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Executive Summary

The COVID-19 health pandemic is having 
a major impact on our lives. Very little 
is known, however, about the effects 
of the policy responses on people’s 
wellbeing. We estimate the wellbeing 
costs of COVID-19 and social distancing 
measures by looking at the impacts of 
the pandemic on the mental health and 
wellbeing of people in the UK between 
9 and 19 April 2020 using a large survey 
with nationally representative quotas. 

ÏÝÚ�àÚî�úÞãÙÞãÜè�ÖçÚ�Öè�Ûäááäìè�

• 
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1.0Introduction

COVID-19 is a global health pandemic (World 
Health Organisation, January 2020) and 
governments have brought in extraordinary 
measures to contain the spread of the virus by 
closing schools, encouraging social distancing, 
closing non-essential shops, pubs, restaurants, 
gyms, sport and cultural institutions, and passing 
laws to prevent non-essential travel and socialising. 
The implications have been an unprecedented 
shutdown of public life and an extended period 
of enforced isolation for the majority of citizens.

Investment of resources into health research, 
vaccines and medicines as well as the potential 
health impacts of the virus, has understandably 
been on an unprecedented scale. Governments 
ÝÖëÚ�Öáèä�éÖàÚã�èÞÜãÞúÞØÖãé�èéÚåè�éä�éçî�éä�
understand the potential economic impact and to 
roll out a number of policies to protect national 
economies, businesses and households. There has 
even been some analysis of the positive impacts 
on the environment through the reduction in CO2 
emissions and fossil fuel consumption. However, 
there has been very little research undertaken to 
date on the wider social impacts of COVID-19.

We use a large survey with nationally representative 
quotas to assess how wellbeing has changed with 
the onset of COVID-19 and the social distancing 
restrictions in the UK. Our analysis focuses on how 
people feel now (in April 2020) and how their 
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2.0

We conducted a web survey delivered through 
an online panel of 1,982 adult residents of the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland (UK). Quotas were used on gender, age, 
and region to help make the survey representative 
of the nation. However, one caveat to note is that 
there may be some risk that the sample may be 
unrepresentative if certain types of people are 
more likely to complete these types of surveys 
during national crises and that these types of 
people are different in their levels of wellbeing. 
The survey was delivered by the online panel 
company Watermelon between 9-19 April 2020.

ÏÝÚ�èêçëÚî�ÞãØáêÙÚÙ��æêÚèéÞäãè�äã�èê×ßÚØéÞëÚ�
ìÚáá×ÚÞãÜ�¥ÎÒ½¦�Öè�ÙÚúÞãÚÙ�×î�éÝÚ�ÐÆ�ÊÛúÞØÚ�
for National Statistics (ONS)6 covering life 
satisfaction, happiness, anxiety and sense of 
purpose (worthwhile); the 12-item General 
Health Questionnaire (GHQ), which is a key 
measure of psychological distress and mental 
health7; a set of questions about the respondent’s 
experience of the COVID-19 pandemic; and a set of 
standardised socio-demographic questions from 
the ONS, including education level, marital status, 
employment status, annual income, and number of 
dependent children.

We estimate average scores/levels of wellbeing 
and other factors such as loneliness in the current 
sample experiencing COVID-19, and compare 
these levels with UK averages for March and April 
in 2019. We also conduct a series of statistical 
analyses using multivariate regression analysis to 
look at the associated impact of COVID-19 on the 
mental health and wellbeing of UK residents. 
We use data from the ONS Annual Population 
Survey (APS) from the period March to April 2019 
to build a control group in order to assess the 
impact of COVID-19. Following UK Government 
Guidance8, we control for a range of other key 
determinants of mental health and wellbeing in 
the analysis. Inverse population weights are used 
in the APS data to make the sample nationally 
representative.

6. These are the same questions asked in the UK Annual Population Survey (APS), an annual cross-sectional survey of approximately 155,000households and 360,000 
individuals in Great Britain.

7. Ýééåè�§§ÚåçäëÞÙÚ�âÖåÞ�éçêèé�äçÜ§ÞãèéçêâÚãéè§ÜÚãÚçÖá�ÝÚÖáéÝ�æêÚèéÞäããÖÞçÚ
8. Fujiwara and Campbell 2011
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3.0

3.1 Descriptive statistics
Seventy nine percent of people in the survey stated 
that their quality of life has been reduced because 
of COVID-19. Analysis of average levels of wellbeing 
show lower scores in all measures of wellbeing, 
and higher anxiety and psychological distress in 
April 2020 compared to March/April 2019. This 
pattern is consistent across all regions in the UK, 
between men and women, across all age groups 
ÖãÙ�ÖØçäèè�ÙÞÛÛÚçÚãé�ÚéÝãÞØ�Üçäêåè��Êêç�úÞãÙÞãÜè�ÖçÚ�
consistent with the latest wellbeing measurements 
from the ONS captured during the pandemic, with 
the exception of the ‘’sense of purpose’ metric 
where we record a steeper decline. When making 
comparisons across different demographic groups, 
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The North East of England and the East Midlands 
saw the largest falls in wellbeing during this 
period and London saw the smallest fall. Overall, 
women saw a larger fall in wellbeing than men, 
people aged under 25 had the biggest reduction 
in wellbeing across all age groups, and ethnic 
minorities reported a larger decrease in wellbeing 
than whites. Whilst women have reported the 
largest falls in wellbeing, the group with the 
lowest levels of wellbeing on all metrics are men 

under the age of 25. Currently, key workers report 
higher levels of life satisfaction, happiness and 
sense of purpose, but also higher levels of anxiety 
and greater psychological distress than non-key 
workers. Interestingly, whilst the evidence suggests 
that men are more vulnerable to COVID-19 
infection and mortality, it is women who report 
the most suffering in terms of wellbeing and 
psychological distress.
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Table 1: Levels of 
wellbeing in the UK

Table 2. Public concerns 
regarding COVID-19

Wellbeing measure COVID-19 period Lowest previously recorded

Mean of Life satisfaction 6.5 7.45

Mean of Happiness 6.4 7.69

Mean of Sense of worthwhile 6.8 7.3

Mean of Anxiety 4.8 3.05

To what extent do you agree with the following statements about the coronavirus 
outbreak?

% who "Agree" or 
"Strongly Agree"

I am concerned about the longer-term social and economic impacts of social isolation 68%

I am fearful about my family and friend’s physical health 68%

I am concerned that other areas of policy and other social issues are being ignored 59%

I am fearful about my physical health 52%

I am fearful about my family and friend's mental health 50%

I am fearful about my household's financial position 40%

I am fearful about my mental health 39%

Note: Higher scores for 
anxiety equal higher 
levels of anxiety.
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In April 2020 there is a higher proportion of people 
reporting that they are feeling lonely ‘some of the 
time’ compared to March/April 2019, although 
the proportion of people reporting they ‘often’ or 
‘always’ feel lonely has not increased.

Around half of the sample feel that the UK 
Government is doing ‘enough’ on social 
distancing, on protecting the economy and on 
combatting COVID-19. Few people (around 5%) 
say the Government is doing too much, but a large 
proportion (a third or more) of people feel the 
Government could be doing more in all areas.

How do you feel about the UK 
Government's response to the following? Not doing enough Doing enough Doing too much

Combatting the health impacts of the 
coronavirus outbreak 43% 52% 5%

Social distancing and social isolation 
policy in response to the outbreak 33% 61% 6%
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Life Satisfaction Daily Happiness Daily Anxiety Sense of Purpose

Coefficient on COVID-19 -1.13*** -1.16*** 1.92*** -1.12***

S.E. (robust) 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.055

P-value 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Sample size 16,003 15,983 15,988 15,972
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3.3.2. The wellbeing effects of employment 
changes during COVID-19

We assessed the effects of losing your job, losing 
your business, being furloughed, having salary or 
work hours reduced and being a key worker during 
the COVID-19 crisis in the UK. 

• Losing your business is statistically associated 
with a large decreases in life satisfaction, whilst 
being a key worker is statistically associated with 
increases in life satisfaction. 

• Being a key worker was statistically associated 
with increases in daily anxiety. This suggests 
that whilst key workers’ overall satisfaction with 
life has improved (potentially due to feeling 
that their work is important and being more 
appreciated), they are feeling more anxious.

• The other job factors did not have a statistical 
association with wellbeing, but this may be 
because of sample size issues as this analysis was 
conducted only on the April 2020 survey data. 

3.3.3.  Monetising the wellbeing costs of 
COVID-19

Using the Wellbeing Valuation method as set out in 
the HM Treasury Green Book (2018) and Fujiwara 
and Dolan (2016) we value the costs to individuals 
in society of COVID-19, focusing on the impacts on 
people’s wellbeing. This is done by assessing how 
much money would be required to compensate 
people in the UK, such that their life satisfaction 
reverts back to the levels they were before 
¾ÊÑÄ¿��&��ÏÝÞè�âÚéÝäÙ�Þè�ÚâåáäîÚÙ�Þã�¾äèé�½ÚãÚúÞé�
Analysis and business case assessments in the UK.

The values pick up the impacts on individuals’ 
wellbeing and do not include business impacts, 
government and healthcare expenditure and 
mortality13 due to COVID-19, and hence the full cost 
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4.0

Our analysis has shown that the health, social 






