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Key messages: 

• Digital technologies have enabled society to continue to function during the COVID-19 pandemic with 

minimal downtime, but, at the same time, raise several controversial questions on the future 
sustainability paradigm on which our economic system rest. 

• The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated both weaknesses and opportunities for the digitalization 
of society, letting emerge paradoxes and dilemmas in various aspects of crucial governance areas, 

such as health, education, work and government administration. 

• While digital innovations bring a large number of positive benefits to society, they can also generate 

negative consequences and potential long-term side-effects on wellbeing. 

• When building and developing new digital solutions, it is paramount that this is accompanied by 
forward-looking policies, flexible regulations, and innovative governance mechanisms that protect 

wellbeing and fundamental rights and citizens’ freedoms. 

 

COVID-19 and Digital Wellbeing 

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a rapid reconfiguration of our societies, economies, and our day to day 
experiences. However, this transition has not been a seamless transition to a ‘digital’ way of life and in a 
number of cases has led to a number of effects for happiness and wellbeing, both positive and negative. This 

policy brief aims to explore this rapid societal digital transition, and provide initial evidence and policy 
implications for the future of digital wellbeing.  

It is important to start with context. At the height of the pandemic, up to 1.6 billion children were affected by 
educational disruptions and moved into learning via digital methods [1]. Companies allowed employees to 

work from home, if possible, and in many countries this meant well over half the labour force was working 
from home [2]. Medical consultations took place via telemedicine platforms due to the closure of medical 

facilities. Governments also relied heavily on digital channels for service delivery and communication. 

Services focusing on connecting people via digital channels encountered rapid growth throughout the 

pandemic. In March 2020 the number of daily active users on Microsoft Teams grew by 38%; in the same 
month, Zoom had 26.8 million new downloads; and Facebook messaging and video traffic doubled [3]. While 

many remained in physical isolation, for those with access to technology, it was possible to be more 
connected than before, as friends, families, and colleagues were just a click away.  

Yet, digital connections are not the same as those offline. The replacement of physical connections with 
digital ones often has a negative effect on wellbeing. Recent research has found that increased usage of video 

conferencing has led to a boom in demand for cosmetic surgery [4], increasing levels of fatigue, and 
decreasing levels of self-esteem [5]. For children, who are now spending a large portion of their day in online 

learning environments, their health is at risk [6]. Previous research has shown that the Internet and excessive 
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online activity has the potential to “impair brain and verbal development” and can lead to increased 
prevalence of mental health issues [7]. 

The transition of many traditionally physical activities to the digital sphere became urgent and necessary, and 

allowed for the continuous functioning of society in many scenarios.  

As a result of this rapid reconfiguration across all sectors, and reliance on digital tools and collaborative 

systems, the economic damage and economic slowdown many experts expected has not been as severe as 
initially predicted [8, 9]. However, recent research appears to show that increased usage, reliance, and 

integration with technology decreases wellbeing and happiness [10–14]. Thus, while it is undeniable that 
digital technologies have played a crucial role for coping with and managing the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 

[15–21] , it is important to weigh these benefits with the potentially negative aspects on wellbeing and 
happiness.  

In a wide variety of contexts and situations, the pandemic and the increased reliance on digital technologies 
has further perpetuated already existing inequalities [14, 23–25], worsened mental health [26, 27], increased 

stress [28–30], and decreased wellbeing [31–35]. 

Such issues can be grouped together under the term digital wellbeing, which describes “the impact of 

technologies and digital services on people’s mental, physical social, and emotional health” [36]. As 
digitalization is a cross-cutting and multisectoral issue, four concrete areas of governance that are both 

important for the management of the COVID-19 pandemic and have been heavily digitalized are used to 
explore the effects of COVID-19 on digital wellbeing. These four areas are healthcare, education, work, and 
government. 

Healthcare 

An individual’s health is heavily related to their own subjective well-being [37, 38] and as the COVID-19 

pandemic is, first and foremost, a health related crisis healthcare during the pandemic is likely to have a large 
influence on well-being. 

Throughout the pandemic, medical services have been limited and many medical service providers were 
either shut down or reoriented towards treating COVID-19 pandemic. This left many without access to proper 

healthcare and has had a negative impact on overall societal health [39–41]. In order to prevent such negative 
impacts, and thereby potentially limit decreases in wellbeing, a strong, resilient, and innovative healthcare 

sector is needed.  

Throughout the pandemic it has become increasingly clear that healthcare systems supported by digital 

health information systems, telemedicine capabilities, and a strong digital health infrastructure performed 
better than systems without.  

The development of digital healthcare is a critical component for the future of healthcare. 

There are a number of examples where digital health initiatives clearly had a strong positive effect for the 
management of the crisis. For example, Singapore, which has a long historical of digital healthcare and 
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pandemic management [42], was able to quickly manage and track outbreaks of COVID-19. Taiwan utilized 
their experience with digital government to develop a public health campaign that fought fake news and 

misinformation with humour [43]. Numerous countries around the world have also begun to experiment with 
telemedicine and digital health solutions to digitally connect citizens with their doctors so that they are able 

to raise their concerns, receive prescriptions, and receive advice on how to treat or monitor any ongoing 
ailment.  

By managing the pandemic better using digital means, fighting fake news, and creating new and innovative 
ways for the healthcare sector to function digitally it is possible to increase societal and subjective wellbeing.  

While there are likely clear benefits for well-being and happiness when it comes to a digitally-enabled 

healthcare system it is important to highlight that having digital tools is not enough. Digital tools must be 
applied correctly and be supported by strong and capable staff or else errors may follow. 

One of the clearest examples of this is related to contact tracing applications. Many countries have launched 
their own applications, generally supported by Google and Apple. These implementations led to the direct 

management of contact related data by both companies to only one agency per country – this is the first time 
in history that access to a function of the mobile devices operating system has been denied to other 
independent developers [44]. While such applications are common, research has shown that the adoption 

and impact of many such applications has been low, partly due to low trust in government, and partly due to 
the limited precision of the technology, thus limiting their effectiveness [45–47]. 

There are a number of examples where technology was misapplied and inhibited the management of the 
pandemic. The United Kingdom, for example, relied heavily on Excel for their contact tracing initiatives, which 

led to the under reporting of case numbers due to software limitations [48]. Estonia, a country known 
globally for its digital government, also struggled to reorient its digital health system to fighting the pandemic 

with a number of shortcomings identified at the beginning of the pandemics due to missing internal 
capacities [49].  

Reflecting back on this, what can be said is that digital solutions are likely to be critical for the future of 
healthcare systems. Not only are they important for the resilience of such systems, but they may well have 

strong positive impacts on wellbeing as well, though research exploring this topic specifically is currently 
limited.  

Even so, there are still a number of risks that must be taken into account as they may have negative impacts 
on wellbeing and happiness. Health data is private and sensitive and it must be protected. Any digital solution 

that relies on digitalized information runs the risk of improperly releasing or using such information. In all 
cases, attention must be paid to minimizing potential privacy and surveillance violations, by using 

technologies to empower citizens’ control of their data. A clear examples of this is contained within the 
concept the increasingly popular “self-sovereign identity”, which gives individuals more control over their own 

data, its management, and how consent is given [50–52]. 
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This is especially true when it comes to contact tracing applications and other digital surveillance methods 
used to fight the COVID-19 pandemic where there is a clear risk for enhancing government surveillance of 

citizens.  

Any digital health initiative must be accompanied by the necessary legal and regulatory safeguards, strong 
informational security, institutional interoperability, and internal governmental capacity or risk severe 
governmental overreach, citizen privacy breaches, and potential loss of trust. 

 

Education 

Many education systems were able to rapidly implement and adopt some form of urgent digital response to 

the pandemic: recent statistics put the number of educational ministries engaging in such a response at over 
90% [53]. What this approach looked like varied by country and different approaches have been trialled, 
fromz broadcasting educational material on TV and radio channels to fully digitalized education systems . 

A number of positive benefits such as increased access, increased retention, increased learning speed, the 

ability to keep up with studies, and increased flexibility have been associated with digital education and 
innovative digital teaching methods [54–56]. However, it is also clear that while the continuity of education 
was enabled, it was not available to all, inequalities were exacerbated, and educational quality suffered [17, 

23, 56–58].  

One of the clearest issues is that those who need education the most, those who are impoverished and live in 
less developed areas, are also those who are the least likely to be able to benefit from digital education due 
to the digital divide, lack of access to internet, or the lack of access to a computer [53, 58, 59]. In cases where 

the internet exists, students still must have access to the physical infrastructure necessary for engaging in 
their lessons.  

At a minimum this means access to a computer, but increasingly important is access to a microphone and a 
camera as well. Space at home is also an issue, especially for families with multiple children and parents 

working from home. In such instances it is not enough to have one computer, but rather many are needed.  

There are also issues associated with digital education itself, with some students and teachers feeling that 
digital learning decreases the quality of education when compared to in person learning [59, 60]. This puts 

students at a potential future disadvantage due to decreased learning outcomes. As younger students are 
using technology and digital means for their education, there is increasing potential for risks related to cyber 
bullying, encountering inappropriate content, downloading viruses, or sharing private information [61].  

Digital education also influences both parents and teachers. Parents must be involved even more than during 

normal schooling, yet, as parents are often working remotely as well, it is hard to manage this, increasing 
stress and decreasing wellbeing for the entire family [62]. In the case of teachers, many did not have the 
technical expertise or competence to adequately provide digital education at the start of the pandemic [59], 

thus causing stress for them, and decreased educational performance for students. 
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While some have highlighted the positive benefits of digital education, and it certainly did help to maintain 
the functioning of the world’s educational systems, a number of potential negative aspects for both education 

and wellbeing have also been identified. 

Moving forward, digital education will likely continue to have an impact and transform our educational 
systems, exactly how this will look and what the net-effect on wellbeing and happiness will be, though, is not 
yet determined. 

Work 

In response to shutdowns, many organizations switched to a remote working environment. For example, in 

the European Union, almost 40% of respondents to a recent survey reported that they were working from 
home during the crisis; for those working in a city or suburb, close to 60% of respondents started to work 

from home due to the crisis [63]. In the United States, a survey showed that while before the pandemic 20% 
of respondents worked from home, now 71% worked from home [64].  

In many cases, employees have reported happiness with the new arrangement [65–67]. Working from home 
provided advantages when it comes to flexibility, accessibility, and work continuity. For businesses 

themselves, remote work also provides a number of advantages in allowing them to save on office costs, have 
more global teams, increase communication, and adopt innovative organizational designs and management 

structures.  

However, not everyone is able to work from home, and such digital arrangements appear for further 

perpetuate already existing divisions and inequalities with the higher educated and higher income groups 
being significantly more likely to be able to work online and have the necessary equipment and connections.  

When it comes to the wellbeing aspects of digital work, research has shown that in both the short and long 
term there are a number of detrimental effects on an individual’s wellbeing [68, 69]. The line between work 

and home life begins to dissipate, leading to poor work life balance; there is a pressure to always be available, 
online, and responsive.  

For both men and women, working from home leads to a noticeable increase in working hours [70, 71]. For 
parents, and women especially, working in a remote environment led to decreased productivity, increased 

stress, more time spent on child care, and a feeling of inequality or disadvantage compared to their male 
colleagues [14, 72–76]. Additionally, there appears to be increased incidences and opportunities of and for 

surveillance of employees by their employees using digital tools [77, 78], clearly raising ethical and legal 
issues.  

The combination of such factors causes fatigue, increased risks for mental health problems, and decreases 
one’s overall sense of happiness. For this reason, the European Parliament has recently called for a new EU-

wide fundamental right – the right to disconnect. Such a right would allow “workers to refrain from engaging 
in work-related tasks – such as phone calls, emails, and other digital communication – outside working hours” 

[79].  



Policy Brief I – Surviving COVID-19 

Government  

Government is at the forefront of the response to the COVID-19 pandemic and public administrations have 
the duty to their citizens to protect their wellbeing, prosperity, and quality of life. In order to best accomplish 

this goal, governments have turned towards digital methods to augment their ability to meet citizen 
expectations and state functions. While the idea of a digital government is not new, the importance of a 
digitalized public administration has become even more apparent during the COVID-19 pandemic [80].  

Governments that had strong digital capacities before the pandemic were able to better manage their 

response, gather and disseminate data, continue operations via digital channels, ensure service stability, and 
had more opportunities for interacting and engaging citizens with the response to the pandemic. However, 

being digital, and having digital services, is not enough on its own, there must be government capacity as well 
[81]. Governments that invested in developing the necessary internal capacity to manage and implement 
digital services and technologies worked better during the pandemic [82]. Rushing to digitalize in response to 

the pandemic may have severe long term and detrimental effects for governmental transformation and 
digitalization efforts [83].  

Transforming into a more digital administration is a long process. It is contextually sensitive and requires 
strong support and trust from a country’s citizens. When rushed, digitalization initiatives have the potential to 

cause a loss of trust in government, damage the rights of citizens, and ultimately limit government 
effectiveness. It is for this reason that many digitalization initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic have 

focused on engaging and including citizens into the process, building trust, and strengthening administrative 
capacity. 

One of the clearest examples of such initiatives is through the release and maintenance of open government 
data related to the pandemic. Many governments early on in the pandemic decided to release their pandemic 

data in an open format to encourage any interested stakeholder to use such data to conduct statistical 
analyses or develop visualizations [84, 85]. The opening up of data serves a number of purposes such as 

increasing trust and encouraging innovation [86].  

Though there are a number of benefits for wellbeing when it comes to government digitalization, there are a 

number of potential negative implications for wellbeing – this is especially true during the current unstable 
pandemic driven environment. 

One of the clearest risks is related to data security, poorly built and implemented information systems may 
allow data to leak. Furthermore, many of the world’s citizens do not have access to computers or the internet, 

initiatives must be in place to either provide such access, or keep alternative forms of service delivery 
functioning at the same time. This is not simple and it requires large and sustained investments into 

expensive infrastructure.  

When it comes to wellbeing, there are also no guarantees that more digitalized government or digital service 

availability leads to increased wellbeing, satisfaction, or quality of life. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 

Digitalization is profoundly changing societies around the world and at an accelerating pace. While the 
positive effects are evident, digital transformation also has its drawbacks leading to risks and unintended 

consequences for societies worldwide.  

The digital is inseparable from our modern day networked society and pervasively embedded into our 

economic system and social structure [87]. We are more connected than ever, and digital technologies have, 
and will continue to have, a transformative effect on how we live, work, learn, interact, and govern. This is 

unavoidable. However, what is preventable, is digitalization efforts that damages rights, sacrifices privacy, 
drives inequality, weakens mental health, increases stress and fatigue, and decreases life satisfaction, 

happiness and wellbeing. 

In order to avoid such risks to our digital wellbeing, governments must enact supportive legislation, 

regulation, and strategic governance mechanisms to drive digitalization in such a way that it enhances, 
supports, and fosters a person’s ability to grow, thrive, and be happy. As an initial starting point, governments 

could begin by making strategic steps to address currently missing infrastructural and technological access 
problems and by committing to including a wellbeing analysis when planning new developments.  

While the aforementioned points are broader, some initial starting points for reflection and design of 
forward-looking action in the four covered spheres are offered below: 

Healthcare 

• Digital health platforms can offer new opportunities to improve wellbeing. However, health data is 

highly sensitive, and digitalizing such information may face resistance.  

• Any successful digital health initiative must be based on a reliable digital identity infrastructure and 
provide interoperability, transparency on how data is collected and used, prevent misuse, and ensure 

that privacy is protected.  

• Investigate how the self-sovereign identity could be integrated into the healthcare sector as this 

provides a strong framework that is both effective for and respectful of the citizens’ right to privacy. 

Education 

• Digital learning will continue to have an impact and transform our educational systems.  

• It is important that, at this foundational stage, efforts are made to ensure that digital education and 

teaching does not negatively influence individual and collective wellbeing.  

• It is critical to ensure that society is able to utilize the opportunities afforded by digital technology to: 
i) expand access to education; ii) guarantee that students and youth have the possibility to gain the 

necessary skills and use technologies and infrastructure to learn; and iii) explore new and innovative 
methodologies for hybrid or fully digitalized education.  
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Work 

• Workers' rights must be updated to function in the new hybrid online and offline work environment 

ushered in during the pandemic. A right to disconnect must be guaranteed, along with privacy and 
equal treatment.  

• Limits to surveillance and employee monitoring must be considered. New governance and policy 

mechanisms will be needed to ensure the mental health and wellbeing of employees does not suffer 
due to new digital or remote working arrangements.  

Government 

• Digital government initiatives have the potential to improve societal wellbeing, and it is recognized as 

a powerful agent of change to accelerate the achievement of the SDGs. 

• It is of paramount importance that when developing new digital services governments engage with 

the citizens, understand their needs, and ensure that newly developed initiatives positively influence 

the wellbeing and quality of life of all citizens.  

• Governments must ensure any new digital initiative is accompanied by appropriate checks and 

balances, as well as increased levels of transparency and resilience, which are all crucial pre-
requisites of sustainable development.  
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