Portuguese
Men

Gay couples
Single 2 years

Shared apartment
At home

At clients’ homes
Hotels

3 days
4 h/day

10 Neg. No

2 27 Gay Brazilian
Men

Gay couples
Single 1 year

At home
At clients’ homes

3 days
24 h/day

3 Neg. Yes

3 37 Gay Brazilian
Men

Gay couples
Single 2 years

At home
At clients’ homes

Hotels

7 days
5 h/day

10 Unknown Yes

4 27 Bisexual Brazilian

Men
Women

Straight couples
Gay couples

Single 8 years
At home
Hotels

Online apps

7 days/
24 h/day

4 Neg. Yes

5 28 Straight Portuguese

Women
Straight couples

Lesbian
couples

Single 2 years

At home
At clients’ homes

Hotels
Online

3 days/
12 h/day

3 Neg. No

6 42 Bisexual Portuguese
Men

Women
Straight couples

Single 1 year

At home
At clients’ homes

On the street
Hotels

1 day/
1 h/day

1 Neg. No

7 27 Gay Brazilian
Men

Gay couples
Dating a man 4 years

At clients’ homes
On the street

Hotels
Online apps

7 days/
24 h/day

4 Neg. Yes

8 26 Bisexual Portuguese

Men
Women

Straight couples
Gay couples

Civil union
with a woman

6 months

At clients’ homes
Escort agency

Hotels
Online apps

3 days/
2 h/day

4 Neg. No

9 27 Bisexual Uzbek Men Single 5 years At home
5 days/

16 h/day
5 Neg. No

10 47 Straight Portuguese Women Single 5 years

At home
At clients’ homes

Hotels
Online apps

1 day/
4 h/day

1 Neg. No
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Table 1. Cont.

Sex Worker
Number

Age
Sexual

Orientation
Nationality

Client
Description

Marital Status
Time

Working as a
Sex Worker

Work
Location

Days/Hours
of Work

# of Clients
per Week

HIV
Status

PrEP
Usage

11 35 Bisexual Portuguese

Men
Women

Straight couples
Gay couples

Single 3 years
At home

Bar/clubs
Online apps

4 days/
6 h/day

4 Neg. Yes

12 23 Gay Brazilian
Men

Gay couples
Single 5 months

At home
At clients’ homes

1 day/
24 h/day

1 Unknown No

13 45 Bisexual Portuguese
Men

Women
Straight couples

Single 7 years
At clients’ homes

Online apps
4 days/
3 h/day

5 Unknown No

Table 2. Sex Work Motives during the Pandemic.

Not Important at All
n (%)

Somewhat Unimportant
n (%)

Neutral
n (%)

Somewhat Important
n (%)

Very Important
n (%)

To pay for essential expenses (rent, food, phone, etc.) 2(15.4%) 1 (7.7%) 0 (0%) 2 (15.4%) 8 (61.5%)
To afford luxuries, social life, etc. 6 (46.2%) 1 (7.7%) 0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 3 (23.1%)

To save money 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 4 (30.7%) 3 (23.1%) 4 (30.7%)
To pay for school 5 (38.4%) 0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 3 (23.1%) 2(15.4%)

To help family 7 (53.8%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 3 (23.1%)
To have sexual experiences 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 5 (38.4%) 2(15.4%) 4 (30.7%)

A lack of family financial support 5 (38.4%) 0 (0%) 1 (7.7%) 4 (30.7%) 3 (23.1%)
A lack of family emotional support 7 (53.8%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 3 (23.1%) 1 (7.7%)

Influence of friends 11 (84.6%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Because it is exciting 1 (7.7%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6 (46.2%) 6 (46.2%)

To finance a gambling problem 13 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
To finance an alcohol problem 13 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

To finance a drug problem 13 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
To have money for day-to-day expenses 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 8 (61.5%)

To make my own schedule 6 (46.2%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 4 (30.7%) 3 (23.1%)
Lack of other qualifications/skills 10 (76.9%) 0 (0%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%)

Because I like it 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 3 (23.1%) 7 (53.8%)
Because I want to do it 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (7.7%) 2(15.4%) 10 (76.9%)

I don’t know how to leave 11 (84.6%) 0 (0%) 2(15.4%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
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Table 3. Sexual Practices with Clients.

Never
n (%)

Rarely
n (%)

Sometimes
n (%)

Frequently
n (%)

Always
n (%)

Condom use for
vaginal sex

0 (0%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 3 (23.1%) 8 (61.5%)

Condom use for
anal sex (insertive)

0 (0%) 2 (15.4%) 0 (0%) 1 (7.7%) 10 (76.9%)

Condom use for
anal sex (receptive)

0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 1 (7.7%) 1 (7.7%) 8 (61.5%)

Condom use for
oral sex (active)

5 (38.4%) 3 (23.1%) 1 (7.7%) 2 (15.4%) 2 (15.4%)

Condom use for
oral sex (passive)

3 (23.1%) 5 (38.4%) 1 (7.7%) 2 (15.4%) 2 (15.4%)

Condom use when
using sex toys

2 (15.4%) 1 (7.7%) 5 (38.4%) 0 (0%) 5 (38.4%)

“I have experienced a drastic drop in income, even after trying to maximize opportunities
to get more customers, especially over the Internet and by increasing service times. But,
it has not been easy because they do not show up. I have no one to ask for help, as I
do not speak to my family members, they do not know about my profession, and I live
alone. Even some friends and former clients with whom I had a closer connection are also
experiencing financial difficulties and cannot help me . . . There are days when I have to
resort to community support services for essential goods.”

Sex worker #5, 28 years old, straight, Portuguese national.

3.4.2. Increased Work Availability

Almost all participants significantly increased their professional availability during
the pandemic, even during lockdowns or following increases in COVID-19 cases, with the
exceptions of sex workers #10 and #12, who limited their services. Additionally, participants
stated that they employed careful attitudes regarding COVID-19 prophylactic measures,
namely, using masks and disinfectant gel, as well as frequently sanitizing their workspaces.

“I started to be available 24 h a day, 7 days a week. I advertise my services by reinforcing
hygienic measures and ensuring, that they [clients] are safe with me, as much as possible.”

Sex worker #4, 27 years old, bisexual, Brazilian immigrant.

“Now, I usually work 72 h in a row, and I go everywhere—to clients’ houses, hotels and
guest houses, over the Internet, and even on the street.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

3.4.3. Price Reductions and Negotiation Difficulties

Some participants reported that they have had to cut prices and even deal with
problematic customers that did not want to or could not pay for their services. The
pandemic also significantly impacted the customers of paid sex services and, as a result,
exacerbated sex workers’ economic vulnerability, as well as threats to their physical and
emotional integrity.

“I started to include the possibility of charging ‘low-cost’ prices to try to get more clients.
In comparison with before the pandemic, I have had many more customers leave without
paying because they are more aggressive and upset about the pandemic and because they
do not even have money.”

Sex worker #8, 28 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.
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3.4.4. Emotional Functioning

Some participants reported that the pandemic and social isolation measures imposed
by the government did not affect them greatly from an emotional point of view. Explana-
tions encompassed personal reasons, such as possessing an introverted personality, fixed
habits at home, and having managed to adjust to the changes imposed on their routines.

“On a personal level, I think that [social] isolation did not affect me much, as I am already
naturally a homebody. I simply adapted to new circumstances.”

Sex worker #1, 32 years old, gay, Portuguese national.

“As I work mostly at home, and I am very much a homebody, I managed the need to be
isolated at home well. Of course, I go out, especially to go to customers’ houses or to the
supermarket, but I also started doing more shopping online to stay sane.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

However, most participants reported having felt very relevant emotional impacts,
not only due to income declines that generated financial problems, but also in relation to
inherent pandemic-related anxieties, such as infection fears, the distress resulting from
significant behavioral changes that were imposed by lockdown measures, and even exis-
tential questions.

“The pandemic has affected my life a lot, [and] it has worsened all aspects of my existence.
I became more vulnerable, afraid, anxious, and even depressed. I am in a very complicated
situation, mentally. It is not easy for me to deal with isolation, [and] I feel distraught and
disoriented. I find myself feeling a lack of interest in the things around me, but I force
myself to get up every day, so as not to lose heart.”

Sex worker #11, 35 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

“The main problem is the loss of contact with friends and family. I completely lost my
social life and that makes me feel very lonely and disoriented. I have not seen my children
in many months . . . ”

Sex Worker #13, 45 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

“It has forced me to reflect on my life values, [and] it has forced me to examine my decisions
and think about past bitterness. Unfortunately, it did not help to solve anything. On the
contrary, I became more isolated and felt greater uncertainty about my life plans.”

Sex worker #5, 28 years old, straight, Portuguese national.

3.4.5. Health Care Access

In Portugal, even during the most severe periods of prophylactic isolation, health care
access was never limited due to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, some participants
reported that they had to adjust their schedules in response to postponements and changes,
in order to obtain health care access.

“The pandemic forced me to better manage my time in order to keep myself healthy.
For example, PrEP or STI testing appointments have become more limited during the
lockdowns, but these always involve a certain number of unforeseen events, delays, and
postponements, which is understandable given these circumstances.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

Other participants indicated that they sometimes needed to use sildenafil for work.
Given the limitations imposed by pandemic-related restrictions, the online pharmaceutical
market became a solution to purchase this medication.

“We men do not run at full speed all the time. As I work 24 h in a row, sometimes I have
to take that pill in order to work. Fortunately, we can buy it online, easily and discreetly.”

Sex worker #2, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.
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3.4.6. Safer Sex Negotiations

Some participants, even those not on PrEP, mentioned the need to resort to the possi-
bility of partaking in unsafe sexual practices, as requested by some clients. Agreeing to
engage in unsafe sexual practices was viewed as a means of attracting more clients and,
thus, minimizing any negative effects on income.

“I have had this job for two years, and I have never had an HIV test, so I do not know if I
am positive or not. If a client wants to pay a little more to have unprotected sex, I will
not say no. I think the responsibility is his.”

Sex worker #3, 37 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

“I am HIV-negative and I am on PrEP. So, I feel a little safer when a client asks me to
have unprotected sex. I try to convince them that it is better to use a condom, but that
is not always possible because some men really insist. Nowadays, you cannot be picky,
[and] we have to take advantage of everything that comes our way.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

However, some participants also reported never having sex without a condom. In
some cases, this was due to the fact that they were involved in romantic relationships,
while, in other cases, they cited the high value they attributed to their health.

“I have only been involved in this life for 6 months. It was really necessary to survive
due to the pandemic. My girlfriend knows about it, and the one essential condition that
she imposed on me was to always use a condom.”

Sex worker #6, 26 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

“My health is priceless. Even if things are going badly, I will not have sex without a
condom. I have been working in this field for 5 years, and this is a fundamental rule in
my profession. Without a condom, there is no deal. I am STI-free and I want to continue
that way.”

Sex worker #9, 27 years old, bisexual, Uzbek immigrant.

3.4.7. Age

Three of the study participants were over 40 years old (aged 42, 45, and 47, respec-
tively). In their cases, they often pointed out age-related discrimination as a professional
obstacle that aggravated the customer shortage caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Ageism
is present in society, and it may have increased negative aging experiences among some of
our participants, in addition to the stigma associated with sex work.

“In this competitive market, younger people are more successful. It frustrates me a lot,
but I have to accept it. If I were in my twenties, I think it would be different . . . I try to
use other advantages, since I work with a female audience, [and] I have to use age and
experience as a charm factor . . . ”

Sex worker #10, 47 years old, straight, Portuguese national.

“I have been doing this for a long enough time (7 years) to understand the dynamics.
Customers prefer younger guys. And, with the pandemic, older people will be left
behind. That is how it works. Sometimes, I think about giving up, but also, what is
my alternative?”

Sex worker #13, 45 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

3.4.8. Immigration

Poor economic conditions, national security issues, and a lack of respect for sexual
minority rights in migrants’ countries of origin could be the principal migration motives
for several of our participants. However, several found their destination country to be
facing a highly vulnerable economic situation due to the pandemic and were unable to
find jobs, while others were unable to gain legal migration status, creating a context of
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enormous socioeconomic fragility. For many, paid sexual activity was their only means
of survival.

“I arrived in Portugal 7 months ago, right in the middle of the pandemic. As an
immigrant without many academic or professional qualifications, I could not find a job
and my savings only lasted for 2 months. I ran out of money. I had to enter this life
in order to survive. There is discrimination because we are immigrants, coupled with
discrimination against being gay and being a sex worker.”

Sex worker #12, 23 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

“I was unable to find work during the pandemic, and I cannot legalize myself without a
formal employment contract. I have been living in the country illegally for over a year,
and I had to do this job to survive.”

Sex worker #2, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

4. Discussion

This research explored the motives, safer sex practices, and vulnerabilities of self-
employed male sex workers selling physical sex in Portugal during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. This research provides important contributions to understanding the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on an activity that is already highly invisible and subject to increased
risks and vulnerability. Regarding motives for selling sex during the COVID-19 pandemic,
most participants highlighted wanting to or enjoying sex work, as well as financial reasons,
such as paying essential bills and having money for daily expenses. As in previous stud-
ies [27], this study found that practical, financial, and intrinsic (wanting to or enjoying sex
work) reasons were the most prevalent motives for male sex workers to engage in paid
sexual activity. Previous studies have confirmed these results, underlining the importance
of men’s economic conditions when deciding to partake in sex work [28,29].

The COVID-19 pandemic has created an unprecedented economic crisis that has
forced many men to start working as sex workers to pay for their basic needs and everyday
expenses. However, others indicated that they also engaged in sex work because they
viewed it as an exciting and flexible activity. This combination of factors suggests that
male sex work is not an inherently negative experience among the participants. This
finding contrasts with those of earlier studies [30], which have highlighted the negative
experiences associated with the cost-benefit negotiations between the positive and negative
factors inherent to the nature of sex work, encompassing managing potential problems
with clients, psychological problems, stigma toward sex work, adverse economic and
employment conditions, and a lack of formal recognition by the state [27]. Thus, as
previously demonstrated [31], it is clear that many men’s motives for engaging in sex
work arose from the economic conditions created by changes related to the COVID-19
pandemic [4].

In regard to participants’ sexual practices, an evidently significant number of partici-
pants (5 to 11) do not always or consistently use condoms when partaking in penetrative
sexual practices with their clients. Increasing evidence has shown that there are several
facilitators that can increase the frequency of unprotected sexual activity between male
sex workers and their clients, including biological, behavioral, and structural determi-
nants [7,32]. However, very little research has been carried out on this topic regarding
male sex workers. On the one hand, clients may request that condoms not be used due to
the fact that they are men who often do not identify as gay or bisexual, may have regular
female sexual partners, and may not be informed about the importance of having safer
sex with other men. On the other hand, several of our participants indicated that they
use and are knowledgeable about PrEP, which may allow them to lower their guard in
relation to condom use [33]. In Portugal, PrEP is currently available at hospitals that
are part of the HIV hospital referral network, and PrEP prescriptions must be written
by infectious disease specialists after assessing patients at a high risk of acquiring HIV
or other sexually transmitted infections (namely, sex workers), after obtaining patients’
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informed consent [34]. Thus, it is clear that it is of the utmost importance to support more
systematic educational and informational efforts concerning PrEP access, in addition to
safer sex health campaigns aimed at male sex workers in Portugal. These policies could
not only encourage behavioral change, but also might promote innovative interventions
suitable to the complexity of these interactions, with the aim of reducing HIV and STI risk
exposure among both male sex workers and their clients.

Participants manifested several vulnerabilities in this study’s discourse analysis. All
men highlighted poverty-related risks and a decrease in income and customers. Partici-
pants’ vulnerabilities were reinforced by their need to make major professional adaptations,
such as increasing available working hours or reducing prices, as well as the more frequent
difficulties they encountered in negotiating payments, which demonstrated their increased
exposure to poverty, hunger, and violence in the context of pandemic-related lockdowns
and stay-at-home orders. As illustrated by other studies that evaluated COVID-19′s im-
pacts on sex work, these vulnerabilities can increase poverty risks, as well as the need
to work at home, which may lead to confusion surrounding safety precautions and an
increased risk of violence [19]. Thus, this research highlights the social disadvantages faced
by male sex workers in Portugal, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Contrary to earlier studies’ findings [17], participants did not present excessive con-
sumption of toxic substances, homelessness, or severe mental illness during the COVID-19
pandemic, although some presented emotional difficulties associated with social isolation
and a lack of social support. This finding may be related to male sex workers’ ability to
adapt to the adversities imposed by the pandemic, particularly their resilience in deal-
ing with survival needs [4]. In fact, as demonstrated by other studies [35], working as a
male sex worker is not related to any serious mental health problems, and the presence
of emotional difficulties among participants is more likely related to the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic, as it requires difficult adjustment efforts that can result in anxious,
depressive, and post-traumatic symptoms [36]. In the context of sex work, restrictions
imposed by governments to try to contain the COVID-19 pandemic caused major obstacles
to sex workers’ access to specific health care needs [36], although this finding was not
communicated by our participants. The Portuguese government has maintained health
care appointment access, as well as access to PrEP appointments and online access to
medications, although sex workers’ specific COVID-19-related health care needs were not
explicitly taken into account [3].

Participants also referred to the accumulation of stigma factors, namely, age and
country of origin, in addition to the stigma associated with sex work, as factors of increased
vulnerability. In fact, a significant percentage of participants were immigrants and three
were over 40 years old. Immigration involves a series of changes, adjustments, and cultural
adaptations, which can increase stress levels associated with those already experienced
due to the pandemic. For sex workers, these processes also involve specific migration
trajectories that are embedded in body, gender, sex, and sexuality representations [37],
comprising dynamics that future studies should examine in greater detail. Regarding age,
risks include the possibility of having fewer customers and, consequently, reduced income
flows, as well as enhanced poverty and vulnerability risks. However, the need to manage
both the positive and negative perceptions associated with aging [38] could also be seen as
an opportunity.

This investigation contributed to findings showing that the COVID-19 pandemic
imposed important changes on male sex work in Portugal, creating worrying consequences
of vulnerability associated with stigma and invisibility. These vulnerabilities were exacer-
bated by the lack of formal research into sex work and an absence of legal regulations that
would allow for a better evaluation of sex workers’ specific needs. These results contrast
with those found by studies in the Netherlands and Belgium, where the state regulates sex
work [39], calling attention to the need to legalize this activity in Portugal. As demonstrated
by this study, the combination of various vulnerabilities accentuated by the COVID-19
pandemic warrants further research designed to explore the pandemic’s impacts and how
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it may affect other male sex workers in Portugal. Further research could also examine
how to implement specific actions to minimize infection risks, such as limiting face-to-face
contact or wearing a mask during sexual activity [2], in addition to encouraging lawmakers
to assign priority to this population during vaccination campaigns.

This research possesses some limitations. It utilized a small sample collected online
through sex service sites for men, and, consequently, it is not representative of all sex
workers who sell physical sex in Portugal. Furthermore, most participants were gay or
bisexual causing the study sample to underrepresent sex workers who work primarily
with women. Finally, the specific context associated with the study’s timing, carried out at
the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Portugal, may have intensified some participants’
narratives and views. Future studies should try to monitor the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on male sex workers’ quality of life over time.

5. Conclusions

Male sex workers are key populations who are often affected by stigma that can
negatively impact their health and well-being [40]. One of the most insidious consequences
of such stigma is its ability to curtail the capacity of sex workers to fight for basic human
rights, especially in a country like Portugal where the political void makes sex workers
face a range of barriers when accessing health care services, justice services, and victim
and protection services, perpetuating experiences of discrimination and their exclusion
from employment legislation. In addition, following a participatory paradigm [41], this
study highlights the need to involve male sex workers in the design, implementation and
evaluation of interventions that concern them, thus allowing for a sense of control so much
need in times of vulnerability such as those inflicted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Male sex workers who sell physical sex during the COVID-19 pandemic in Portugal
are a diverse population. Regardless of their sexual orientation, they mostly offer sex to
men, and many are at risk of acquiring HIV or being exposed to an increased burden
of HIV in the context of the global COVID-19 pandemic. The intersectional stigmas of
same-sex practices, commercial sex, and HIV, and the impediment of selling sex due to
the government imposed stay-at-home measures have increased the likelihood HIV and
STI risk [33,42]. Ongoing efforts to distribute PrEP to at-risk male sex workers should be
made available in order to minimize the complex barriers that hinder the consistent use
of condoms.

This study’s findings serve as a basis for social policy recommendations aimed at
male sex workers who sell physical sex in Portugal. Although not criminalized, sex
work is an activity burdened with stigma that should be regulated and dignified. Most
participants exercise this activity because they want to and because it is their primary means
of sustenance. However, a lack of recognition and legal regulation prevents sex work from
being treated as a normal job. In turn, this results in a context characterized by an enhanced
lack of protection and greater vulnerability, as shown by sex workers’ inability to access
state subsidies to compensate for financial losses related to the COVID-19 pandemic. On
the other hand, sex workers possess specific needs concerning health-related vulnerabilities,
especially in relation to the adoption of safer sex practices and discrimination, such as
ageism and xenophobia. Thus, the study results point to the need to create policies whose
impacts extend beyond the context of the COVID-19 pandemic to facilitate the protection,
visibility, and validation of male sex workers who sell physical sex in Portugal.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the
Declaration of Helsinki and approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Beira Interior
(Portugal) (code CE-UBI-Pj-2020-088).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available upon request.

89



Societies 2021, 11, 118

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

References

1. Shannon, K.; Crago, A.-L.; Baral, S.; Bekker, L.-G.; Kerrigan, D.; Decker, M.R.; Poteat, T.; Wirtz, A.L.; Weir, B.; Boily, M.-C.; et al.
The global response and unmet actions for HIV and sex workers. Lancet 2018, 392, 698–710. [CrossRef]

2. Singer, R.; Crooks, N.; Johnson, A.K.; Lutnick, A.; Matthews, A. COVID-19 Prevention and Protecting Sex Workers: A Call to
Action. Arch. Sex. Behav. 2020, 49, 2739–2741. [CrossRef]

3. Platt, L.; Elmes, J.; Stevenson, L.; Holt, V.; Rolles, S.; Stuart, R. Sex workers must not be forgotten in the COVID-19 response.
Lancet 2020, 396, 9–11. [CrossRef]

4. Lam, E. Pandemic sex workers’ resilience: COVID-19 crisis met with rapid responses by sex worker communities. Int. Soc. Work.

2020, 63, 777–781. [CrossRef]
5. Oliveira, A. Same work, different oppression: Stigma and its consequences for male and transgender sex workers in Portugal.

Int. J. Iber. Stud. 2018, 31, 11–26. [CrossRef]
6. Callander, D.; Read, P.; Prestage, G.; Minichiello, V.; Chow, E.P.F.; Lewis, D.; McNulty, A.; Ali, H.; Hellard, M.; Guy, R.; et al. A

cross-sectional study of HIV and STIs among male sex workers attending Australian sexual health clinics. Sex. Transm. Infect.

2016, 93, 299–302. [CrossRef]
7. Pereira, H. Male Sex Workers in Lisbon, Portugal: A Pilot Study of Demographics, Sexual Behavior, and HIV Prevalence. J. AIDS

Clin. Res. 2014, 5. [CrossRef]
8. Biello, K.B.; Thomas, B.E.; Johnson, B.E.; Closson, E.F.; Navakodi, P.; Dhanalakshmi, A.; Menon, S.; Mayer, K.H.; Safren, S.A.;

Mimiaga, M.J. Transactional sex and the challenges to safer sexual behaviors: A study among male sex workers in Chennai, India.
AIDS Care 2016, 29, 231–238. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

9. Valente, P.K.; Mantell, J.E.; Masvawure, T.B.; Tocco, J.U.; Restar, A.J.; Gichangi, P.; Chabeda, S.V.; Lafort, Y.; Sandfort, T.G.
“I Couldn’t Afford to Resist”: Condom Negotiations Between Male Sex Workers and Male Clients in Mombasa, Kenya. AIDS

Behav. 2019, 24, 925–937. [CrossRef]
10. MacGibbon, J.; Minichiello, V.; Prestage, G.; Bell, S.; Cox, C.; Donovan, B.; Callander, D. How Male Sex Workers and Their Clients

Shifted from Reluctance About HIV Pre-exposure Prophylaxis to Advocating for Its Use: A Longitudinal Mixed Methods Study.
AIDS Behav. 2019, 24, 782–790. [CrossRef]

11. Restar, A.J.; Tocco, J.U.; Mantell, J.E.; Lafort, Y.; Gichangi, P.; Masvawure, T.B.; Chabeda, S.V.; Sandfort, T.G.M. Perspectives on HIV
Pre- and Post-Exposure Prophylaxes (PrEP and PEP) Among Female and Male Sex Workers in Mombasa, Kenya: Implications for
Integrating Biomedical Prevention into Sexual Health Services. . AIDS Educ. Prev. 2017, 29, 141–153. [CrossRef]

12. Biello, K.B.; Goedel, W.C.; Edeza, A.; Safren, S.A.; Mayer, K.H.; Marshall, B.D.; Latkin, C.; Mimiaga, M.J. Network-Level Correlates
of Sexual Risk Among Male Sex Workers in the United States: A Dyadic Analysis. JAIDS J. Acquir. Immune Defic. Syndr. 2020, 83,
111–118. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

13. Minichiello, V.; Scott, J.; Callander, D. New Pleasures and Old Dangers: Reinventing Male Sex Work. J. Sex Res. 2013, 50, 263–275.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Kuhar, R.; Pajnik, M. Negotiating Professional Identities: Male Sex Workers in Slovenia and the Impact of Online Technologies.
Sex. Res. Soc. Policy 2018, 16, 227–238. [CrossRef]

15. Grov, C.; Koken, J.; Smith, M.; Parsons, J.T. How do male sex workers on Craigslist differ from those on Rentboy? A comparison
of two samples. Cult. Heal. Sex. 2016, 19, 405–421. [CrossRef]

16. Pereira, H. Homens que Vendem Sexo em Portugal [Men who sell sex in Portugal]. Atas do VI Congresso Português de Sociologia.
2008. Available online: http://associacaoportuguesasociologia.pt/vicongresso/pdfs/795.pdf (accessed on 4 February 2021).

17. Beima-Sofie, K.; Ortblad, K.F.; Swanson, F.; Graham, S.M.; Stekler, J.D.; Simoni, J.M. “Keep It Going if You Can”: HIV Service
Provision for Priority Populations During the COVID-19 Pandemic in Seattle, WA. AIDS Behav. 2020, 24, 2760–2763. [CrossRef]

18. Gichuna, S.; Hassan, R.; Sanders, T.; Campbell, R.; Mutonyi, M.; Mwangi, P. Access to Healthcare in a time of COVID-19: Sex
Workers in Crisis in Nairobi, Kenya. Glob. Public Health 2020, 15, 1430–1442. [CrossRef]

19. Kimani, J.; Adhiambo, J.; Kasiba, R.; Mwangi, P.; Were, V.; Mathenge, J.; Macharia, P.; Cholette, F.; Moore, S.; Shaw, S.; et al. The
effects of COVID-19 on the health and socio-economic security of sex workers in Nairobi, Kenya: Emerging intersections with
HIV. Glob. Public Health 2020, 15, 1073–1082. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

20. Denzin, N.; Lincoln, Y. Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry; Sage: London, UK, 2008.
21. Palinkas, L.A.; Horwitz, S.; Green, C.; Wisdom, J.; Duan, N.; Hoagwood, K. Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data Collection

and Analysis in Mixed Method Implementation Research. Adm. Policy Ment. Health Ment. Health Serv. Res. 2013, 42, 533–544.
[CrossRef]

22. Welch, J.K.; Patton, M.Q. Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods. Mod. Lang. J. 1992, 76, 543. [CrossRef]
23. Simon, W.; Gagnon, J.H. Sexual scripts. In Culture, Society and Sexuality: A Reader, 2nd ed.; Parker, R., Aggleton, P., Eds.; Routledge:

New York, NY, USA, 2007; pp. 31–40.
24. Braun, V.; Clarke, V.; Terry, G. Thematic analysis. In Qualitative Research in Clinical and Health Psychology; Rohleder, P.,

Lyons, A., Eds.; Palgrave Macmillan: Basingstoke, UK, 2015; pp. 95–113.
25. Joffe, H. Thematic analysis. In Qualitative Methods in Mental Health and Psychotherapy: A Guide for Students and Practitioners;

Harper, D., Thompson, A.R., Eds.; Wiley: Chichester, UK, 2011; pp. 209–223.

90



Societies 2021, 11, 118

26. Braun, V.; Clarke, V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual. Res. Psychol. 2006, 3, 77–101. [CrossRef]
27. Sagar, T.; Jones, D.; Symons, K.; Tyrie, J.; Roberts, R. Student involvement in the UK sex industry: Motivations and experiences.

Br. J. Sociol. 2016, 67, 697–718. [CrossRef]
28. Roberts, R.; Sanders, T.; Myers, E.; Smith, D. Participation in sex work: Students’ views. Sex Educ. 2010, 10, 145–156. [CrossRef]
29. Sanders, T.; Hardy, K. Students Selling Sex: Marketisation, Higher Education and Consumption. Br. J. Sociol. Educ. 2014, 36,

747–765. [CrossRef]
30. Griffith, J.D.; Mitchell, S.; Hart, C.L.; Adams, L.T.; Gu, L.L. Pornography Actresses: An Assessment of the Damaged Goods

Hypothesis. J. Sex Res. 2013, 50, 621–632. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
31. Krüsi, A.; Chettiar, J.; Ridgway, A.; Abbott, J.; Strathdee, S.A.; Shannon, K. Negotiating Safety and Sexual Risk Reduction With

Clients in Unsanctioned Safer Indoor Sex Work Environments: A Qualitative Study. Am. J. Public Health 2012, 102, 1154–1159.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

32. Baral, S.D.; Friedman, M.R.; Geibel, S.; Rebe, K.; Bozhinov, B.; Diouf, D.; Sabin, K.; Holland, C.E.; Chan, R.; Caceres, C. Male sex
workers: Practices, contexts, and vulnerabilities for HIV acquisition and transmission. Lancet 2014, 385, 260–273. [CrossRef]

33. Edeza, A.; Galárraga, O.; Santamaria, E.K.; Sosa-Rubí, S.; Operario, D.; Biello, K.B. “I Do Try To Use Condoms, But . . . ”:
Knowledge and Interest in PrEP Among Male Sex Workers in Mexico City. Arch. Sex. Behav. 2019, 49, 355–363. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

34. PrEP Watch. A snapshot of PrEP Scale-Up, Registration and Resources for Portugal. Available online: https://www.prepwatch.
org/country/portugal/ (accessed on 4 February 2021).

35. Weiss, P. Mental Health and Sexual Identity in a Sample of Male Sex Workers in the Czech Republic. Med. Sci. Monit. 2014, 20,
1682–1686. [CrossRef]

36. WHO. Mental Health & COVID-19. Available online: https://www.who.int/teams/mental-health-and-substance-use/covid-19
(accessed on 19 September 2020).

37. Valadier, C. Migration and Sex Work through a Gender Perspective. Context. Int. 2018, 40, 501–524. [CrossRef]
38. Pereira, H.; Serrano, J.P.; De Vries, B.; Esgalhado, G.; Afonso, R.M.; Monteiro, S. Aging Perceptions in Older Gay and Bisexual

Men in Portugal: A Qualitative Study. Int. J. Aging Hum. Dev. 2017, 87, 5–32. [CrossRef]
39. Azam, A.; Adriaenssens, S.; Hendrickx, J. How Covid-19 affects prostitution markets in the Netherlands and Belgium: Dynamics

and vulnerabilities under a lockdown. Eur. Soc. 2020, 23, S478–S494. [CrossRef]
40. Oselin, S.S. Challenging Stigma: Identity Talk among Male Sex Workers in a Recovery Program. Sociol. Perspect. 2018, 61, 240–256.

[CrossRef]
41. Graça, M.; Gonçalves, M.; Martins, A. Action research with street-based sex workers and an outreach team: A co-authored case

study. Action Res. 2017, 16, 251–279. [CrossRef]
42. Fitzgerald-Husek, A.; Van Wert, M.J.; Ewing, W.F.; Grosso, A.L.; Holland, C.E.; Katterl, R.; Rosman, L.; Agarwal, A.; Baral, S.

Measuring stigma affecting sex workers (SW) and men who have sex with men (MSM): A systematic review. PLoS ONE 2017, 12,
e0188393. [CrossRef]

91





societies

Article

The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the Working
Conditions, Employment, Career Development and Well-Being
of Refugee Researchers

Ourania Tzoraki 1,* , Svetlana Dimitrova 2,*, Marin Barzakov 2, Saad Yaseen 3, Vasilis Gavalas 4, Hani Harb 5,

Abas Haidari 1, Brian P. Cahill 6 , Alexandra Ćulibrk 1 , Ekaterini Nikolarea 7, Eleni Andrianopulu 8

and Miroslav Trajanovic 9

Citation: Tzoraki, O.; Dimitrova, S.;

Barzakov, M.; Yaseen, S.; Gavalas, V.;

Harb, H.; Haidari, A.; Cahill, B.P.;
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Abstract: The ongoing ‘refugee crisis’ of the past years has led to the migration of refugee researchers

(RRs) to European countries. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, RRs often had to work from home

and/or to continue their social, cultural and economic integration process under new conditions. An

online survey carried out to explore the impact of the pandemic on the refugee researchers showed

that RRs found it difficult to adapt their everyday working life to the ‘home’ setting. The majority

have had neither a suitable work environment at home nor the appropriate technology. Although they

stated that they are rather pleased with the measures taken by the public authorities, they expressed

concern about their vulnerability due to their precarious contracts and the bureaucratic asylum

procedures, as the pandemic has had a negative impact on these major issues. The majority of RRs

working in academia seem not to have been affected at all as far as their income is concerned, while

the majority of those employed in other sectors became unemployed during the pandemic (58%).

Recommendations are provided to the public authorities and policy makers to assist RRs to mitigate

the consequences of the pandemic on their life.

Keywords: COVID-19; refugee researchers (RRs); researcher at risk; scholars at risk; employment;

pandemic; working from home; asylum procedure

1. Introduction

The outbreak of the Coronavirus disease COVID-19 has affected all the countries of the
world, with 147 million infected and 3.1 million dead at the end of April 2021 [1]. Facing
limited preparedness to control the spread of the virus, various governments adopted
several public health strategies. The applied measures include enforcing complete or
partial restrictions to financial and social activities, the so called “lockdowns”, restricting
international travel, social distancing and the adoption of hygiene practices (masking, hand
disinfection) [2]. Academic events such as conferences and meetings have been taking
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place online. Schools and universities closed and started to give classes online. Business
activity was restricted.

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected significant aspects of economic and social life,
forcing millions of people to working from home (WFH) [3]. Since the start of the pandemic,
almost 85% of knowledge workers in Europe made a shift to the WFH practice [4], even though
they used to spend more than 80% of their working time in a central office environment [5].

At the same time, Europe faced the so called “refugee crisis”, with 2.2 million arrivals
in the period 2014–2020 in the South European countries and Germany to host almost
half of the asylum seekers reaching Europe [6]. Scientists with academic and specialized
knowledge (refugee researchers—RRs) who have left their country, seeking a safer life,
have been trying to integrate into their host countries and continue their research careers.

RRs are a vulnerable part of the refugee community (very often waiting for asylum
procedures to end). Due to the precarious nature of their research funding, they are strongly
dependent on short-term scholarships or research grants that may have been expired during
the pandemic, and many are without any financial support for their research, for instance,
as they have been waiting for research funding applications to be evaluated. Moreover,
RRs employed in industry or in the private sector are potentially in a more vulnerable
position due to their generally less stable employment conditions and lower seniority on
the job.

The objective of the current research is to explore how the COVID-19 pandemic has
affected the working conditions, employment, career development and well-being of
refugee researchers (RRs). The outcome of this research will evaluate the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on refugee scientists’ working life and provide recommendations for
policy makers. A literature review, which follows, describes the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the WFH, on researchers working life and on refugee integration. Then in
the section “material and methods” the methodology that was followed is analyzed and
finally in the results are presented the main findings of the current research.

1.1. Literature Review: WFH during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Several studies have explored the challenges and opportunities that WFH presents,
despite the fact that many of these studies present contradictory results; for instance, some
studies have found an increase in work productivity [7] and others a decrease [8] or a
heterogeneous effect [9]. Taking into account the rapid improvement of digital technology,
team communication platforms (i.e., Zoom, Google Meet) and the special conditions of
social distancing and “lockdowns”, we examined the recent studies as well as whether and
how the pandemic has provided a new challenge for WFH.

Research carried out in Norway to explore the share of jobs that can be carried out from
home, found that only 38% of the Norwegian jobs can be considered as being conducive
for WFH. The geographical and social context is crucial with urban areas having a higher
ratio of WFH positions than rural areas, and vulnerable parts of the society (i.e., migrants,
single parents, low qualified workers) have less likelihood to get such jobs [10]. A lower
share of jobs with the WFH options is found in East Germany and a much higher share
in urban areas, such as, Berlin, Darmstadt, Hamburg and Munich [11]. Analysis of data
from several countries has shown that richer and more developed countries have had a
higher number of jobs that can be run from home [10], whereas in regions with a low share
of WFH jobs, a lower average income has been observed [11].

However, the COVID-19 pandemic may have a more negative impact on poorer
districts [11]. The analysis of WFH in developing countries such as Peru, Costa Rica and
Brazil has shown heterogeneity, and is strongly dependent on the type of work, the gender
and the employee’s skills, with educated workers and women having higher chances of
being suitable for WFH [12]. In contrast, many studies have described the difficulties
WFH presents for women with caring responsibilities for small children at home [13,14].
Moreover, employees with high technical skills and capacity to use digital communication
software (i.e., Zoom, Skype) are better paid [15] than women and low skilled workers [16].
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In general, the change in lifestyle habits and the mentally passive status of staying at home
brought by the pandemic are more likely to deteriorate mental health and reinforce health
inequalities in society, with people with low income being the most vulnerable. Symptoms
of anxiety and depression became more prevalent due to the unsecure economic situation
and the fear of loss of employment [17].

1.2. Literature Review: Impact of COVID-19 on Researchers

The academic community adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions with an al-
most complete shift to online working. More than 90% of life scientists reported making use
of videoconferencing during the pandemic [18]. The majority of field studies and laboratory
studies were postponed, and scientists found more time for data analysis, writing up scien-
tific papers and preparing proposals to compete for research grants [18]. Many researchers
shifted their research to contribute to combatting the COVID-19 pandemic through work
on medicine, life sciences, biomedical engineering, or by studying the consequences of the
pandemic on the social, political and economic life and the environment (i.e., reduction of
industrial emissions, increase of wastes) [19,20]. More than 100,000 articles were published
in 2020 about the pandemic, which represent 4% of global research output [21].

The pandemic affected various scientific disciplines in different ways. The decline
in research time in “laboratory” sciences (i.e., chemistry, biology) was 30–40% less than
the pre-pandemic level due to the fact that this kind of research depends on physical
presence in the laboratory and on expensive equipment, which cannot be replaced by any
other means. In contrast, research fields that rely on information technology (IT), such as
computer science, informatics and economics, experienced a much smaller decline in the
research time from WFH. At the same time, many conferences shifted online, ensuring that
young scientists can share their research findings for free or at lower cost, thus allowing
them to maintain or expand their networks and form new collaborations [22]. This shift
has provided the opportunity for scientists around the globe to attend e-seminars, and
e-conferences, avoid time consuming and expensive travel, and greatly diminish their
environmental footprint.

Administrative procedures were delayed due to the absence of the administrative
staff from their offices with newly hired young struggling to deal with administrative
procedures. However, the most vulnerable were scientists whose contracts ended during
the pandemic. Although some universities (i.e., 30 universities in USA) extended work
contracts for two months, in many cases researchers with precarious contracts lost their
wage once their contracts ran out [22]. European Molecular Biology Organization (EMBO)
was one of the first organizations that realized the problem, and acted to extend the
scholarships of postdoctoral fellows by two months [23].

Social inequalities increased with the pandemic with women scientists found to be in a
more vulnerable situation than men [24]. Due to the fact that female scientists have not had
access to their “bench” laboratories, they have faced difficulties with organizing their time in
WFH due to school closure, especially those with small children [18,22]. Research analyzing
the proportion of women among first authors of scientific articles and preprints as well as the
involvement in new projects found that the proportion declined during the lockdown [14].

1.3. Literature Review: COVID-19 Effect on Refugee Integration

The crisis has increased the social vulnerability of RRs and placed obstacles in the
way of the integration process [25]. The refugee integration process is strongly related
to the long-standing experience of the involved regions. For instance, Berlin, with its
cosmopolitan character, offers advantageous conditions for the integration of highly skilled
refugees in the labor market. In contrast, in smaller German cities there has been an absence
of the institutional settings that operate as long-term points of contact, such as university
societies and civil society organizations [26]. In Greece, the absence of any long-term
integration strategy of refugees into the labor market has resulted in sporadic funding
schemes that limit the mentoring and training activities towards employability provided by
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specific organizations, such as Civil Society Organizations and employment agencies [27].
In Sweden, highly skilled refugees have lower employment levels and relative earnings
than the natives [28].

Highly skilled refugees are a minority in the “refugee crisis”, to which little attention
has been paid. Lack of information about the possible choices a refugee may have profes-
sionally or research-wise is a major obstacle to his or her integration into the workforce. The
Science4Refugees initiative of the European Union gave birth to specific European progams—
such as the BRiDGE I and II projects [29], as well as the SCIREA project [30], which developed
tools to train refugee researchers (RRs) for and inform them about possible career choices as
well as to monitor their efforts to re-enter academia and/or the labor market.

COVID-19 complicated refugee integration in Germany due to concerns about health
and financial risk [31]. The pandemic increased the feeling of uncertainty in refugees’
everyday working life and diminished the mechanism and objectives to improve their
working conditions [25]. Furthermore, internationally mobile scientists are more vulnerable
due to the crisis. Almost half of them live alone, feel isolated and frustrated by frequent
updates of the local regulations in a foreign language they may not understand well [18].

2. Materials and Methods

An online survey was conducted between December 2020 and January 2021. The partic-
ipants in the survey were selected through convenience sampling, a type of non-probability
sampling, where the sample is taken from a group of people easy to contact and reach. The
pool was four networks of refugee researchers (RRs): the Bielefeld University RRs network,
the University of the Aegean RRs network, the German–Syrian Research Association, and
the Bridge II pilot Refugee Researchers peer group. The total population of these networks
is more than 300 persons and comprises refugees mainly from the Middle East and Africa
(Figure 1a). The questionnaire (which can be found in the Table S1 in the Supplementary
file) was sent by email to everyone that was enlisted in the aforementioned networks (ap-
proximately 300 persons). The final sample (those who answered the questionnaire sent to
them electronically) was 64 persons, the majority of which (82.8%) were between 25 and 44
years old. Men were more numerous in our sample (43 males vs. 21 females). The sample is
vulnerable to non-response bias (those who answered may differ in their answers from those
who did not answer the questionnaire). However, the convenience sampling was the only
method with which data could be collected from a plenitude of countries (the host countries
of RRs) swiftly and relatively efficiently.
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Figure 1. (a) Origin country of refugee researchers (RRs); (b) host country of RRs.
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Questionnaire and its validity: The questions selected were a synthesis of questions
used on previous research surveys, which were studying the effect of the COVID-19 pan-
demic to the work, health, income of refugees as well as the adaptation level of employees
to the WFH situation [4,32]. The survey of Cimpoeru et al. (2020) aimed to document the
impact of new living conditions through the pandemic in Germany and Romania. The
questions refer to refugees’ level of concern about the pandemic as well as the extent to
which it has affected their work, health, and income. Kelly’s survey (2020) focused on
analyzing the employee’s ability to adapt to working from home, together with their rela-
tionship to available technology. The questionnaires of the above studies and the addition
of the refugee’s opinion on the delay of the procedures for asylum seekers constitute the
framework of this survey (Table S1).

The questionnaire was created via Google Forms and was distributed in English to
the aforementioned target group. Information about the scope of the survey was provided,
the average amount of time needed to complete the survey and the considered personal
data protection rules.

The analysis included the following demographic variables: nationality, country of
destination, gender, age, educational level (check the highest available), and family status.

The refugees’ economic status was characterized using two variables:

- employment (employed/unemployed/student/self-employed/working in the family
business/entrepreneur/NGO); and

- income (living comfortably on present income/coping with the present income/finding
it difficult with the present income).

The main variables for this analysis concern COVID-19 on the basis of five core
questions, of which one has three subcategories and another has seven subcategories. The
first question was “Taking into consideration the current situation of COVID-19, how
worried are you according to the current crisis?”. This question provides a means to assess
how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected levels of anxiety and concern among refugees.
A five-point Likert scale was used, starting at 1 with “Not worried at all” and ending at 5
with “Totally worried”.

The second question, “To what extent do you feel affected by COVID-19 considering
the following issues?”, had three subcategories: Employment Status, Income and Health.
Three responses were possible for each subcategory: “Not affected at all”, “Moderately
affected”, “Strongly affected”.

The effectiveness of authorities’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic was assessed in
the third question: “In your opinion are the measurements taken by the public authorities
efficient to reduce the spread of the virus in your current country?”. A five-point Likert
scale was used, starting at 1 with “Not at all efficient” and ending at 5 with “Very efficient”.

The fourth question had seven subcategories: (a) the assessment of individual office
workers of their own productivity, on being unable to work in their familiar office environment,
at short notice and for an undefined amount of time; (b) the evolution of workers’ attitudes
to workplace technology since the onset of the COVID-19 crisis in Europe (March 2020);
(c) whether emerging technologies have facilitated workers to at least have the same/more
perceived levels of human–computer interaction.

The fifth question addresses how the COVID-19 pandemic delayed asylum procedures.
All variables are categorical, either nominal or ordinal in their scale of measurement.

Frequency tables, presented as bar charts or pie-charts, were used for summarizing the
data. Contingency tables were used to detect causal relationships between variables.
The Pearson’s chi-square test of independence was employed to establish non-random
relationships, while measures of association (Cramer’s V and Phi) were employed to detect
causality. Marital status, educational level, age and working sector were considered as
independent variables, which may or may not moderate the effects of the pandemic on the
income, the working status and asylum procedures of the refugee researchers.

Practical implication design: Peer group can be defined as a group of people of similar
interests or common characteristics, such as a group of people joining the same training
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scheme (i.e., students) or who found themselves in the same conditions (i.e., minor refugees in
a collective accommodation center) or people who have common concern (i.e., a soccer team,
job seekers, asylum seekers). The peer group composition and desires are temporary [33]. In
general, RRs are organized in their own networks, mostly those of the same political and
national background or from their former academic environment. What is missing is the
opportunity to meet RRs from the same discipline and to better understand the local job
market, to collaborate and share knowledge and build up peer mentoring relationships. A
specific methodology was followed in the creation and operation (with physical and online
meetings) of the pilot peer group of RRs in close collaboration with BRIDGE II partners and
the German Syrian Research Society. The pilot group consists of 16 RRs as members with
origin from seven countries: Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Turkey and Cameroon.
Eight members live in Greece, seven in Germany and one in Ireland. Two women participated
in the peer group. The design of policy recommendations was based on the analysis and
discussion of the survey results within three meetings of the “pilot peer group of RRs” that
took place on 25 January 2021, 1 February 2021 and 15 February 2021.

3. Results

In this section, the results of the questionnaire survey are presented and analyzed.
The main finding is that marital status, age and educational level do not play a substantial
role in the income and the working status of RRs amidst COVID-19, given that all RRs are
relatively well educated. The variable that exhibits the strongest effect of COVID-19 on
income and employment status is the working sector, with those employed in the academic
sector being the least affected by lockdown measures. In what follows, some descriptive
statistics of the sample are presented and, subsequently, detailed results of the bivariate
associations are given.

The first country of origin is Syria (37 respondents), followed by Afganistan (6),
Palestine (3) and Lebanon (3) (Figure 1a). Generally, 95% of the participants come from
Asian and Middle Eastern Countries. The hosting countries are Germany (24 respondents),
followed by Greece (8), Syria (7), Hungary (6) and Lebanon (3) (Figure 1b). Generally, 40%
of the participants are hosted in Germany. At this point, it should be noted that five refugees
did not answer the questions regarding their country of origin and the hosting country,
and, therefore, the aforementioned percentages (valid percent) correspond to a sample of
59 individuals. The majority of the participants are men (77%), and they hold a master’s
degree (42.2%) or a PhD degree (18.8%) (Figure 2a). In total, 30.5% of the participants are
students, 32.2% work in a research institute or at a university, 20.3% in a non-governmental
organization (NGO) and, to a lesser extent, are entrepreneurs, self-employed, work in
public administration or in the family business (Figure 2b).

The pandemic introduced changes in RRs’ lives with 40.6% of the participants declar-
ing that their employment status was negatively and strongly affected, while only 22%
were not affected at all. (Figure 3a) As far as their health is concerned, 15.6% stated that
were strongly affected by the pandemic (Figure 3b). The participants’ level of uneasiness,
interest and affection due to the current COVID-19 crisis on a 5-point Likert scale ranges
from moderate (32.8%) to high (21.9%) up to very high (28.1%). Many lost their job, friends,
family or feel uncomfortable to face the changes in their daily life. A large minority of the
RRs face difficulties with coping with their income (46.9%).

The major challenges of the RRS to WFH are to deal with (a) lower productivity
(56.3%); (b) the loss of feeling part of a physical team (45.3%); (c) keeping work and home
life separate (42.2%) (Figure 4), since the majority of them (59.4%) do not have enough space
to set up a home office for remote work. Other studies agree that researchers’ self-perceived
productivity has been lowered during the lockdown [18]. As for the access to information
technology devices, the majority of the respondents have had a personal computer (84.4%)
as well as access to online collaboration software (60.9%), whereas a minority had a second
display monitor (23.4%) or fast broadband speed (15.6%) (Figure 5).
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Figure 2. (a) RRs’ educational level; (b) RRs’ working sector.
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Figure 3. (a) Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on RRs’ employment; (b) impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on RRs’ health. Source: online survey that took place between December 2020 and March
2021. N: 64.
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Figure 4. The two most significant difficulties in working from home (WFH). Source: online survey that took place between
December 2020 and March 2021. N: 64.
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Figure 5. Access to information technology devices in working from home (WFH). Source: online survey that took place
between December 2020 and March 2021. N: 64.

Married educated refugees reported being more comfortable with their current income
(37%) than their single counterparts (20%). There are two divorced persons in our sample
that responded that they were just coping with their present income. This relationship
is statistically significant at the 10% level of significance (p-value < 0.1), but it is a weak
to moderate relationship (Cramer’s V = 0.26) (Table S2). Non-Pharmaceutical Interven-
tions (NPI) and lockdowns seem to have affected equally refugees’ income regardless of
marital status. A great percentage of both married (48%) and single refugees (46%) have
been strongly affected. The differences in the percentages are not statistically significant
(Table S3).

In a gross generalization, we could say that the lower the educational level of refugees,
the stronger they have been affected by measures to tackle a virulent disease. In total,
60% of those with an associate’s degree (a level of qualification between high school and
university) or bachelor’s degree have been strongly affected by the crisis, while 41% of
those with a Master’s degree and “only” 25% of those with a PhD degree have been
strongly affected. This relationship has a small chance of arising by chance alone, though
it is not statistically significant at the 0.05 level of significance (p-value = 0.17). The value
of Gamma (−0.4) denotes a moderate relationship (Table S4). It is important that WFH
affects equally the young and the older respondents. It is moderately challenging for a
great percentage of both age groups (47% for younger migrants, 44% for older), while it is
highly challenging for 39% of the young and the older as well (Table S5). The majority of
refugees did not like working from home during the pandemic, and this attitude did not
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change with age (Table S6). In contrast, 70% of the researchers found the increasing time of
WFH in the post-pandemic period favorable and efficient [34].

Lockdowns imposed by governments have not had the same impact on refugees’ income.
On the one hand, the majority of those working in academia have not been affected at all as
far as their income is concerned. Other studies show the researchers’ loss of academic work
as a potential financial impact due to the need for additional funding for repetition of work
affected by lab closures [18]. On the other hand, the majority of those RRs working in other
sectors (NGOs, public administration, self-employed) have seen their income reduced during
the lockdown (Table S7). The working sector has also played an important role in job security
during the pandemic. The majority of those employed in the academic sector were still being
employed during the pandemic (74%), while the majority of those employed in other sectors
became unemployed during the pandemic (58%). This relationship is statistically significant
(p-value < 0.05) but moderately strong (Cramer’s V = 0.29) (Table S8).

4. Discussion

With the sudden onset of the pandemic and the strict protection measures, the RRs
have faced multiple changes that the crisis has brought about in all areas of life. Almost
15.6% of the RRs feel the impact of the pandemic on their health and 45% on their income,
whereas 46.9% find it difficult to live comfortably with their current income and worry
about the current health crisis. RRs working in the non-academic sector have had great
difficulties in coping with issues, such as unemployment, during the pandemic. It has been
found that unemployed refugees and student refugees have experienced economic issues
coping with present income, and are extremely anxious that COVID-19 will significantly
affect their income and employment [32].

The COVID19 pandemic has caused massive decline in the economic growth of all
EU countries, especially the countries hosting RRs [35]. This has caused a change in
employment prospects, and a sharp decrease in labor market offers [36]. Furthermore,
working from home (WFH) has become the new standard for most of the jobs across
different disciplines [3,11]. As for RRs, WFH has become a major issue. Many of them
live in crowded home spaces [37] with many family members in most cases. Thus, there is
limited space to set up a home office for remote work. Although social communication tools
have been improved drastically over the past year, the aforementioned issues have caused
massive distress factors to the RRs’ lives. In contrast to the findings of recent studies [38],
RRs have been struggling to find a work–life balance in WFH and to remain productive.

During the COVID19 pandemic, the asylum procedures over the EU have been affected
drastically. In total, 87.3% of the respondents in the current study believe that the COVID-19
pandemic has had negative consequences on asylum procedures. Many of the applications
have been put on hold for many months [39]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the asylum
seekers have been left in limbo by the governmental bodies [40,41].

The social distancing that the pandemic brought to RRs’ lives generated serious
obstacles to create new networks of contacts, accessing job information and obtaining
employment [24]. Proactivity is suggested as an important integration process (contact
with locals, learn the local language, adaptation of local norms and practices, recognize
training opportunities) [42]. Language is a serious barrier for refugees with no or limited
English skills. Moreover, the majority of job applications must be in the language of the
host country or in the English language, thus resulting in the almost complete exclusion of
the non-English speaking refugee population (Tzoraki et al., 2019).

On the one hand, priority was given to the protection of public health, ignoring
the need for improving infrastructures and protecting mental health [43], intensifying
interpreters’ (or cultural mediators’) contribution to collective accommodation centers [44]
and protecting jobs during COVID-19 [45]. Less attention has been paid to the loss of
lifestyle due to decreased physical activity [46] and increased likelihood for stress and
mental health problems [17,47,48]. Being employed on precarious contracts or unemployed,
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refugees live in overcrowded camps or houses, with limited chances for social distancing,
poor nutrition and sanitation [49].

On the other hand, many digital tools have been developed to support RRs to restart
their research career. The Science4Refugees (S4R) tool was recently been launched by the
Euraxess-EU [50]. This tool helps RRs look for places and opportunities at various European
universities. Furthermore, the BRiDGE II project has launched a mentoring program that
allows RRs to look for mentorship either by finding peer mentors or other types of mentors
that can help RRs in their path back into research life [29]. Financially, there have been
efforts by multiple groups, including our BRiDGE II group, to advocate for proper funding
mechanisms for refugee scientists. In Germany, multiple funding mechanisms have been
established. The Philipp-Schwartz Initiative of the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation
is one of them. They help RRs, who have a PhD in their pursuit to re-enter academic life
by providing more than two years of funding as a post-doctoral researcher. Furthermore,
the German Research Foundation (DFG) facilitates DFG-funded researchers to access extra
funding for a RR as a PhD candidate. SCIREA and BRiDGE II projects provided funding
for internships across Europe before the pandemic, and some online internships have been
provided throughout the pandemic. The European Commission refused to grant paid
extensions to Marie Skłodowska Curie (MSCA) fellows, who had to put their research on
hold during the coronavirus lockdown [51].

Practical Implication

The main recommendations for the public authorities are the following:

(1) Contractual aspects of employer–employee relationships; existing projects in academia
that support RRs should be extended and new projects for RRs should be approved,
since most RRs are peripheral workers with precarious contracts.

(2) Prospects and career advancement; authorities should accelerate decisions about the
residential status of RRs or give at least a 3 year extension of their residence and foster
RRs’ careers by supporting programs that provide advice and support. In addition, a
new process should be developed to identify and support RRs at their earliest stage
of the asylum process.

(3) Lack of language skills is a significant barrier to the integration of RRs in the labor
market. Enroll RRs in language courses to reach high/advanced level.

(4) Prolongation of contracts or new scholarships should be offered. This is required to
keep RRs on track and motivate them to persist. Moreover, this could create a kind of
competition among RRs to do their best.

(5) Provision of the needed technology (computers, internet access); this is essential for
RRs, especially for newcomers. It is very hard to get a device (computer) and internet
access without support from the authorities. Without these tools, it is impossible for
RRs to start over.

(6) Simplification of certificate recognition; it is time consuming and highly costly to pre-
pare the documents for recognition with the requisite stamps, such as, the “apostille”
according to the Hague Convention of 1961. Especially under COVID-19 restrictions,
the continued use of signed and stamped hardcopies of the documents has become
excessively restrictive and time consuming. Moreover, a global database of a list of
accredited universities should be generated, where there will be a quality assurance
information system that evaluates and certifies the quality standards for each univer-
sity. A German version of this database has already been in place for years, but it is
not updated for the Arabic countries such as Syria [52].

(7) Encourage private companies to employ refugees. Regular “matching events” should
be organized between the private sector and RRs in order to provide RRs with the
opportunity to work outside of academia.

(8) Provision of psychological support. Throughout the pandemic year, many refugees
and, especially RRs, have gone through a lot of stress, and many of them are suffering
from depression. Up until now, psychological and social support for RRs has been
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very rare. There are a couple of organizations that have been actively helping refugees,
including RRs, but the extent of the support they can offer is still inadequate and
needs to be enhanced and increased.

5. Conclusions

The socioeconomic and health consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have in-
creased RRs’ vulnerability, especially those found in asylum procedures. It was observed
that RRs were greatly worried about the current health crisis, insecure about health protec-
tion and lacked resources to effectively WFH, in particular, through lack of working space
and access to IT hardware and software. The decrease of income, the loss of employment
and the difficulty with staying productive in working from home are important concerns.
Recommendations are provided to extend temporary contracts and to prioritize the admin-
istration of asylum procedures, as well as various measures to improve RRs’ integration
such as online advanced language courses and provision of technological hardware and
software licenses.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/
10.3390/soc11030071/s1, Table S1: The questionnaire about the impact of COVID-19 on the work,
income and asylum procedures of refugee researchers (RRs), Table S2: Current income and marital
status, Table S3: How much income has been affected during crisis, broken down by marital status.
Table S4: How much income has been affected during crisis, broken down by educational level.
Table S5: Adaptation to working from home versus age, Table S6: Attitude towards fulltime working
from home vs. age, Table S7: Impact of lockdown on income in working sector, Table S8: Impact of
lockdown on employment in working sector.
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Abstract: This article offers a critical and reflective examination of the impact of the enforced 2020/21

COVID-19 lockdown on ethnographic fieldwork conducted with UK-based young environmental

activists. A matrix of researcher and activist challenges and opportunities has been co-created

with young environmental activists using an emergent research design, incorporating a phased and

intensive iterative process using online ethnography and online qualitative interviews. The article

focuses on reflections emerging from the process of co-designing and then use of this matrix in

practice. It offers an evidence base which others researching hard-to-reach youth populations

may themselves deploy when negotiating face-to-face fieldwork approval at their own academic

institutions. The pandemic and its associated control regimes, such as lockdown and social distancing

measures, will have lasting effects for both activism and researchers. The methodological reflections

we offer in this article have the potential to contribute to the learning of social science researchers with

respect to how best to respond when carrying out online fieldwork in such contexts—particularly,

but not only, with young activists.

Keywords: ethnography; environmental; online; activism; young people; COVID-19; lockdown;

climate; strikes; methods

1. Introduction

The recent COVID-19 pandemic has had a major impact on youth-focused research,
particularly the study of youth environmental activism. The UK went into a lockdown
on 23 March 2020 at which point all mass gatherings in the UK were made illegal as
part of the Coronavirus Act 2020. This resulted in a fundamental shift to the way in
which environmental activism could take place in public spaces. Ten days prior to the
lockdown, youth led climate strikes across the UK, part of the global Fridays For Future
(#FridaysForFuture) day of strikes, were cancelled. To contextualise the enormity of
this obstruction to action for the youth environmental movement, only a year earlier in
March 2019, 1.5 million young people were estimated to have attended climate strikes
across 106 countries [1]. Wahlström [2] and colleagues go as far as to say that ‘no youth
movement has had such a global reception before’ (p. 6). The COVID-19 lockdown therefore
presented considerable—indeed fundamental—challenges to the youth environmental
activist community as well as to those who research it.

This article offers a critical and reflective examination of the impact of the enforced
2020/21 COVID-19 lockdown on ethnographic fieldwork with young environmental ac-
tivists in the UK. The intention is that these methodological reflections can add to the
learning that social science researchers are gaining with respect to how best to respond
when conducting fieldwork, particularly with young activists during this uncertain period.
The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a ‘public health emergency of international concern’ [3],
and many universities have placed a moratorium on all face-to-face fieldwork. Where
fieldwork is permitted, this has largely shifted online. Ethnography is a method that, by its
very nature, embraces uncertainty, in that it is typically exploratory, seeking to uncover new
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insights about relatively under-researched groups and processes. The shift to online data
collection methods of hard-to-reach populations, such as young environmental activists,
exacerbated this complexity and presented significant researcher challenges.

As a response to the new COVID-19 research landscape, this article advocates for
greater methodological innovation during the pandemic (and its associated control regimes,
such as lockdown and social distancing measures) that will have lasting effects for both
activism and researchers. A matrix of research challenges and opportunities has been
co-created with a group of young activists that draws on the researchers’ observations of
youth climate strikes and planning meetings, fieldnotes from relationship-building and
networking activities with young activists as well as intensive ethnographic interviews
with three young environmental activists. Several key themes emerged during this process,
reflecting the challenges and opportunities for research and activism during the COVID-19
pandemic. These include the importance of building relationships and networks with
young activists as well as researcher ethics and activist visibility in online spaces.

The matrix was designed both for youth activists and for those working in the wider
youth research field when engaging in similar research under COVID-19-related circum-
stances. This is particularly the case with online research methodologies that are required
where face-to-face fieldwork is not viable. It is intended that together, these insights and the
matrix of research challenges and opportunities offer a valuable and original contribution
to social science researchers and will promote innovation and co-creation when research
can only take place online. In addition, the reflections emerging from the researcher
matrix offer an evidence base that others researching hard-to-reach youth populations
may use themselves when negotiating face-to-face fieldwork approval with their own
academic institutions.

2. Young People’s Environmental Politics and Methodologies of Co-Production

Young people have often been considered a generation apart when it comes to their
engagement with politics [4], and they are often characterised as apolitical or even as
politically apathetic, especially when compared to older adults [5,6]. However, for many
contemporary academic observers, such a view is misplaced. Although studies have
found that many young people experience electorally focused and elite-led politics to
be unappealing and somewhat irrelevant [7], there is evidence that such disaffection is
neither inevitable nor permanent [8]. Indeed, there is burgeoning evidence of a global
tendency towards young people’s support for, and participation in, new styles of non-
institutionalised political action that seem to better fit their lifestyles and which permit
the actualisation of their political aspirations [9]. Thus, we increasingly see young people
taking a leading role in political campaigns and movements that centre on everyday issues
and which are often spontaneous and intense—such as Black Lives Matter in 2014 and
again in 2020, #MeToo in 2017 and also the 2018 #NeverAgain campaign against the US
gun lobby [10].

Furthermore, environmental politics is witnessing a resurgence of popularity across
the Global North and South, exemplified by youth-led activist groups, such as #FridaysFor-
Future (Youth Strike 4 Climate) and Extinction Rebellion Youth (hereafter, XR Youth) [2].
Whilst some countries are declaring a climate emergency, young people in other countries
have taken their governments to court over climate change [11]. Climate change is part
of a much wider environmental crisis held in the spotlight by scientists and activists, and
whilst this heightened concern has recently been magnified by media coverage of XR and
the #FridaysForFuture activist groups, such anxieties have been growing since 2015 [12].

However, how best to understand the experiences, interpretations and motivations of
such young environmental activists is open to debate. A recent and extensive study of 1905
young climate strikers across 9 countries and 13 cities was conducted by Wahlström and
colleagues during the March 2019 global youth climate strikes [2]. The findings, although
offering a major contribution to the field, also come with limitations that Bowman [13]
addresses in his analysis of the work. Key to such limitations is the lack of space given to
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understandings of young environmental activists’ imaginaries, both of the current concerns
they have and importantly the futures they wish to see. In her research on the uneven
lines of solidarity in youth climate strikes, Walker [14] notes that while contributions of
a minority of participants in the youth climate strikes are significant, those involved in
less ‘high-profile activities’ are often omitted in this kind of research. Engaging with such
groups is key to understanding the ‘generationally positioned’ concerns of young people
whose lives will invariability be impacted by the environmental crisis (p. 13).

Children and young people will endure the greatest number of consequences resulting
from the environmental crisis and so will have a greater drive to act [15]. This has been
complicated by the COVID-19 pandemic. In recent Beat Freaks [16] research, 65% of
young people were worried about the impact of COVID-19 on their mental health, with a
majority more worried than usual. A key theme that emerged was their fears for the future
as a direct result of the pandemic. Taken together, these observations suggest that it is
critically important for ethnographic researchers to understand young activists’ experiences
of the 2020/21 COVID-19 pandemic control regimes if they are to gain deep and valid
insights into what lies behind their attraction to, and participation in, (different forms of)
environmental politics.

Co-Production in the Research Process

To further understand these experiences, a matrix of challenges and opportunities to
youth activists and researchers was co-produced with young environmental activists who
all took part in Youth Strike For Climate. Bell and Pahl [17] claim that co-production can be
seen as a utopian method, with ‘an important role to play in rethinking and remaking the
world for the better’ (p. 105). While co-production as a method has been drawn from and
grown out of a policy context, it has developed over time to ensure that collaboration is
at the core of knowledge production [18,19]. Co-production is inherited from the field of
participatory methods, with the aim of collective knowledge production from community
spaces [20]. This aim has pushed the boundaries of dominant power relations that exist
between the researcher and the researched. Bell and Pahl [17] argue that this is challenging
work that requires a great deal of researcher reflexivity.

In addressing this challenge for this article, we argue that co-production and the
participation of young people in this research exists on a spectrum. Key to understanding
this is Roger Hart’s [21] ladder of young people’s participation. The co-creation of the
matrix in this research is reflected in the sixth rung of the ladder of participation. This means
that whilst this was an adult initiated research project, the young people involved were
not merely consulted or informed about the matrix, but instead actively participated in the
process of its creation. They also shared in the decisions that were made in terms of how it
was developed.

Co-production, however, does not guarantee a non-hierarchical relationship with
participants. An awareness by researchers of the power dynamics that exist with partici-
pants is key to recognising and working towards destabilising and rebalancing power [17].
Kara [22] writes about co-production in activist research and points out that tradition-
ally research has been ruled by researchers. The aim of coproduction is to democratise
such practices by incorporating the views and experiences of participants in knowledge
creation [19].

Co-production allows for further conceptualisation of youth participation in research
practices that serve to empower. Whilst there are many benefits that can be outlined through
using methods of co-production in research with young people, there are also constraints.
Furthermore, researchers who utilise co-production methods recognise that the legitimate
expertise of young people is integral to knowledge creation. For instance, Tisdall [18] argues
that when co-production takes this into account, it ensures that it has the ‘potential for
transformative change, which lies with its creation or improvement of participation spaces
with children, young people and (adult) decision makers’ (p. 70). In their exploration of
the different conceptualisations of co-production, Flinders and Wood [23] argue that this is
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political and serves as a form of resistance. These understandings of co-production were
employed when developing the matrix of opportunities and challenges in the research for
this article.

3. Research Context

Ethnography has been key to the co-production of this matrix. This article recounts
researcher experiences of ethnographic fieldwork with UK-based young environmental
activists during the early months of the 2020/21 COVID-19 pandemic. This fieldwork
is part of a multimethod qualitative project. Phase 1 involved ethnography and Phase 2
involved semi-structured interviews.

The research utilises the three categories of political participation defined by Ekman
and Amnå [24]. This sees young people as participating in (i) alternative actions and
spaces, such as protests and activist groups; (ii) electoral actions and spaces, such as
voting and being a member of a youth council; and (iii) standby actions and spaces,
such as active non-participation, including refusing to vote (pre-political action) and
volunteering. Ethnography was initially selected as the optimal method through which
to explore how young people participated in alternative forms of environmental politics.
However, this research decision was presented with unprecedented challenges because
of the 2020/21 COVID-19 pandemic [25], and it is on this issue that the remainder of this
article will now focus.

4. Methodologies in Ethnography with Young Environmental Activists

Youth environmental activism is in a state of flux, and whilst research in this field is
growing, there is limited qualitative—and in particular ethnographic—research available
from which to glean understandings [26]. Ethnography can serve to create a space in which
young people have particular control over the stories they impart about their participation.
Whilst there is considerable encouragement for researchers to utilise ethnography to learn
about activist communities, it is recognised that this method, like any other, comes with
its own distinct set of challenges at the best of times. For instance, Alberro [27] reflects
on the considerable difficulties that she encountered in her research, including access to
activist groups as well as restrictions to the methodological choices that are most suitable
for exploring these social phenomena.

As Onís and Pezzullo [28] state, ‘with pressing and colliding ecological, economic and
social crises facing the world today, ethnography must remain a vital approach for those
studying the frontline of environmental justice’ (p. 238). Nonetheless, literature exploring
the challenges to ethnographic fieldwork during a global public health pandemic is in its
infancy. How this pandemic will affect the nature of research with young environmental
activists engaged in action towards transformative change is uncertain. Therefore, collabo-
ration and exploration are required, particularly amongst communities of ethnographers.
This article seeks to contribute to early understandings of this shifting landscape, taking
the position that ethnography is key to understanding this social phenomenon.

A central tenet of activist ethnography is that knowledge creation is centred on the
organising goals of activism and social movements [29]. Following an activist-researcher
perspective, this research takes the position that participant observation is not possible
in activist ethnography. Rather than participant observations, activist observations were
carried out, involving active researcher participation in the planning and creation of the
group. Through this method, it became possible to gain an in-depth understanding of
the developments and drivers of young activists’ actions. This approach is adopted from
the work of other activist scholars, such as Aguirre et al. [30] who deployed activist
ethnography with young people in Spain.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, some research methods have been more im-
pacted than others. Whilst online survey-based approaches have remained relatively
unaffected, ethnography has been dramatically changed. Fine and Abramson [25] high-
light the complexities of ethnography during the pandemic, but also claim that once
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face-to-face fieldwork becomes possible post-COVID-19, participants and researchers will
need to carefully navigate potential health risks when engaging with one another. Just as
environmental activism has itself become constrained by the control regimes of the pan-
demic (such as lockdown and social distancing), so too have the ethnographic tools to
study this particular field, which is now limited to either telephonic or virtual spaces [31].

A particular strength of ethnography is that it allows for a deep dive into the complex-
ities of people’s lives; without access to these worlds of experience, qualitative research—
especially with marginalised groups—has become more challenging [32]. This is important
because existing studies demonstrate the potential value of ethnography for the study
of youth civic and political engagement. For instance, the MYPLACE (Memory, Youth,
Political Legacy and Civic Engagement) project has helped expand understandings of civic
engagement for young people across Europe. MYPLACE included large scale multi-country
ethnographic fieldwork with youth activist groups [33], demonstrating the importance of
this methodological approach to developing insights in this field.

It is important to reflect here that not all activism exists on the streets and not all
ethnography necessitates in-person relationship-building. There has been a wealth of
research into digital ethnography over the decades [34–36]. A useful conceptualisation of
digital ethnography is offered by Murthy [37], who states that digital ethnography focuses
on methods of gathering data that are ‘mediated by computer mediated communication’
(p. 159). This form of ethnography recognises that technology and digital media are
imbedded in social life. Whilst digital ethnography has been evolving with the digital
age, the central principles are the same as for ethnography in general—with a focus on the
story that is being told by those being observed. Moreover, digital ethnography enables
researchers to explore digital communities with a freedom that allows them to develop
innovative ways to engage with, and learn from, their participants.

Furthermore, digital activism has evolved as an integral part of youth and non-youth
activism in recent decades [38]. Whilst there are critiques of digital ethnography which
characterise it as less valuable than face-to-face contexts, there is much that has been
advanced by online ethnographic researchers over recent decades [39]. However, as has
been demonstrated by the 2020/21 COVID-19 pandemic restrictions in the UK, young
people and society at large have at times also rejected ‘stay at home’ measures and taken
to the streets to exercise their collective political voice. This was first evident during the
wave of global Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020 and also by the 2021
#KillTheBill protests against the Police and Crime Bill [40]. How far online spaces serve
as a platform for political participation and how digital ethnography can respond to and
reflect on these actions is brought into question through the bursts of such in-person
demonstrations and acts of civil disobedience.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic has driven much of youth civic participation into
the digital realm, it is also the case that young people have been using digital spaces
to engage in activism since before the pandemic [41]. For instance, Pickard [42] reflects
on young people’s political participation and argues that their ‘Do-It-Ourselves’ politics
involve vast repertoires of actions facilitated by the digital world. Whilst there are those
who have criticised digital activism as no more than ‘clicktivism’ [43] or ‘slacktivism’ [44],
there is recognition by a growing number of youth scholars that such repertoires of political
participation are part of an expanding tool kit of young digital activists in exercising their
political voices [42].

Despite this reality, what the COVID-19 pandemic has created is a situation where
young people have been forced to act from behind a screen. Whilst some have taken to the
streets in protest, not all have had the same access, ability or will to do so. The pandemic
has exacerbated the pre-existing inequalities that play out in how young people politically
participate, and little is known about how this emerging phenomenon is unfolding. In these
challenging times, as young people continue to develop innovative ways to exercise their
political voice, how researchers and in particular ethnographers learn from and adapt to
these evolutions are crucial. Fine and Abramson [25] eloquently state that, ‘it is too early to

111



Societies 2021, 11, 58

suggest where such alternative and hybrid methodologies might lead, but creativity often
bursts through on dark days’ (p. 8).

4.1. Research Design and Methods—Phase 1

The project that informs this article was at a relatively early stage when the COVID-
19 lockdown triggered a moratorium on academic face-to-face fieldwork by universities
across the UK. Consequently, fieldwork could only be conducted online. An immediate
restructuring of approach was therefore necessary to continue the research.

Prior to the lockdown, the research involved attending planning meetings, events and
protests with a youth climate strike group in a medium sized city in the UK. The group was
made up of young people who were typically aged 16 and older, together with a number
of adult allies. Arrangements were also in train to attend planning meetings of other
youth strike groups in different parts of the country as well as protests. These research
plans and activities were critically disrupted once the COVID-19 lockdown began. In the
months that followed, activist observations at planning meetings continued using online
video conference platforms as environmental activism switched to online strikes, such as
#ClimateStrikeOnline. Some of the research participants would strike from online lessons
and post pictures of themselves and their placards on social media. Instead of meeting
young people at protests and youth-led climate events, these took place on webinars,
on Zoom and in public discussions, such as the XR Youth online educational series and the
2020 Transform the World youth climate summit.

During these months, a matrix of researcher and activist challenges and opportunities
was co-created with the young people involved in the ethnographic fieldwork. The purpose
of Phase 1 of this co-creation was to engage in dialogue with young environmental activists
involved in the ethnographic research. This was achieved through activist observations
rather than participant observations. Whilst some young activists continued attending
school through online classes, others were furloughed from their jobs or lost their zero-
hour contract employment. Consequently, opportunities surfaced to engage in complex
conversations of shared experiences of the pandemic and its associated control regimes.
Detailed fieldnotes were taken of the various activities, discussions and experiences with
the group, and from these were developed a matrix of challenges and opportunities facing
youth environmental activist groups during this time.

Table 1 includes this matrix, which was co-created with a youth climate strike chapter
that was part of the UK Student Climate Network. This matrix draws upon reflections
from activist observations of planning meetings, online relationship-building activities and
co-produced educational workshops during the first UK COVID-19 lockdown, March and
July 2020. The core group who contributed to the development of the matrix included 10
young environmental activists.

4.2. Research Design and Methods—Phase 2

The purpose of Phase 2 of co-creation was to acquire critical feedback on the matrix
from additional young environmental activists using ethnographic interviews. The process
involved three young activists with whom strong pre-established research relationships
were already in place prior to start of the COVID-19 pandemic. They were each selected
from different environmental groups, all aged between 16 and 25, and all living in different
medium sized cities across the UK and from different positions of socioeconomic advantage,
gender and life stage (one being at school; another not in any education, employment or
training; and another in full time employment). Furthermore, each had been involved in
environmental activism for at least 1 year. As the matrix had been built in conjunction
with one pre-selected youth strike group (of 10 activists) in Phase 1, one young person
from this group was selected for detailed scrutiny of the matrix. This was to ensure that
there was continuity between the researchers’ interpretations and the experience of a
young activist from the same group. Two other youth environmentalists were selected
from different groups, one from a Youth Strike 4 Climate chapter based in a different
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geographical area and the other a young activist from XR Youth. The purpose of this was to
ensure that it was relatable to young activists both within and outside of the group selected
for ethnographic fieldwork.

Table 1. Matrix of challenges and opportunities for researchers and young environmental activists
during the COVID-19 pandemic and related regimes of control.

Challenges Opportunities

Researcher
Building relationships with new networks of

young activists
Able to engage more deeply with participants

where there is a pre-existing relationship

Rapport with new participants
Activists and researchers spending more time

at home and online which can be spent
involved in shared activities

Participant observations in online meetings
and events

Wide range of online platforms to engage with
participants

Access to direct activism (both offline and
online)

Activities with participants can be more
accessible online to researchers who have

financial limitations
Spontaneity in network building, i.e., protests

Building trust through shared lived experience
of the COVID-19 pandemic

Ethics of consent online
Surveillance online and cyber security

Researcher mental health
Young Environmental Activists

Difficult to engage in direct action
More network building opportunities with

new activist groups online
Struggling to be ‘seen or heard’ online More time to engage in online actions

Access to physical sites of political action, i.e.,
protests

More time to build relationships with existing
activist networks

Impact of actions is minimised online
Validation of importance of climate change

through its link with COVID-19
Surveillance and online security Young activists from rural areas feel more

involved with networks onlineYoung activists’ mental health

These activists-as-research-participants were each sent the draft matrix and invited to
reflect on this prior to joining a telephone meeting to discuss their observations. The dis-
cussions were unstructured, designed to explore their reactions concerning the value of the
matrix in terms of possible omissions and whether it represented their experience of the
impact of COVID-19 on their activism. This was to ensure that interviews would remain as
natural as possible and to sense check for shared understandings.

The interviews confirmed that all elements of the matrix had been accurately rep-
resented (see Table 1). Whilst researchers posit that there are multiple ways of ensur-
ing saturation in qualitative research [45], for this article, it was decided that saturation
(and therefore the sample size) would be achieved once Phase 2 confirmed that the research
aim and research parameters had each been met. In this case, the research was specific
to the design of the matrix; the ‘opportunities’ and ‘challenges’ dimensions of the matrix
emerged organically through Phases 1 and 2. Therefore, no further data collection was
required for the purposes of satisfying the core research aim to co-develop the matrix [46].

5. Findings

In the unprecedented times of the 2020/21 COVID-19 pandemic, young environ-
mental activism has necessarily undergone a process of relative transformation and has
materialised online as a response to social distancing and lockdown measures. However,
online activism is not a natural or preferred domain when compared to direct action
in the physical world. Similarly, the matrix set out in Table 1—the content of which is
not novel in scholarship around online methodologies—is not designed as a rubric for
researchers to apply when embarking on online research under normal circumstances.
Instead, through exploring the limitations imposed by the pandemic on research and
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activism and a recognition of the symbiotic nature of the challenges and opportunities
presented, it is intended that those new innovative methodologies can be engaged with in
academic discourse. The following discussion considers in detail some of the key themes
that have emerged from the process of designing the matrix for this particular research
project. It gives focus both to relationship-building with young activists and to the ethics of
online research. It then explores the themes of visibility, online spaces as a site of activism
and the link between the pandemic and environmental concern that emerged as challenges
and opportunities to the activists-as-research-participants.

5.1. The Researcher Perspective—Relationship-building with Young Activists

Participant observations are one of the core pillars of ethnographic research, which can
result in researchers embodying a variety of roles. Onís and Pezzullo [28] outline some of
these roles as ‘performer, fellow worker, note taker, consumer, protester [and] community
member’ (p. 231). In the short time that ethnographic field work was carried out as part of
this research project, a number of these roles were embodied, including that of community
member. This role necessitated a continual process of reflection of self-positionality in
the research process, the relationship with research participants and the spaces that were
engaged in. Although age was not an attribute shared with the young environmental
activists, there were other commonalities that provided a distinct position from which
to engage with them—including long-term experiences of environmental activism [47].
Furthermore, the climate strike group had a number of adult allies with whom networks
had previously been constructed. Taken together, these factors presented opportunities
for both insider and outsider roles that were of particular benefit when engaging with the
young climate activists.

In addition, there were some unexpected opportunities to engage in greater depth and
frequency with young activists with whom networking had been established prior to the
lockdown. This developed through deepening feelings of trust and reciprocity, especially
in terms of mutual support for well-being. Acquiring reliable and in-depth data requires re-
lationships that go beyond the researcher and the researched. Young people’s engagement,
either in consultation, co-production or research can often result in participants feeling
like they are nothing more than data points and that their contributions are relatively
tokenistic [48]. Investing the labour required to create relationships with participants
embedded in mutual aid and cooperation (built across horizontal lines of power), allowed
for enhanced and authentic understandings from the research. Joint researcher-participant
activities were undertaken that were far removed from activism. These included sharing
articles and reading materials, participating in reading groups, holding video calls to share
personal experiences, helping with job applications and personal statements, supporting
with schoolwork, attending virtual pub quizzes or simply checking in by text messaging.

Such interactions resulted in some degree of emotional exposure to the research
participants—including some level of openness to cooperation in dealing with shared
anxieties and feelings of isolation, loneliness, frustration and generalised uncertainty as a
consequence of the pandemic. On those occasions where participants offered such support,
it was important to reflect on the conflict and tensions between how much to share and
how honest to be with them. The boundaries of friendship between ethnographers and
their participants are not always clear; in acknowledging that researchers embody multiple
roles with their participants, so too do their participants take on different roles in relation
to researchers [49].

5.2. The Researcher Perspective—Negotiating Ethics Online

Engaging with potential participants via their social media comes with profound
ethical considerations. Age, consent, public profiles, data protection and online safety of
young people are each a factor needing to be taken into account. Even where such access
issues are resolved, there remains an additional and important consideration with respect
to young activists feeling safe online. Checker [50] emphasises the importance of trust and
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reciprocity as being key to building relationships in activist ethnography. However, during
lockdown, there have been considerable difficulties in attempting to build relationships
with new networks of young activists online and this has presented obstacles to growing
the participant base for the project.

An additional challenge is that activist groups are usually anti-establishment by nature
and are often wary of outsiders [51]. It is therefore to be expected that, given the nature of
their campaigning, many young environmental activists will display a degree of distrust
of those who they consider to be in positions of authority, including researchers working
in academic institutions. This raised a considerable tension for the project in terms of the
power dynamics with the young activists and with how their consent should be negotiated.
Activist observation of the planning meetings and the ethnographic interviews with the
youth strike group were agreed to on the basis of complete anonymity of the group and all
members. The requirement to gain signed consent (names and signatures) for the research
therefore created a significant hurdle in developing the project. Ethics is an iterative
process that must be re-evaluated throughout the research journey. On the relationship
between ethics and consent in ethnography, O’Connell Davidson [52] discusses the issue
of building relationships with participants and the unanticipated issues that may not be
apparent at the start of a research project and which signed consent may not always cover.
External issues around consent were much more difficult to navigate for the project once
face-to-face meetings with participants were no longer possible. For example, attending
group webinars with young people who took part in XR educational events presented deep
and potentially valuable insights with respect to how young people are participating in
environmental politics. However, consent was not possible to negotiate in the time-limited
and structured sessions, and consequently, the data generated from observations of the
discussions were not usable for the research project.

5.3. Young Activists’ Perspectives—Visibility

Over the period of lockdown, some young activists raised issues concerning the
restrictions on large public gatherings and the potential impact on direct activism. Key to
those concerns were the lack of means through which to feel seen or heard. Previously,
momentum had been building both in XR Youth and the UK Climate Strike Network.
National and international protests and weeks of actions were about to take place, all of
which were cancelled. Consequently, the move to online campaigning left some young
activists feeling that their visibility had been dramatically reduced. However, in some
respects, the shift to online platforms served as a partial equaliser between different
groups of youth climate strikers. For instance, some of those living in rural spaces who
had previously depended on the internet to engage in environmental activism before the
pandemic, claimed that the new circumstances had increased the scope for their online
activism and for their participation in decision making. Online space was also seen as an
opportunity for more young activists to get involved, especially if large groups and social
gatherings may have previously been a cause of anxiety. Elsewhere, other participants saw
a particular benefit of the lockdown as having presented the opportunity to gain a number
of IT skills resulting from their activism on online platforms (such as Slack [an online
tool often used by environmental activists], Zoom and other technologies, such as Google
Drive).

5.4. Young Activists’ Perspectives—Online Spaces as a Form of Activism

There have been historic issues of alleged surveillance and undercover police infiltra-
tion of environmentalist groups [53], and these continue to have an impact on how some
activists view the motivations of researchers. Some young activists who were approached
as part of the project were increasingly concerned about surveillance online, choosing
not to discuss certain matters on platforms like WhatsApp or Zoom, but opting instead
for encrypted platforms like Signal and Telegram. They reflected that using platforms
created by private corporations left their actions without adequate safeguards to protect
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against police interference and surveillance. Additionally, one young activist mentioned
that although there was value in online activism, they needed to observe the rules set by
private platforms when organising. Taken together, these issues raised ethical questions
for the research which also involved observations at online planning meetings with young
activists.

In general, visibility in public spaces was favoured by all of the participants, but there
was a lack of unanimity on the question of the importance of visibility in online spaces. In-
deed, Fine and Abramson [54] in their reflections of the challenges to ethnographers, claim
that the online world cannot be conflated with the physical world, arguing that ‘to say the
physical and digital are interchangeable or produce similar analyses is a methodologically
indefensible false equivalence’ (p. 4). Although all the young people who took part in the
ethnographic interviews recognised that the shift to online platforms for their activism
presented opportunities for networking and relationship-building, there were mixed po-
sitions on the effectiveness of online visibility. One youth climate striker unfavourably
compared a Twitter storm1 to the more effective physical occupation of a building; while
Twitter could restrict access or delete social media posts, storming a building would invari-
ably have a greater effect as activists would be considerably harder to remove. However,
another participant saw Twitter storms as a very accessible way of drawing attention to
the environmental causes that activists engaged with. Furthermore, although the young
research participants recognised the possibilities for engaging in disruptive radical online
activism, such as flooding the IP addresses of targeted corporations, concern was raised
that such actions carry serious repercussions for activists, including possible arrest and
criminal conviction.

5.5. Young Activists’ Perspectives—The Link between the COVID-19 Pandemic and Activism

For some young activists, the vacuum created by less schoolwork and little to no
employment opportunities has provided more time for activism. The range of activities
that the participants discussed were varied in nature, including participation at educa-
tional events and planning meetings; engagement in national and regional networking
on platforms such as Slack and Zoom; continuing with plans for direct action in physical
spaces; and for some, working on more electoral forms of engagement, such as youth
councils. Many of the participants reported their involvement in self-educating activities,
both collectively and individually.

Through the course of these shared activities, the young activists participating in the
project revealed a sophisticated understanding of what they considered to be clear links
between the COVID-19 pandemic, capitalism and climate change. For instance, discussions
with the young XR activists revealed that they felt that the health risks presented by the
pandemic itself were not the most important barrier to environmental activism for young
people. Instead, they recognised that the laws and policies that have been put in place
by political, economic and corporate power holders are of greater concern. Concurrently,
they saw the pandemic itself being a direct result of industrial agriculture, instigating a
greater need for environmental activism in opposition to its consequences. They cited in
particular, the deregulation of companies and the exploitation of workers that culminated in
profiteering for many corporations [55]. They explained this process as a cycle which begins
with the pandemic creating increased profit opportunities for corporations, which then
results in perpetuating the environmental crisis, which activists then need to engage with.

However, in discussion with the research participants, some changes were recognised
as a cause for optimism, including, for instance, the high-profile closure of some Shell and
British Petroleum sites [56]. Nonetheless, the interactions also revealed that whilst the
young activists considered that some positive steps have been made by some corporations,
the economic downturn and impending recession in the UK represented an escalating
threat to socioeconomic inequality in recent years, irrespective of the pandemic [57]. This

1 A Twitter storm is characterised by a rapid surge of social media posts usually about controversial topics, often political in nature.
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process was seen as exacerbated (not caused) by COVID-19, accelerating financial collapse
and resulting in further deregulation, privatisation and the entrenchment of the capitalist
agenda through exploitation of the opportunities of societal chaos. Such ideas of corpo-
rations and governments utilising crises as a means of capitalising on such events are
mirrored in the work of Green New Deal advocates such as Naomi Klein [58]. In this way,
some participants saw the pandemic instigating further supply and demand for private
security in a further destabilised society which would affect young environmental activists
through the ‘weaponization of surveillance’ on social media. Attention was also given to
the macro issues that young activists experienced in this time. An example of this was
the youth climate strikes and the challenge to young people’s ability to strike from school
when they were not attending school. This was perceived as a means by which power has
been taken away from young climate strikers.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

Just as the pandemic cannot be a call to retreat online for researchers, the same is true
for young activists who, under the COVID-19 lockdown and social distancing conditions
at the time of writing, were already beginning to push back into physical spaces. The 2020
Black Lives Matter protests drew many of the research participants into engaging with
the movement, a great number of them spoke of the link between racial capitalism, racial
injustice and the causes of the environmental crisis. Despite the control regimes around
the pandemic, many young people chose to face the risks of mass gatherings to have their
voices heard. For some of the research participants, this was also the case. However,
under such circumstances, the potential exists for the emergence of a researcher-participant
gap until the time when academic institutions sanction the resumption of face-to-face
research activities. During this period, ethnographic studies in general, and researchers’
understandings of the lived experience of young environmental activists in particular,
are likely to become somewhat diminished. Whilst some researchers may successfully
assemble successful cases for a return to face-to-face fieldwork, many will not achieve
such positive outcomes. This may lead such researchers to question their own invisibility
in sites of environmental activism as ethnographers and how that may rupture their
relationships with research participants and act as a barrier to their understandings of this
emergent phenomenon.

Whilst online spaces can certainly be utilised, in the absence of face-to-face fieldwork,
there is a case for greater co-creation with participants to gather more authentic under-
standings of their lived experiences. It is this endeavour that has been the focus of this
article in critically reflecting on the process of co-production of the matrix of challenges
and opportunities. However, ethnography is becoming increasingly inaccessible as a form
of research—and especially for early career researchers—as access to the field becomes
increasingly complex, particularly in relation to funding issues and matters of research
ethics. This has served to privilege other methods in the field, and this pattern is now
being further exacerbated by the pandemic. The hope is that more methodological research
on this topic will present itself in time to provide the ethnographic community with an
evidence base from which to challenge ethical review boards to support such forms of
research in the future.

COVID-ized Ethnography

Ethnography by its nature embraces instability and change. Researchers embarking
upon a process for embedding themselves in sites of academic interest often welcome
uncertainty from a position of opportunity. Concurrently, the shifting socio-political and
economic global landscape prior to the pandemic was already primed for disruption.
That being said, the pandemic has impacted actors not only from the position of the
researcher or activist, but also as individuals with complex identities outside of these roles.

One key issue has been emotional connection through online space, particularly on
video calls. During these months of the pandemic, research has been conducted online,
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connecting virtually the participant-researcher home spaces and, in so doing, developing a
sense of trust and bonding. This has been an unexpected benefit of online interaction that
can be used in future research design. However, it must also be remembered that online
spaces can also be spaces of privilege. Whilst many of the young people participating
in the research had access to laptops, smartphones and Wi-Fi, this was not the case for
all. Some even carried out schoolwork on their smart phones and did not have access
to unlimited internet data. This needs to be built into any research design, recognising
the intersecting inequalities that young people experience [59]. Finally, whilst there are
opportunities for online relationship-building during the pandemic, this comes at a price.
The loss of nonverbal cues and the taken for granted interactions that ethnography reveals
in physical settings must be considered by researchers.

From the investment in mutual well-being during the early days of the pandemic
and lockdown, deeper and more honest relationships were built. This would not have
been possible without both groups being forthcoming about well-being and mental health
challenges over this time. This has been an important experience to reflect on as part
of the research process. Despite the personal nature of the discussions here, this was
necessary to share in this article as others may be experiencing similar tensions around
what to share with their participants and how to share those experiences outwardly to the
academic community. Fine and Abramson’s [54] work has been particularly important in
aiding self-reflection in this context. They write about the dilemmas and opportunities
presented by the COVID-19 pandemic on ethnography, stating: ‘If there is one profound
truth about ethnography, it is that intimacy, and not distancing, is crucial’. They ask,
‘what are the implications as we readjust our research at a moment defined by the wide-
reaching effects of the novel coronavirus COVID-19?’ (p. 1). One clear adjustment made
through the experiences of the research process has been an opening up to participants
and a sharing with them of the lived experience of the pandemic. This has served to add
to the experience of researching and relationship-building. This is something that other
researchers are encouraged to reflect on in their own decisions concerning how to build
research relationships during such uncertain times.

Whilst this pandemic has forced researchers to rethink their methodological ap-
proaches, as well as the nature of data collection, ethics and access, it has by no means
stopped ethnographic research in its tracks. Amongst the ethnographic collectives (such as
that of the University of Massachusetts and its affiliates), workshops and methods, courses
have been created to support researchers to learn from each other’s transformed research
designs. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the plan in this research had been to meet young
activists at demonstrations and actions across the UK, hearing chants, photographing
placards and listening to impassioned speeches over megaphones. Instead, time has been
spent in Slack and Zoom meetings and engaging in long discussions over Discord, Signal
and Telegram. Despite disruption to the original research design, the opportunity has
been to reflect on how the pandemic has impacted the research project and what learning
can be taken from the fieldwork during the COVID-19 lockdown. This resulted in the
development of a matrix which was then explored with participants through ethnographic
interviews. The aim was, to an extent, to be able to co-create the methodological research
findings with the research participants. Future research could explore this combination
of ethnography and co-creation using ethnographic interviews as a means of creating
innovations in a time of limited access to the field.

Fine and Abramson raise concerns in their reflections on the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic which they perceive as likely to result in fundamental ethical and practical
challenges for ethnographers [54]. In this context, how researchers—and, in particular,
ethnographers who have been removed from their field sites—conduct their research is of
great concern. The matrix and the discussion outlined in this article do not advocate that
ethnographers retreat to the safety of online space without weighing up the consequences
of this for their research projects. This is particularly true for research focused on hard-
to-reach groups that are now more difficult to reach as academic institutions have placed
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robust limits on face-to-face research activities as a response to the pandemic. Engaging
in face-to-face fieldwork would require a profound introspection by researchers around
the safety of themselves and their participants. However, absence from the physical field
has equally profound implications for youth voice and the role of academia in creating a
platform for sharing and learning from young people’s experiences.
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Abstract: There is a lack of comprehensive international studies on accommodations for people with

disabilities; only small, local-level studies exist. This study aims to show the status of the tourist

accommodation sector through the online distribution channel in terms of accessibility to offer more

inclusive tourism. A descriptive analysis has been carried out with more than 31,000 hotels from the

online travel agency Booking.com, in the 100 most touristic cities in the world. For the first time, an

accurate picture of adaptation in the hotel sector for people with disabilities is presented. Results

show that the adapted hotel infrastructures by countries are uneven. The main adaptations are those

that help to avoid mobility barriers, and in contrast, hotels offer very few adaptations for sensory

disabilities such as visual disabilities. Moreover, this study shows that, worldwide, countries with

the highest income per capita, such as the United States of America, Canada, Ireland, Australia, New

Zealand, Qatar or the United Arab Emirates, have the highest degree of hotel adaptation.

Keywords: inclusive tourism; accessibility; disability; Booking.com; hotels

1. Introduction

Tourist activity has become a vital opportunity that contributes to the well-being
of people [1]. It is also one of the economic, social and cultural mechanisms enjoyed
by about 1.5 billion people around the world in 2019, according to the World Tourism
Organization [2]. During the COVID-19 crisis, hotels around the world have shown their
ability to adapt their facilities and services to the new health requirements of society. This
adaptability could also be applied to groups such as people with functional diversity who
desire to participate in tourism but may find more difficulties in accessing and enjoying
these activities on their own. An important group is people who have some difficulty coping
with their daily activities due to physical or sensory disability (e.g., visual disabilities) [3]
that limits their mobility. This is an important group because one billion people, or 15% of
the world’s population, are diagnosed with some form of disability [4].

There are some initiatives to make tourism inclusive and accessible for everyone,
and increasingly, both society and people involved in tourism management are becoming
aware of the importance of offering tourist activities adapted to everyone. For instance, the
UNWTO dedicated 2016 to “Accessible Tourism for All: An Opportunity Within Our Reach” [5].
The concept of accessible tourism for all “is not about creating separated services for disabled
people, it aims at full integration, or rather inclusion of people with special needs, in particular
disabled and aged people, in the tourism sector” [6].

Achieving a tourist activity with full integration of services for people with disabilities
by providing products and environments adapted to everyone would be the ideal scenario.
However, unfortunately, many people still cannot enjoy all tourism and leisure activities
despite having the time and financial capacity to do so [7].

There are initiatives to offer accessible tourism from the point of view of both public
administration and private companies [8]. Specialised travel agencies offer programmes tai-
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lored to people with some kind of functional diversity, but what happens when these people
want to travel on their own? Do they find hotel establishments adapted to their needs?

Increasingly, hotel establishments are offering facilities or infrastructure to overcome
physical and mobility barriers, but there are many types and degrees of disability, and not
all hotels offer a perfect adaptation to each disability. Hence, it is important to know if the
accommodation sector is sufficiently adapted and prepared to accommodate and satisfy
any need that may arise.

There are no public records on hotels with accommodations for people with disabilities,
only a few locally focused studies that do not provide generalisable conclusions [9,10].
Thus, a large survey of hotels around the world would be the standard solution to achieve
the proposed objectives. However, this procedure would require enormous financial
resources to obtain a sample representing a very small percentage of hotels worldwide.
There could also be biases derived from the possibility of a greater propensity to respond
by the most socially responsible hotels (with the greatest number of adaptations) than
responses from those hotels that ignore recommendations regarding accommodations for
people with disabilities [11].

Therefore, the main objective of this work is to show the status of the hotel sector
through the online distribution channel in terms of accessibility to offer more inclusive
tourism. In this sense, this article tries to answer the following research questions: What
are the hotel adaptations for people with disabilities in different regions and countries in
the world? What countries around the world have more hotels adapted for people with
disabilities? What types of adaptation needs are covered in the hotel sector?

To avoid the abovementioned drawbacks and limitations, and to achieve our goal, data
have been collected from Booking.com, the world’s leading company in the distribution of
hotel beds [12]. The vast majority of accommodations in the world, especially in Europe
and America, sell rooms using this distribution channel [13], which allows us to obtain
a very representative sample of hotels for each destination. This website allows users to
search for accommodation using a filter function called “Property accessibility”, which
was used in this study to find establishments adapted to each type of disability. Data
obtained were filtered, and a descriptive analysis was performed to compare different
hotels from countries around the world to learn their situation in terms of accessibility.
In the end, we developed a database of adaptations implemented in eight categories for
76,832 accommodations (31,868 hotels) from Booking.com in 100 worldwide destinations
in a short time and with reduced financial cost.

The results show that the vast majority of the world’s hotel industry has serious
deficiencies in accessibility, even in basic adaptations such as having wheelchair-accessible
facilities. The adaptation percentages in each of the eight categories studied vary sub-
stantially by country and region, with America, especially the United States and Canada,
the most aware of the adaptability in tourist accommodation infrastructures. The results
suggest that there is still a long way to go in accommodation accessibility, not only in
less-developed countries or budget hotels but also throughout the world.

2. Literature Review

People with disabilities want to do things, but attitudinal and environmental barriers
in which they find themselves hinder their full and effective participation in society on an
equal footing with others in travel, accommodation and other tourist services [14].

People with disabilities include those with physical, intellectual or sensory impair-
ments. Other people included in this group who have problems accessing services and
tourism products are people with temporary disabilities, people who use crutches tem-
porarily, older adults and people of large or small size [15]. Tourism is a right, and everyone
should be able to enjoy it without any obstacle or difficulty. The fact that some people with
disabilities are excluded from enjoying tourism has a negative impact on their lives [16].
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If we look for a classification, the most accepted and disseminated is the International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) completed by the World Health
Organization (WHO) at the 54th Assembly in 2001 [17].

According to UNWTO, accessible tourism is a form of tourism that involves col-
laboration between stakeholders to enable people with special access needs (in different
dimensions, among them mobility, vision, hearing and cognition) to function indepen-
dently. This implies that these tourists must be treated with equality and dignity through a
universally designed range of tourism products, services and environments [15].

The WHO is convinced that access to tourism facilities, products and services must
be a central part of any sustainable and responsible tourism policy. Some data indicate
that 70% of Europeans with accessibility needs have the physical and economic capacity
to travel. In addition, they are part of a family or a group of friends; therefore, most of
the time, they do not travel alone and will travel with an average of 1.5 companions per
potential traveller [18]. Also, if they had more information about accessible destinations,
this group would take more than a few holidays a year with family or friends [19] since
their economic level is medium/high because they often receive benefits.

The development of public and private policies benefits not only people with disabil-
ities but also the entities that implement these measures since they offer benefits to an
enormous group of people who are normally accompanied. A destination that is concerned
and implements measures to avoid architectural barriers and the presence of obstacles
improves its quality and attracts potential users [20].

The accessible tourism market represents a great opportunity for the destinations [21]
since the profile of a tourist with a disability is a person who tends to travel more frequently
during the low season and has a pattern of less seasonal travel than the general popula-
tion [22]. Another advantage of this type of client is the high degree of loyalty, mainly
due to the difficulty they have in finding destinations suitable for their specific needs [22].
Normally accompanied or in groups, they make more journeys to the destination and, in
some parts of the world, their average expenditures are higher [5].

Tourism is an activity that many people with disabilities are forced to sacrifice for
the simple reason that it implies cooperation of physical, mental and social abilities [23].
People with disabilities have the same wishes as those who have the ability to travel, but it
is certain that they are a more demanding group [23]. If a person with disabilities is in an
accommodation and feels at home there, they will develop a physical bond to the place
and a sense of identity of a place and, therefore, will be more predisposed to make more
trips to that location [24].

Moreover, the most worrying issue is that accommodation providers perceive tourists
with a disability as a “problem”. Also, the accessible rooms are not very attractive for
tourists without a disability [24]. There is extensive academic literature about disability and
accessibility in tourism, but a lack of data in most countries in the world [25]. Most studies
on disability and tourism use surveys of tourists, asking their perceptions about the level
of adaptation and accessibility of the establishments in different formats, including conven-
tional surveys [26], in-depth interviews and focus groups [23] or online questionnaires [27].
However, little attention has been paid to the great possibilities offered by online reviews in
this area. Only one study has used reviews for the study of decision-making characteristics
of disabled tourists [28].

Most hotels do not provide adequate facilities to be considered as barrier-free or
adapted hotels [29]. Previous research identified a series of practices that help increase
accessibility levels of hotel facilities [30]. Furthermore, Grady and Ohlin [31] recommended
the vigorous use of communication channels to connect hotel guests with mobility impair-
ments and hospitality service providers [31]. Disabled travellers place the heaviest weight
on the accessibility of accommodation facilities to maximise their travel enjoyment and
satisfaction [32].

Determining what elements are necessary to consider a hotel as adapted for people
with physical limitations is complex; Israeli [33] proposes seven accessibility attributes for
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wheelchair users or those using crutches as walking aids: staircases, elevators, parking
areas, sidewalks, access ramps, paths, and restrooms.

Some studies in the accommodation sector differentiate difficulties and barriers linked
to the human or physical environments, focusing on hotel rooms, hotel public areas,
hotel restaurants, and staff attendance [34]. In this context, the concept of “universal
design” arises, referring to products and environments designed to be used by everyone
(including disabled people). Some hotels have adopted the features of the seven principles
of universal design, [35] especially in new construction. These principles can help hoteliers
in the operational management of facilities and reduction of operational costs [27].

Many hotels in the world are heavily dependent on dominant online travel agencies
(OTAs) like Expedia and Booking.com [13,36]. Booking.com, created in 1996, is one of
the largest e-commerce companies in the world [37]. Every day, more than 1.5 million
room nights are booked through its platform, [12] and it is a leader in the sector. It has
also served as a source of academic information in a large body of research focused on
tourism and hospitality [38–44]. Booking.com has been active for many years and has been
consolidating its position as a leader in the sector. Traditional hosting companies continue
to be the first in terms of bookings and prices [45].

3. Methodology and Data Collection

As indicated in the introduction, we use the filter tools of Booking.com to get results
on the number of accommodations that offer accessibility adaptations. This methodology
allows access to information related to these facilities in thousands of hotels in the world
quickly, accurately and free of charge.

In January 2019, hotel data were collected through Booking.com, as hotels are the
main type of accommodation used in the world, from the 100 most touristic cities in the
world as reported by Euromonitor International in 2017 [46]. Data were from hotels that
had available rooms from 6 to 7 April 2019, since it was not high season, and therefore,
better availability in the accommodations could be obtained. The data collection took place
a few months before the COVID-19 pandemic, thus avoiding the distortions that would
occur if the data were from 2020 or 2021 due to the temporary closures of accommodation
during those years.

Expedia and TripAdvisor were other popular websites considered to have a large hotel
database worldwide. However, TripAdvisor does not offer filters for disabled-accessible
facilities. Although Expedia does have that filter, it only offers three adaptation categories
and does not show the number of hotels that have implemented each adaptation. For
this reason, it was more informative to use Booking.com, which offered eight adaptation
categories in 2019 (11 in 2021), and each search indicates the number of adaptations each
hotel has implemented.

This study is focused on hotels rather than other types of accommodations, as hotels
are the most used accommodation worldwide [47]. However, in the collection of data
through Booking.com, all the options offered by this platform were downloaded to search
for those facilities and services that are adapted and what type of accessibility they offered
at the time of the data collection:

• Wheelchair-accessible
• Toilet with grab rails
• Lower bathroom sink
• Higher-level toilet
• Emergency cord in bathroom
• Visual aids: Braille
• Visual aids: tactile signs
• Auditory guidance

The categories used by Booking.com are not exactly those used in other studies but
are very similar to those used in several of them.
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It should be noted that the results of hotels obtained from Booking.com are based on
establishments that work with Booking.com. However, the level of use of Booking.com is
enormous in most destinations in the world, especially in Europe and America, where it is
very unusual for a hotel not to sell its rooms through the world leader in reservations [13].
In total, information from 76,832 accommodations in the 100 most touristic cities in the
world was collected, distributed as follows.

Hotels are divided into countries and geographical regions America (AME), Asia and
the Pacific (ASP), Europe (EUR) and the Middle East and Africa (MEA), as can be seen in
Table 1, following the same criteria as other research [40,47,48].

Table 1. Total accommodations available on Booking.com by regions (100 cities 6–7 April 2019).

Total AME % ASP % EUR % MEA %

Hotels 31,868 3116 9.78% 14,658 46.00% 12,049 37.81% 2045 6.42%
Apartments 27,110 2528 9.32% 10,052 37.08% 12,837 47.35% 1693 6.24%

Hostels 6028 313 5.19% 2740 45.45% 2659 44.11% 316 5.24%
Others 11,826 1572 13.29% 5674 47.98% 3472 29.36% 1108 9.37%
Total 76,832 7529 9.80% 33,124 43.11% 31,017 40.37% 5162 6.72%

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from Booking.com.

4. Results

Focusing exclusively on the hotels that have at least one accessibility option on Book-
ing.com, we broaden the vision and focus on a more in-depth approach to differentiate
their different installations between continents. In these available hotels, 18,368 adaptations
are applied to the accessibility filters offered by this platform:

• Wheelchair-accessible: 5873
• Toilet with grab rails: 3774
• Lower bathroom sink: 2507
• Higher-level toilet: 2232
• Emergency cord in bathroom: 1878
• Visual aids: Braille: 877
• Visual aids: tactile signs: 682
• Auditory guidance: 545

The total number of adapted hotels on Booking.com that offer rooms is 18,368 within
the 100 cities analysed. This represents 23.91% of all the available accommodations on
this platform, which includes other types of accommodation such as apartments, hostels,
etc., and 57.6% of the total hotels that can be found. Therefore, it can be confirmed that
almost six out of ten hotels on Booking.com have at least one accessible facility for people
with disabilities.

In detail and related to the research question (hotel adaptations for people with
disabilities), it can be seen that the adaptation of wheelchair access is the highest, followed
by the toilet with handrails and the elevated washbasin. The adaptations related to sensory
disabilities (Braille, tactile posters and audio guides) are a lower percentage, between three
and five percent in all the dataset.

Moreover, and answering the research question regarding what countries and regions
around the world have more hotels adapted for people with disabilities, Table 2 shows
how accessible installations are distributed on each continent. For instance, wheelchair
accessibility is more prevalent in Asia and the Pacific (38.87%) and Europe (35.09%) in
absolute values. This tendency is maintained, to a greater or lesser extent, with the other
installations except for Braille and tactile signs, which have a greater presence in America
and Asia and the Pacific.
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Table 2. Percentage of accessible facilities in hotels by region over the total adapted hotels.

Wheel-
Chair

Toilet with
Grab Rails

Lower Sink
Higher-Level

Toilet
Emergency

Cord
Braille Tactile Signs

Audio
Guide

AME 13.37% 14.68% 14.12% 16.53% 4.63% 32.27% 30.21% 26.24%
ASP 38.87% 33.25% 30.20% 27.87% 30.51% 35.58% 36.22% 28.99%
EUR 35.09% 39.11% 43.84% 42.79% 52.61% 21.21% 20.82% 28.62%
MEA 12.67% 12.96% 11.85% 12.81% 12.25% 10.95% 12.76% 16.15%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from Booking.com.

In Table 3, we can see the relative values by regional distribution of each installation.
The Middle East and Africa and America are the most well-adapted regions. When we take
into account the percentage of hotels analysed in each region, we can observe that America
represents only 9.78% of the total dataset. For example, the adaptation for blind customers
with information in Braille represents 32.27% of the total, which brings the region to most
well-adapted. The Asia and Pacific region is the least adapted. Wheelchair accessibility
predominates the most in all regions over the rest. Next, we find toilet with grab rails,
higher-level toilet and lower sink. The other measures do not have as much presence,
especially those related to some sensory disabilities.

Table 3. Percentage of accessible facilities in hotels by region over all the hotels.

Wheel-
Chair

Toilet with
Grab Rails

Lower Sink
Higher-Level

Toilet
Emergency

Cord
Braille Tactile Signs

Audio
Guide

AME 25.19% 17.78% 11.36% 11.84% 2.79% 9.08% 6.61% 4.59%
ASP 15.58% 8.56% 5.16% 4.24% 3.91% 2.13% 1.69% 1.08%
EUR 17.11% 12.25% 9.12% 7.93% 8.20% 1.54% 1.18% 1.29%
MEA 36.38% 23.91% 14.52% 13.99% 11.25% 4.69% 4.25% 4.30%
Total 18.43% 11.84% 7.87% 7.00% 5.89% 2.75% 2.14% 1.71%

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from Booking.com.

In-depth data regarding hotel adaptations for people with disabilities and the types of
adaptation needs covered worldwide is next presented by continents and countries.

4.1. America

Data from America shows that the United States is above average in all the accessible
facilities, except in the low sink, as can be seen in Table 4.

Table 4. Distribution of the accessible installations for the countries in AME.

Countries Hotels
Wheel-
Chair

Toilet with
Grab Rails

Lower
Sink

Higher-Level
Toilet

Emergency
Cord

Braille
Tactile
Signs

Audio
Guide

Argentina 187 20.43% 11.56% 6.18% 6.99% 1.88% 1.08% 1.61% 0.54%
Brazil 241 28.69% 23.51% 18.33% 11.95% 1.99% 7.17% 3.19% 1.20%

Canada 167 34.22% 21.39% 11.76% 13.90% 0.53% 3.74% 2.14% 1.60%
USA 1877 26.71% 18.20% 10.35% 11.18% 3.15% 9.93% 8.21% 6.60%

Mexico 178 14.17% 5.34% 4.52% 6.78% 1.23% 2.67% 1.44% 0.41%
Peru 121 16.04% 7.23% 5.03% 4.09% 1.26% 2.20% 1.57% 0.63%

Dominican Republic 10 10.87% 0.00% 0.00% 10.87% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%
Total 2781 23.49% 16.58% 10.59% 11.04% 2.60% 8.47% 6.16% 4.28%

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from Booking.com.

In general, it is important to highlight the position of Canada and Brazil, which are
above average in all the accessible facilities, except those for the sensory disabled. The
countries that are mostly under the standards of the continent are Peru, Mexico, Argentina
and the Dominican Republic.
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4.2. Asia and the Pacific

Within the majority of countries that comprise the continent and are of tourist impor-
tance on an international scale, Table 5 shows the distribution by countries in ASP.

Table 5. Distribution of the accessible installations for the countries in ASP.

Countries Hotels
Wheel-
Chair

Toilet with
Grab Rails

Lower
Sink

Higher-Level
Toilet

Emergency
cord

Braille
Tactile
Signs

Audio
Guide

Australia 370 25.97% 19.11% 9.46% 7.98% 1.30% 2.78% 1.67% 0.37%
Cambodia 300 16.71% 5.14% 7.00% 6.00% 3.43% 1.14% 1.71% 1.71%

South Korea 518 24.68% 21.27% 6.49% 3.57% 7.14% 10.39% 8.12% 2.44%
Hong Kong 227 25.93% 16.67% 12.59% 8.52% 8.89% 5.19% 4.07% 2.22%

India 910 14.36% 6.27% 5.92% 5.18% 3.22% 1.48% 1.52% 1.65%
Indonesia 311 25.08% 9.60% 4.64% 4.64% 2.32% 0.62% 0.31% 0.93%

Japan 493 14.99% 11.97% 4.81% 3.49% 6.03% 3.68% 1.04% 0.47%
Macau 29 20.34% 13.56% 3.39% 3.39% 8.47% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Malaysia 383 17.15% 7.77% 4.84% 3.43% 1.92% 1.31% 1.11% 1.11%
New Zealand 71 29.52% 21.90% 8.57% 6.67% 0.95% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Singapore 198 21.20% 16.77% 7.28% 4.75% 7.28% 2.85% 2.22% 0.32%
Sri Lanka 85 32.14% 16.96% 10.71% 8.93% 2.68% 1.79% 1.79% 0.89%
Thailand 750 14.36% 5.83% 2.95% 3.00% 2.33% 0.92% 1.29% 0.54%
Taiwan 653 14.78% 12.66% 6.86% 5.31% 11.50% 6.38% 3.09% 2.51%

Vietnam 391 7.39% 2.60% 3.49% 3.75% 1.20% 0.52% 0.78% 0.62%
China 518 9.81% 5.28% 3.14% 1.94% 3.59% 0.60% 0.95% 0.50%
Total 6207 15.14% 8.32% 5.02% 4.12% 3.80% 2.07% 1.64% 1.05%

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from Booking.com.

From here, we can affirm that the countries that stand out for having a greater number
of facilities for people with disabilities in relation to the group are Hong Kong, South Korea,
Sri Lanka, Australia and New Zealand, where tourism has increased in the last few years
and has a large network of hotel establishments.

As we can see, most of the hotels focus, to a greater or lesser extent, on wheelchair
accessibility, followed by a toilet with grab rails. Less considered are those adaptations
related to sensory disabilities.

If we go deeper, we can see that the wheelchair access is 15.14% in the Asian conti-
nent; Sri Lanka (32.14%), New Zealand (29.52%), Australia (25.97%), Hong Kong (25.93%),
Indonesia (25.08%), South Korea (24.68%), Singapore (21.20%), Macau (17.15%) and Cam-
bodia (16.71%) are the countries at the bottom of the list.

If we look at toilets with grab rails, which has an average of 8.32%, we find the same
countries except Japan and Taiwan, which are on the bottom, and Malaysia and Cambodia,
which are below the middle. Regarding the other facilities, we observe that the behaviour
of the countries is more or less maintained in the same characteristics.

4.3. Europe

As can be seen in Table 6, on the European continent, if we take wheelchair accessibility
as a reference example, the countries that are above average are Ireland, Belgium, Spain,
Portugal, France, Austria, Poland, the Netherlands, United Kingdom, Italy, Hungary
and Turkey.

However, the layout of the facilities is different in each country. In Italy, the most
outstanding feature is the emergency cord, at 19.22%, or in the Netherlands, where the
toilet with grab rails (23.81%) is the main feature.

The countries that are least adapted in general terms are Russia, Austria, Greece and
Denmark. Ireland is the region that stands out the most in all areas of accessible facilities,
followed by the Netherlands, Portugal and Belgium.
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Table 6. Distribution of the accessible installations for the countries in EUR.

Countries Hotels
Wheel-
Chair

Toilet with
Grab Rails

Lower
Sink

Higher-Level
Toilet

Emergency
Cord

Braille
Tactile
Signs

Audio
Guide

Germany 623 16.50% 14.85% 10.89% 10.78% 12.21% 1.32% 1.54% 0.44%
Austria 60 21.15% 2.88% 1.92% 0.96% 1.44% 0.00% 0.00% 0.48%
Belgium 157 29.95% 20.81% 12.69% 9.14% 6.09% 0.51% 0.51% 0.00%
Denmark 35 14.74% 8.42% 4.21% 3.16% 3.16% 1.05% 1.05% 1.05%

Spain 465 28.80% 14.72% 10.92% 6.96% 5.38% 3.96% 2.06% 0.79%
France 1170 21.30% 16.04% 12.87% 10.71% 2.15% 3.11% 2.09% 1.74%
Greece 154 10.47% 7.44% 5.35% 4.42% 6.74% 0.47% 0.93% 0.00%

Hungary 122 18.93% 10.70% 8.23% 5.35% 5.76% 0.82% 0.41% 0.00%
Ireland 118 30.33% 22.13% 15.57% 12.30% 15.57% 0.00% 0.82% 0.00%

Italy 1432 19.10% 16.20% 13.13% 14.34% 19.22% 1.69% 0.90% 1.69%
Netherlands 121 19.84% 23.81% 15.87% 12.70% 19.05% 2.38% 1.59% 0.79%

Poland 284 20.49% 18.31% 12.02% 12.02% 9.29% 1.09% 0.82% 3.55%
Portugal 187 25.47% 21.23% 7.55% 8.96% 20.75% 1.89% 1.42% 0.94%

Czech Republic 177 15.63% 10.34% 6.01% 6.25% 3.61% 0.00% 0.72% 0.00%
Russia 233 3.67% 2.42% 1.81% 1.11% 1.66% 0.50% 0.35% 0.20%

Sweden 83 15.92% 11.46% 3.18% 4.46% 12.74% 1.91% 1.27% 1.91%
Turkey 1063 18.21% 10.89% 9.16% 6.99% 7.05% 1.30% 1.36% 2.66%

United Kingdom 579 19.55% 14.73% 10.89% 7.80% 13.37% 1.86% 1.49% 1.98%
TOTAL 7063 17.06% 12.21% 9.09% 7.90% 8.18% 1.54% 1.18% 1.29%

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from Booking.com.

4.4. The Middle East and Africa

As for the Middle East and Africa region, Table 7 shows that the country that stands
out the most is the United Arab Emirates, followed by Qatar and Israel, which are generally
found above the average of the continent. The countries that are below average in all areas
are Morocco and Egypt.

Table 7. Distribution of the accessible installations for the countries in MEA.

Countries Hotels
Wheel-
Chair

Toilet with
Grab Rails

Lower
Sink

Higher-Level
Toilet

Emergency
Cord

Braille
Tactile
Signs

Audio
Guide

Saudi Arabia 711 18.87% 13.89% 9.20% 9.96% 5.27% 4.02% 3.54% 3.35%
Egypt 92 19.35% 9.68% 7.53% 5.91% 3.76% 1.08% 1.08% 1.08%
Israel 197 28.95% 17.11% 10.53% 10.53% 4.82% 3.51% 4.82% 6.14%

Morocco 65 17.01% 8.84% 8.84% 6.80% 2.04% 0.68% 0.00% 0.00%
Qatar 145 31.37% 18.30% 12.42% 9.80% 11.76% 6.54% 1.96% 2.61%

South Africa 119 24.11% 18.44% 12.77% 10.64% 7.80% 1.42% 4.96% 4.26%
UAE 988 33.57% 21.85% 11.22% 10.63% 12.41% 3.08% 2.68% 2.68%
Total 2317 25.60% 16.83% 10.22% 9.84% 7.91% 3.30% 2.99% 3.03%

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from Booking.com.

Mostly, and as seen before, the feature that is more present in these countries is
wheelchair accessibility, toilet with a grab rail and low sink.

5. Discussion

First, we observe that people with functional diversity do not have the same number
of options for accommodation in their trips as the rest of the population since they do not
have access to facilities adapted for people with some type of disability, and this reduces
the number of options for this group enormously.

Tourism is an activity that many people with disabilities are forced to sacrifice for the
simple reason that it implies a cooperation of physical, mental and social abilities, in line
with what they require [7].

On the other hand, in cases where the facilities are adapted, a problem remains in
the conception of the people, both by the workers and by the customers. People with
disabilities are often perceived as a “burden” [24] and disfavoured or overlooked in terms
of accommodation and service.
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It is difficult to establish a series of standards or needs since each person is different
and may require different attention or needs. In any case, it is clear that if people with
disabilities travel on their own, they should be provided with some form of assistance
or help.

Moreover, the international variation in regulations and traditions regarding hotels
makes it difficult for people with disabilities to determine which establishment to choose.
This is because although the hotel might state that it is adapted or accessible, it is not a
guarantee it really is accessible or the adaptation was done properly [48].

This study confirms that countries and regions in the world are adapted unevenly and,
in general, countries with the highest per capita income are those with the best-adapted
hotels, such as the United States and Canada in America, Ireland in Europe, Qatar and the
United Arab Emirates in the Middle East, or Australia, Singapore and New Zealand in
Asia and the Pacific.

6. Conclusions

The great domain of the hotel market worldwide makes up the vast majority of the
international hotel industry in the Booking.com database, especially in Europe and America.
This large sample allowed us to identify, with great clarity and reliability, the situation
regarding adaptations in the hotel industry. Different from previous studies focusing on
specific countries or cities with relatively small samples, we worked with a sample of
31,868 hotels, in which we identify some type of adaptation in 18,368 hotels.

Despite the numerous recommendations by public and private authorities to promote
the adaptation of hotels to people with functional diversity, this analysis of the situation
in the most touristic cities in the world shows how accommodations with adaptations
are still a minority. Even in the countries with the highest level of adaptation, wheelchair
accessibility is only provided in 30% of hotels and more specific accommodations, such as
Braille, tactile posters or audio guides, are offered in just 5% or less of cases.

These types of adaptations are easier to include in the case of new construction or
extensive renovation of establishments. They are even required for new construction
according to the legislation of some regions. However, if the society intends to improve the
adaptation rates simply by forcing new construction to do so, it will take decades to see
how the poor percentages observed in this study improve.

The profitability obtained by hotels after making these adaptations is relatively low,
which would explain the low implementation of various considerations and alterations.
Therefore, public policies are necessary to obligate and/or subsidize this type of adaptations.

If we look at the accessibility of Booking.com hotels, we can see that most of its filters
refer to facilities for reduced mobility and very few for sensory disabilities. However, Book-
ing.com includes at least some adaptation for sensory disabilities. These limitations could
establish future lines of study. Moreover, although it considers some sensory disabilities,
the facilities available may not be present or widespread enough for a person to enjoy them
without first conducting difficult research.

Adapting buildings architecturally to improve accessibility is good, and it is something
that is already planned by law in many countries. However, it is only in reference to
facilities that remain accessible to people with reduced mobility, which only includes those
who are physically disabled. So how are the needs of people with cognitive or sensory
disabilities addressed?

The areas that are most aware of the adaptability of tourist accommodation infrastruc-
tures are largely America, especially the United States and Canada. However, countries on
other continents that stand out from the rest are the United Arab Emirates.

The hotel industry around the world has shortcomings when it comes to achieving
inclusive tourism. There are countries where legislation requires the provision of adapted
accommodation for people with disabilities. However, it focuses mainly on physical and
mobility disabilities and leaves aside other types of cognitive or sensory disabilities, which
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makes it impossible for people to travel and stay on their own. The public sector should
further promote the goal of having quality tourism in which no one is excluded.

7. Implications and Limitations

The diversity of people with disabilities is very large (especially compared to older
people, who represent a great potential demand for the tourism market). Therefore, the
sector has to take advantage of this fact and benefit by offering its services in an inclusive
way. Despite the investment this could represent, the profit would be very large. The issue
rests in the fact that if all companies made the issue a priority, the sector would improve in
economic terms, especially in quality.

This study could serve as a source of information for the hotel sector when adapting
its infrastructures to the different types of disabilities to offer a service adapted to the needs
of each tourist.

It should be noted that the results of the hotels obtained by Booking.com are based
on those establishments that work with Booking.com. It is one of the most important
in the world and has a volume of hotels that exceeds the total of all the OTAs in the
world. However, it does not reflect the entire hotel industry. Hotels that do not work with
Booking.com are not represented in this study.

The hotels themselves provide the information on Booking.com; the information is
not a result of a physical inspection by the platform. Thus, there might be hotels with
adaptations that have not reflected this characteristic in their Booking.com profile and,
conversely, hotels that really do not have an adaptation but have included it in their
Booking.com profile. In any case, this limitation, and the possible inaccuracies it may cause,
is not different from those that are produced in traditional survey research.

Future research could possibly analyse if there is a correlation between the hotel
category and the available facilities and if it is similar in different regions of the world.
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