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Abstract
Little research has examined the role of social class in the long-term impact of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic on mental well-being. This 4-year longitudinal study in South Ko-
rea (N = 86,872; 875,967 responses) assessed well-being before (January 2019 to January 
2020) and during (January 2020 to January 2023) the COVID-19 pandemic to determine 
whether change in well-being during this period differed by social class. We expanded 
the investigation to consider transitions in social class, social distancing measures, and the 
mechanisms underlying well-being changes according to social class during the pandemic. 
In particular, we assessed the moderating effects of social class on within-person changes 
in well-being using conducting multilevel modeling-based analyses in four approaches. 
First, we found that, while higher-class individuals maintained an average well-being that 
was higher than that of lower-class individuals, they also experienced a steeper decline in 
well-being over the course of the pandemic. Relative to their pre-COVID-19 levels, they 
experienced a significant decrease in well-being in the first, second, and third years of 
COVID-19, showing no sign of recovery until the pandemic neared its end. Second, this 
pattern persisted without regard for critical social class transitions following the pandemic: 
individuals remaining in the higher class during both the pre-COVID-19 and COVID-19 
periods experienced significant declines in well-being relative to baseline. Third, higher-
class individuals faced larger difficulties in maintaining their well-being, particularly with 
respect to social distancing measures, while the well-being of lower-class individuals was 
less affected. Fourth, perceived changes in daily life mediated observed class difference 
in well-being declines, showing that higher-class individuals experienced greater changes 
in their daily lives due to COVID-19 than lower-class individuals did, resulting in greater 
declines in well-being. Taken together, these findings indicate that COVID-19 transformed 
components of life that are essential for the psychological health of the well-off, provid-
ing novel insights into the significant power of social class in the experiences of changes 
in well-being, going beyond the absolute gap that has been well-established by cross-
sectional studies. This indicates the need for class-targeted interventions and policies to 
support well-being across all socioeconomic strata in future crises.
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1  Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic produced different consequences for different individuals (Van 
Bavel et al., 2020). Individual differences owing to COVID-19 go beyond the occurrence 
and progression of the disease, extending to the ability to maintain mental well-being in the 
unusual and restrictive circumstances of the crisis (Aknin et al., 2022; Sachs et al., 2022). 
For instance, being female, having children younger than five, and being younger were 
associated with worse well-being, depression, and anxiety during COVID-19 (Aknin et al., 
2022; Choi et al., 2021; Sachs et al., 2022). Individuals from lower social classes were also 
frequently identified as vulnerable (Iob et al., 2020; Pierce et al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020).

However, it is not certain whether lower-class individuals suffered more during the pan-
demic than before it or vice versa, relative to higher-class individuals, as cross-sectional 
findings cannot assess the degree of change in well-being in the pandemic (e.g., Robinson, 
1950). The inequality in mental well-being between higher and lower classes is well estab-
lished in the literature (Anderson et al., 2012; Tan et al., 2020). Hence, the observation that 
mental well-being was higher for higher than lower classes during the pandemic does not 
indicate whether this disparity reflects a pre-existing gap or whether lower-class people in 
fact suffered more during the pandemic (e.g., Reme et al., 2022; Wanberg et al., 2020). To 
resolve this ambiguity, it is necessary to examine intra-individual changes in well-being, 
independent of baseline differences, requiring a longitudinal study. We thus investigated 
changes in well-being as an effect of the pandemic and their variation relative to social class.

2  State of the Art

2.1  Social Class Disparities in Well-being

Higher social class is closely linked to enhanced subjective well-being (Anderson et al., 
2012; Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; see Tan et al., 2020 for a meta-analytic review). This is 
a key point in social psychological research, highlighting the dynamic ways that socioeco-
nomic disparities impact mental health. Social class influences well-being through multiple 
avenues, most notably by increased access to resources, better health, and readier access to 
social and psychological capital (Helliwell et al., 2020). These factors elevate perceived sta-
tus and social power, positively contributing to subjective well-being (Yu & Blader, 2020). 
By contrast, conditions of unemployment and precarious employment exacerbate mental 
health issues in the lower social classes (Richards & Paskov, 2016). Similarly, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds reported more 
symptoms of mental disorders and worse subjective well-being than those from higher 
social classes (Iob et al., 2020; Pierce et al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020).

However, given the well-established, positive link between social class and well-being, it 
is plausible that cross-sectional data collected during the pandemic would reflect pre-exist-
ing social disparities in mental well-being, not capturing pandemic-triggered changes alone. 
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Hence, it remains an open question whether the pandemic has actually exacerbated well-
being gaps across social classes, as lower well-being among the disadvantaged may simply 
be indicative of a persistent inequality. Moreover, the strength of the association between 
class and subjective well-being appears to be contingent upon context (e.g., Biswas-Diener 
& Diener, 2001; Diener et al., 2003; Fuentes & Rojas, 2001). A meta-analysis across 54 
developing countries has found that the degree of the relationship between social class and 
mental health is not fixed, varying with national wealth and the level of education (Howell 
& Howell, 2008). Stronger correlations were observed between socioeconomic position 
and subjective well-being in poorer, less educated countries, and weaker correlations were 
found in wealthier, more educated ones. This suggests that the strength of this relationship 
interacts with higher-level contextual factors in complex ways, prompting questions con-
cerning how socioeconomic influences on well-being have been shaped by the disruptive 
circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.2  Social Class and Well-being Changes from before to during the Pandemic

Using longitudinal data, several studies have addressed this issue but have produced incon-
sistent results. For instance, a large panel study that was conducted in the United King-
dom (N = 38,217 in the UCL COVID-19 Social Study) investigated the growth trajectory 
for loneliness during the COVID-19 lockdown, indicating that loneliness increased among 
individuals who had low household incomes (Bu et al., 2020). An additional analysis per-
formed by Iob et al. (2020), using an extracted sample of UK adults (N = 51,417), found that 
depressive symptoms intensified among those in a low socioeconomic position. By contrast, 
other studies have identified a steeper decrease in well-being during COVID-19 among 
higher-class individuals than among lower-class ones. Wanberg et al. (2020) assessed 
within-person changes in life satisfaction from before to during the pandemic in the United 
States among 1,143 adults, drawing on a nationally representative panel. They found a cur-
vilinear relationship between income and changes in life satisfaction from before to dur-
ing the pandemic for individuals in the United States, such that individuals having higher 
incomes eventually experienced larger decreases in well-being. Furthermore, employed 
respondents (N = 53,351 in the UK Household Longitudinal Study) showed greater psycho-
logical distress following the onset of the pandemic than unemployed ones (Pierce et al., 
2020). Reme et al. (2022) found that the negative impact of COVID-19 on well-being was 
similar across socioeconomic strata (N = 202,024 from the Norwegian Mother, Father, and 
Child Cohort Study). Hence, the question whether the psychological impact of the pandemic 
was more pronounced for a particular class remains unresolved and requires further explo-
ration. We suggest that the mixed results in previous studies may stem from the following 
four factors, and we propose research questions aimed to address these issues to fill the gap 
in the literature.

3  Research Questions and the Present Study

First, we pose the question whether there were differences in patterns between short-term 
and long-term trends. Longitudinal studies examining the effects of the pandemic have 
largely focused on its early stages (Müller et al., 2023; Tran et al., 2023). The relative 
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scarcity of examinations of long-term effects hampers our understanding of how individu-
als have adapted and recovered as the novelty and restrictions of the pandemic have fallen 
away. We used a 4-year longitudinal dataset (1 year of baseline data and 3 years of pandemic 
data) to capture variations in the effects of social class over time, allowing us to examine 
how trends in intrapersonal well-being have varied by social class as the pandemic pro-
gressed during through its first, second, and third years. To the best of our knowledge, this 
is one of the longest longitudinal studies on the pandemic and mental well-being, especially 
among those focused on social class.

Second, we explored whether shifts in social class influenced variations in the degree 
of well-being changes across different social class groups, taking changes in social class 
per se into consideration. The pandemic brought about significant changes in individuals’ 
socioeconomic status in terms of income loss, job layoffs, furloughs, and widespread busi-
ness closures, particularly in the service industry (Witteveen & Velthorst, 2020). These tran-
sitions themselves may have had profound effects on individuals’ well-being during the 
crisis. Accordingly, we investigated changes in well-being across social classes in terms 
of whether the individual’s class also shifted or was maintained from before to during the 
pandemic.

Third, differences in well-being across social classes may have emerged from the disrup-
tions caused by lockdowns and social distancing orders. While these measures effectively 
curbed the spread of the virus, they also exacted a potential mental health toll (Brooks et al., 
2020). Policies of social distancing eroded social interaction and the sense of connectedness 
(Cavicchioli et al., 2021; Geirdal et al., 2021), which are vital pillars of happiness. Quaran-
tine is also linked to adverse psychological effects (Brooks et al., 2020; Cavicchioli et al., 
2021). Finally, labor markets experienced disruption due to lockdowns, self-quarantine, and 
mobility restrictions (Witteveen & Velthorst, 2020). Thus, it seems plausible that declines 
in well-being would reflect the consequences of the limitations and loss of autonomy result-
ing from disruptions to daily life (Arthi & Parman, 2021; Baker et al., 2020). Therefore, we 
investigated whether social class differences in well-being changes were more evident in the 
period of the social distancing orders relative to the period when they were not implemented.

Fourth, we investigated a possible mechanism regarding the differential decline of well-
being across classes, namely, perceived changes in daily life, which has not been sufficiently 
explored in prior studies. Previously, Wanberg et al. (2020) speculated that differential 
resources might be a mechanism for explaining why higher social class is associated with 
greater declines in well-being during the pandemic, although their data did not empirically 
support this hypothesis. Alternatively, we explored the ways that disparities in perceived 
disruptions of daily lives might account for variations in well-being changes across social 
classes.

South Korea was one of the first countries outside China to experience a major COVID-
19 outbreak, with the first case detected in January 2020. The government adopted an 
aggressive “trace, test, and treat” strategy, combined with social distancing measures, to 
control the spread of the virus (World Health Organization, 2020). Schools shifted to remote 
learning, businesses implemented work-from-home where possible, and strict mask man-
dates were imposed. While there was never a full nationwide lockdown, periodic restric-
tions were placed on gatherings, business operations, and travel based on the levels of the 
virus detected. By late 2021, South Korea had sufficient doses of a vaccine to rapidly roll 
out a mass vaccination campaign. While the most stringent forms of lockdown were evaded, 
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the pandemic significantly disrupted economic activity, education, and work-life balance, 
as families juggled jobs, childcare, and remote schooling. As of January 2023, South Korea 
had reported over 30 million total cases of COVID-19 and around 30,000 deaths from it 
in its population of 51 million (Kim, 2023). The country’s experience highlights the wide-
spread societal impacts of the pandemic and mitigation policies across sectors.

Using longitudinal data from South Korea, this study examines within-person changes in 
well-being by social class over an extended period during the COVID-19 pandemic. While 
previous research has largely focused on cross-sectional disparities in well-being across 
social classes, our study takes a comprehensive approach, tracking individual well-being 
trajectories over time and across pandemic phases. This design allows us to distinguish 
between baseline social class disparities and class-specific responses to the pandemic, shed-
ding light on how well-being dynamics have evolved amid shifting public health measures 
and socio-economic disruptions.

Specifically, using 4 years of longitudinal data from one of the largest and longest lon-
gitudinal studies on COVID-19 and mental well-being, we conducted four analyses with 
elaborated research questions. Each analysis utilized the same dataset or subsamples to 
explore different facets of the ways that well-being has shifted across social classes during 
the pandemic. The findings of previous longitudinal studies have been mixed, so we adopted 
an exploratory stance and did not set hypotheses.

	● Analysis 1: Changes in well-being from the pre-COVID-19 to COVID-19 periods 
and their differences by social class. We examined how overall well-being changed 
from before to after the onset of COVID-19 and how this change varied across social 
classes. To capture time specific trends, we compared well-being changes during the 
first, second, and third years of COVID-19 to pre-pandemic levels. We used multilevel 
modeling to distinguish time-variant within-person changes from between-person dif-
ferences, exploring the moderating effects of social class on within-person changes.

	● Analysis 2: Well-being changes depending on social class changes from pre-COV-
ID-19 to during COVID-19. Examining transitions in social class over the pandemic, 
we observed the ways in which pre-pandemic and during-pandemic social class im-
pacted well-being.

	● Analysis 3: Changes in well-being due to social-distancing mandates. We examined 
whether individuals of different classes experienced different well-being changes during 
enforced social distancing relative to other times.

	● Analysis 4: Mediations of perceived changes in daily life. We delved into the mecha-
nisms contributing to patterns of well-being changes across social classes. We antici-
pated that the variations observed in perceived life changes due to COVID-19-related 
restrictions could serve as a possible mechanism.

4  Participants and Procedure

Data were collected in an online survey conducted through the social network platform 
KakaoTalk, which has 45 million users in South Korea. The survey conducted by the Center 
for Happiness Studies at Seoul National University in collaboration with Kakao Corpora-
tion has been collecting daily well-being and other psychological data from South Koreans 
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since 2018, including the entire pandemic thus far. This nationwide dataset features a large 
number of participants, many of whom have voluntarily completed the survey multiple 
times (making it a panel study), allowing for longitudinal examination (e.g., Suk et al., 
2021). To ensure confidentiality, all responses were saved using an encrypted identification 
number assigned to each participant.

As shown in Fig. 1, well-being assessment was conducted before and during the pro-
gression of the COVID-19 pandemic. Here, the term “pre-COVID” refers to the period 
before COVID-19 appeared in South Korea. Then, “COVID” refers to the three years fol-
lowing January 20, 2020, marking the first confirmation of COVID-19 in South Korea, 
through January 19, 2023. During this time, South Korea experienced several outbreaks 
of varying severity, as shown in Fig. S1 in the Supplementary Information (SI). The three 
years of COVID are three one-year spans from January 20 to the following January 19. The 
pre-COVID data were from January 20, 2019 to January 19, 2020 and were taken as the 
baseline.

Longitudinal analysis requires repeated measurements of the same individuals, so the 
analysis was conducted for those who had completed the survey at least once in both the 
pre-COVID and the COVID periods, such that each had two or more well-being scores. The 
sample included 86,872 participants (with 875,967 responses), ranging from 14 to 71 years 
old (M = 29.75, SD = 11.14). Under the Kakao policy, 17.7% of participants (n = 15,334), 
either under 20 or over 70, had age groups recorded (10–70 s) instead of birth years. We 
assigned their birth years using the average birth year of the same age group. Descrip-
tive statistics on these participants are presented in Table 1. There were three sub-samples: 
Subsample 1 included participants who responded to well-being questions at least once per 
year for four consecutive years, yielding 14,047 participants with 285,249 observations. 
Subsample 2 was 7,196 participants who reported their social class in both the pre-COVID 
and COVID periods, ensuring at least two class observations per participant. Subsample 2 
was used to examine the effect of social class changes on the relationship between social 
class and mental well-being. Subsample 3 encompassed 12,121 participants who responded 
to COVID-19-related questions, including exposure to confirmed cases and changes in daily 
life. Subsample 3 was used to examine the role of perceived changes in daily life.

Fig. 1  Study timeline
Note. Pre-COVID (or T0) represents the period before the spread of COVID; COVID (Tpost) refers 
to a three-year timeframe starting from the first COVID-19 case report, and this period includes three 
distinct one-year spans such as 1st year of COVID (T1), 2nd year of COVID (T2), 3rd year of COVID 
(T3). COVID-related questions (i.e., perceived changes in daily life, exposure to confirmed cases) were 
assessed starting from March 30, 2020. All other measures were responded to according to the timeline 
illustrated above
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No minimal sample size was predetermined to utilize all available data. Post hoc power 
analyses were conducted on the multilevel dataset using Optimal Design software (Rauden-
bush et al., 2011). These analyses indicated that our sample size was sufficiently powered 
to detect effects of the main variables of interest (i.e., Time, Social class, and the interaction 
between Time and Social class). Specifically, the power ranged between 0.97 and 1.00, 
enabling the detection of effect sizes (ds) as small as those ranging between 0.023 and 0.139.

All data, codes, and materials are publicly accessible at ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​o​s​f​.​i​o​/​p​m​u​9​2​/​?​v​i​e​w​_​o​
n​l​y​=​N​o​n​e​​​​​. This study was carried out with IRB approval (KWNUIRB-2019-10-009-002; 
SNUIRB 2302/004-004) and was not preregistered.

Table 1  Participant demographic information
Full sample Subsample 1 Subsample 2 Subsample 3
n % n % n % n %

Age
  10s 16455 18.9 1644 11.7 1833 25.5 2967 24.5
  20s 33503 38.6 3389 24.1 1561 21.7 3559 29.4
  30s 19918 22.9 4497 32.0 1675 23.3 2761 22.8
  40s 11282 13.0 2514 17.9 1034 14.4 1521 12.5
  50s 4792 5.5 1601 11.4 834 11.6 997 8.2
  Over 60s 922 1.1 402 2.9 259 3.6 316 2.6
Gender
  Female 71070 81.8 12239 87.1 6180 85.9 10641 87.8
  Male 15802 18.2 1808 12.9 1016 14.1 1480 12.2
Region
  Noncapital 34385 39.6 5335 38.0 2872 39.9 4865 40.1
  Capital 52487 60.4 8712 62.0 4324 60.1 7256 59.9
Social class
  1 5005 5.8 877 6.2 442 6.1 811 6.7
  2 6036 6.9 1047 7.5 496 6.9 893 7.4
  3 13847 15.9 2257 16.1 1061 14.7 1956 16.1
  4 13639 15.7 2246 16.0 1118 15.5 1885 15.6
  5 19772 22.8 3107 22.1 1617 22.5 2635 21.7
  6 11277 13.0 1847 13.1 977 13.6 1570 13.0
  7 9686 11.1 1582 11.3 826 11.5 1328 11.0
  8 5032 5.8 735 5.2 406 5.6 670 5.5
  9 1336 1.5 208 1.5 124 1.7 194 1.6
  10 1242 1.4 141 1.0 129 1.8 179 1.5
Exposure to confirmed cases
  No NA NA NA 11710 96.6
  Yes NA NA NA 411 3.4
# of well-being responses per person
  2 4035 4.6 0 0.0 52 0.7 71 0.6
  3 8826 10.2 0 0.0 129 1.8 226 1.9
  4 or more 74011 85.2 14047 100.0 7015 97.5 11824 97.5
Note. N for the Full sample = 86,872; N for the Subsample 1 = 14,047; N for the Subsample 2 = 7,196; N for 
the Subsample 3 = 12,121. NA = not applicable
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5  Measures and Analytic Strategies

5.1  Well-being

For our investigation, we conceptualized well-being as a multiple construct, including well-
established measures of subjective well-being, such as life satisfaction (LS), positive affect 
(PA), and negative affect (NA) (Diener et al., 1999), along with eudaimonic aspects, specifi-
cally meaning in life (MIL) (Ryan & Deci, 2001). As a result of the mental health challenges 
associated with the pandemic (Aknin et al., 2022), we have also included stress as an indica-
tor of mental well-being in our well-being construct. Previous literature has addressed that 
the selected items validly represent various aspects of well-being (Diener et al., 1984; Ryff 
& Singer, 1998). This multifaceted approach has been validated in the Korean populations 
(Suk et al., 2021).

LS was measured using a single item: “How satisfied are you with your life right now?” 
PA and NA were measured using seven items: three for positive emotions (happy, pleas-
ant, and relaxed; Cronbach’s α = 0.89) and four for negative emotions (bored, annoyed, 
depressed, and anxious; Cronbach’s α = 0.89). The participants were asked to rate how much 
they felt each emotion at the moment of their responses. MIL and stress were evaluated 
using a single item each: “How meaningful do you feel your life is right now?” and “How 
stressed are you right now?” All items were rated on an 11-point scale, ranging from 0 (not 
at all) to 10 (very). The well-being index was computed by averaging all items, with the 
negative items being reverse scored.

5.2  Social Class

We used the MacArthur scale for subjective socioeconomic status (Adler et al., 2000) to 
assess social class. This scale involves indicating respondents’ position on a visual social 
ladder and capturing their subjective perception of class, consistently and strongly predict-
ing psychological and physiological functioning relative to objective measures (Adler et al., 
2000; see Tan et al., 2020 for a meta-analytic review). Ratings were provided on a 10-point 
scale (1 to 10). During the pre-COVID period, participants reported their social class scores, 
averaged within participants to create a baseline social class index (M = 4.78, SD = 2.00). 
Some participants also provided social class scores during the COVID period (as indicated 
in subsample 2), enabling us to track transitions in social class. Similarly, social class scores 
reported during the COVID period were averaged within participants, creating a social class 
index for it (M = 4.87, SD = 2.05).

5.3  Changes in Daily life

To measure perceived changes in daily life, we asked participants to rate how far their daily 
lives had changed after the onset of COVID-19, using a 5-point Likert-type scale of 1 (not at 
all) to 5 (extremely). The responses were averaged within participants (M = 3.11, SD = 1.35).
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5.4  Exposure to Confirmed Cases

We controlled for exposure to infection using a one-item question. Participants reported 
whether they were or had been closely associated with any confirmed cases (0 = no, 1 = yes).

5.5  Analytic Strategies

To determine how individuals of different social classes experienced changes in well-being 
during COVID-19, we employed four independent analytic approaches, utilizing multilevel 
modeling to disentangle within-participant changes in well-being from between-participant 
differences in well-being (Preacher et al., 2010), given the hierarchical structure of the data, 
with responses nested within participants.

Each model incorporated the covariates of age, gender, and region, except for the fourth 
analysis, which also included the covariate of exposure to confirmed cases. Before the 
analyses, the continuous variables (i.e., social class and age) were mean-centered, and the 
categorical variables (i.e., time, gender, and region) were dummy-coded. We primarily esti-
mated all parameters using the lme4 package in R (Bates et al., 2015), using full-informa-
tion maximum likelihood, except the fourth analysis, which employed multilevel mediation. 
A more detailed description of the analysis is provided alongside the results.

6  Results

6.1  Analysis 1: Changes in Well-being from the Pre-COVID to COVID Periods and 
their Differences by Social Class

We primarily examined the experienced changes in well-being across social class groups 
over four years before and after the onset of COVID. For this, we fitted a multilevel model 
including the effects of time (Level 1), social class (Level 2), and their cross-level interac-
tion terms for well-being, examining whether the relationship between well-being and time 
differed depending on social class. We included three dummy-coded time variables and their 
corresponding cross-level interaction terms. These time variables represented the compari-
son of well-being at different time points relative to the pre-pandemic T0, which served as 
the reference time. The first dummy variable represented differences in well-being between 
T0 and T1 (pre-COVID vs. during the first year of COVID). The second captured differ-
ences in well-being between T0 and T2 (pre-COVID vs. during the second year of COVID). 
Finally, the third indicated the differences in well-being between T0 and T3 (pre-COVID 
vs. during the third year of COVID). For more details and model comparisons, please refer 
to Table S2 in the SI.

The results presented in Table 2; Fig. 2 show that, relative to baseline, participants’ over-
all well-being significantly decreased during first year of COVID (b = -0.083, p < .001, 95% 
confidence interval (CI) [-0.092, -0.073]), second year of COVID (b = -0.070, p < .001, 95% 
CI [-0.082, -0.057]), and the third year of COVID (b = -0.065, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.082, 
-0.047]), which aligns with previous findings (Choi et al., 2021; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). 
Additionally, social class positively predicted differences in baseline well-being (b = 0.370, 
p < .001, 95% CI [0.364, 0.375]), confirming the well-established finding that individuals 
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with higher social class had higher well-being before the pandemic (Kahneman & Deaton, 
2010; Tan et al., 2020). Importantly, social class explained individual differences in the 
decline of well-being during the first year of COVID (b = -0.062, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.066, 
-0.057]), the second year of COVID (b = -0.095, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.101, -0.089]), and the 
third year of COVID (b = -0.099, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.107, -0.090]).

Further analyses using simple slope tests showed that higher-class individuals (1 SD 
above the mean = 6.86) experienced a significant decrease in well-being during the first year 
of COVID (b = -0.207, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.221, -0.194]), the second year of COVID (b = 
-0.262, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.280, -0.244]), and the third year as well (b = -0.264, p < .001, 
95% CI [-0.290, -0.238]). In contrast, however, lower-class individuals (1 SD below the 
mean = 2.81) did not experience a significant decline in well-being during any of the 
three years of COVID (first year: b = 0.042, p < .001, 95% CI [0.029, 0.055]; second year: 
b = 0.122, p < .001, 95% CI [0.105, 0.140]; third year: b = 0.135, p < .001, 95% CI [0.012, 
0.111]). Nonetheless, the average well-being of higher-class individuals remained signifi-
cantly higher than that of lower-class individuals (first year: b = 0.301, p < .001, 95% CI 
[0.302, 0.314]; second year: b = 0.275, p < .001, 95% CI [0.268, 0.282]; third year: b = 0.271, 

Table 2  Results of multilevel modeling analysis for well-being index
Predictors b p 95% CI
(Intercept) 5.306 < 0.001 5.288 – 5.323
Age 0.001 0.007 0.000 – 0.002
Gender 0.158 < 0.001 0.131 – 0.184
Region -0.039 < 0.001 -0.059 – -0.018
Social class 0.370 < 0.001 0.364 – 0.375
T_Dummy 1 -0.083 < 0.001 -0.092 – -0.073
T_Dummy 2 -0.070 < 0.001 -0.082 – -0.057
T_Dummy 3 -0.065 < 0.001 -0.082 – -0.047
Social class × T_Dummy 1 -0.062 < 0.001 -0.066 – -0.057
Social class × T_Dummy 2 -0.095 < 0.001 -0.101 – -0.089
Social class × T_Dummy 3 -0.099 < 0.001 -0.107 – -0.090
Random Effects
σ2 1.41
τ00 2.39 ID
τ11 0.79 ID.T_Dummy1

1.18 ID.T_Dummy 2
1.33 ID.T_Dummy3

ρ01 -0.28
-0.38
-0.42

ICC 0.63
N 86872
Observations 875967
Note. The time variables are represented by dummy codes, where T_Dummy 1 denotes the first dummy-
coded time variable (0 = T0, T2, or T3, 1 = T1), T_Dummy 2 represents the second dummy-coded time 
variable (0 = T0, T1, or T3, 1 = T2), T_Dummy 3 represents the third dummy-coded time variable (0 = T0, 
T1, or T2, 1 = T3). The other categorical variables were dummy-coded, such as gender (0 = female, 1 = male) 
and region (0 = noncapital, 1 = capital). The social class variable was mean-centered. Statistically significant 
p-values are bolded
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p < .001, 95% CI [0.262, 0.280]), while the former experienced a greater degree of decline 
in well-being compared.

Consistent patterns emerged across the sub-indices from well-being (Table S3 and Fig. 
S2 in the SI). Higher-class individuals experienced significant declines in LS, PA, and 
MIL, as well as increases in NA and stress. However, lower-class individuals did not show 
declines but increases in LS, PA, and MIL, as well as partial alleviation of NA and stress. 
Again, despite these significant increases in well-being, the well-being of lower-class indi-
viduals remained lower than that of their higher-class counterparts.

To establish the robustness of our findings, we conducted additional analyses using sub-
sample 1, including participants who responded to well-being questions at least once per 
year for four years. The results consistently demonstrated that while lower-class individuals 
still had lower levels of well-being, higher-class individuals exhibited steeper declines in 
well-being over the three years of the pandemic. Detailed results can be found in Table S4 
and Fig. S3 in the SI.

6.2  Analysis 2: Well-being Changes Depending on Social Class Changes from pre-
COVID to during COVID

The second analysis utilized transitions in social class following the COVID-19 outbreak. 
Here, we primarily tracked the well-being changes within each of the four groups: (1) 
Lower-to-lower social class (remained as lower-class during pre-COVID and COVID) (2) 
Lower-to-higher social class (transitioned from pre-COVID lower-class to COVID higher-
class), (3) Higher-to-lower social class (shifted from pre-COVID higher-class to COVID 
lower-class), and (4) Higher-to-higher social class (remained as higher-class during pre-
COVID and COVID). To this end, we used subsample 2, which included individuals’ social 

Fig. 2  Changes in well-being over 4 years depending on social class
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class data during both the pre-COVID and COVID periods, and conducted a three-way 
cross-level interaction analysis involving time (Level 1; pre-COVID and COVID), pre-
COVID social class (Level 2), and COVID social class (Level 2) to examine their effect on 
well-being.

Consistent with Analysis 1, an interaction effect between social class in the pre-COVID 
period and time was observed (b = -0.114, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.130, -0.098]), indicating that 
the decline in well-being during COVID was more pronounced among higher-class than 
lower-class individuals. Notably, the interaction between pre-COVID social class and time 
was further moderated by the COVID social class, revealing significant three-way interac-
tion (Table 3; b = 0.007, p = .009, 95% CI [0.002, 0.013]).

As displayed in Fig. 3, additional simple slope tests revealed that individuals with higher-
to-higher social class (1 SD above the mean for both the pre-COVID and COVID peri-
ods) experienced a significant decline in well-being during COVID relative to baseline (b 
= -0.141, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.181, -0.100]). In contrast, those with lower-to-lower social 
class (1 SD below the mean for both pre-COVID and COVID periods) did not exhibit a 
significant decline in well-being following the COVID onset (b = 0.016, p = .449, 95% CI 
[-0.025, 0.056]). This further supports that the adverse effects on well-being during COVID 
were more pronounced among higher-class than lower-class individuals. Meanwhile, among 
individuals who experienced social class transitions after the COVID outbreak, those with 
higher-to-lower social class (1 SD above the mean for pre-COVID and 1 SD below COVID 
period) exhibited a decrease in well-being (b = -0.507, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.580, -0.434]), 
while those with lower-to-higher social class (1 SD below the mean for pre-COVID and 1 

Table 3  Results of multilevel modeling analysis for well-being index
Predictors b p 95% CI
(Intercept) 5.595 < 0.001 5.533 – 5.656
Age 0.002 0.050 0.000 – 0.005
Gender 0.136 0.006 0.039 – 0.234
Region -0.041 0.238 -0.110 – 0.027
Social class_T0 0.268 < 0.001 0.245 – 0.292
Social class_Tpost 0.183 < 0.001 0.160 – 0.207
Time -0.093 < 0.001 -0.122 – -0.063
Social class_T0 × Social class_Tpost -0.029 < 0.001 -0.037 – -0.022
Social class_T0 × Time -0.114 < 0.001 -0.130 – -0.098
Social class_Tpost × Time 0.074 < 0.001 0.058 – 0.090
(Social class_T0 × Time) × Social class_Tpost 0.007 0.009 0.002 – 0.013
Random Effects
σ2 1.46
τ00 2.50ID.Time
τ11 0.84 ID
ρ01 -0.34 ID
ICC 0.62
N 7196
Observations 168877
Note. The dummy variables were time (0 = pre-COVID, 1 = COVID), gender (0 = female, 1 = male), and 
region (0 = noncapital, 1 = capital). The social class variable was mean-centered. Social class_T0 = social 
class during pre-COVID; Social class_Tpost = social class after the onset of COVID. Statistically significant 
p-values are bolded
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SD above COVID period) showed an increase in well-being (b = 0.261, p < .001, 95% CI 
[0.187, 0.335]). Overall, both social class and social class changes were significant in shap-
ing individuals’ well-being.

6.3  Analysis 3: Changes in Well-being due to Social-distancing Mandates

This analysis investigated which social class group experienced more detrimental effects 
under the implementation of social distancing measures. To this end, we divided the 
COVID-19 period into two segments: the period with social distancing and that without. To 
compare well-being across these periods, we created a dummy variable, such that where the 
period during the implementation of social distancing was coded 1, the remaining time was 
coded as 0. The multilevel model included the effects of time (Level 1; social distancing 
order vs. non-order period), social class, and one cross-level interaction term on well-being.

The consistent findings showed significant differences in well-being relative to social 
distancing based on social class. A significant decrease in well-being was observed dur-
ing social distancing orders relative to other periods (b = -0.011, p = .028, 95% CI [-0.021, 
-0.001]), indicating that people experienced lower levels of well-being during social dis-
tancing. This decrease was found to be moderated by social class (b = -0.018, p < .001, 95% 
CI [-0.023, -0.013]). During the social distancing order period, the decline in well-being 
among higher-class individuals was even steeper than that manifested in the non-order 
period (b = -0.047, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.061, -0.033]). This aggravation was not evident 
among lower-class individuals (b = 0.025, p < .001, 95% CI [0.011, 0.038]). Please see Table 
S5 in the SI for detailed results. This analysis suggests that class differences in well-being 

Fig. 3  Prediction of changes in well-being depending on social class pre- and COVID
Note. Lower-to-lower social class: Individuals who remained in the lower-class both before and during 
the COVID period (n = 465, 6.5% of total N); Lower-to-higher social class: Individuals who experienced 
upward mobility, transitioning from the lower-class during the pre-COVID period to the higher-class 
during the COVID period (n = 38, 0.5% of total N); Higher-to-lower social class: Individuals who ex-
perienced downward mobility, transitioning from the higher-class during the pre-COVID period to the 
lower-class during the COVID period (n = 48, 0.7% of total N); Higher-to-higher social class: Individuals 
who remained in the higher-class both before and during the COVID period (n = 826, 11.5% of total N)
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changes during the pandemic are in part determined by whether and how much the data col-
lection period included social distancing.

6.4  Analysis 4: Mediations of Perceived Changes in Daily life

Analysis 1, 2, and 3 have demonstrated that the well-being decline occurred more severely 
among higher-class than lower-class individuals throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Notably, this class difference manifested to a greater extent under social distancing orders. 
We moved on to validate a mechanism behind these phenomena: class-specific perceptions 
of daily changes caused by the pandemic.

We adopted multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM) approaches to test multi-
level mediation examining whether the changes in daily life mediated individual differences 
in the well-being slope, as predicted by the interaction between time and social class (see 
Fig. S4 in SI for model details). MSEM approaches are preferable for this study, as they 
produce more thorough and less misleading results on indirect effects in hierarchical data, 
mitigating bias by treating the Level 2 components of Level 1 variables as latent (Preacher 
et al., 2010). We assumed a random intercept and random slope for well-being. All models 
included the covariates such as age, gender, region, and exposure to confirmed cases at 
Level 2. The parameters were estimated using MSEM in Mplus Version 8.5 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998–2017). The indirect effects in the MSEM were tested via Monte Carlo boot-
strapping simulation procedures (Preacher & Selig, 2012) with 20,000 replications at the 
95% confidence level.

The estimates of direct and indirect effects (via changes in daily life) of social class on 
changes in well-being and its sub-indices are shown in Table S6 in the SI. First, the estimates 
of social class that predict changes in daily life (a path in Table S6; social class → changes 
in daily life) indicate that individuals of higher social class experienced greater changes 
in daily life (b = 0.052, p < .001, 95% CI [0.040, 0.065]). Second, estimates of changes in 
daily life predicting a decline in well-being (b path in 6; changes in daily life → slope of 
well-being) show that increased changes in daily life were associated with steeper declines 
in well-being (b = -0.081, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.097, -0.064]), such that perceived changes 
for usual life negatively contribute to well-being. Third and most importantly, social class 
had a significant indirect effect on the decline in well-being via changes in daily life (b = 
-0.004, p < .001, 95% CI [-0.006, -0.003], Monte Carlo 95% CI [-0.006, -0.003]). Separate 
analyses across well-being sub-indices produced similar findings (see indirect estimates in 
Table S6 for LS, PA, NA, MIL, and stress). Thus, people of higher social class experienced 
more changes in daily life due to COVID-19 than those of lower-class, resulting in a greater 
decrease in well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic.

7  Discussion

This study provides valuable insights on the relationship between social class and men-
tal health. First, while higher-class individuals maintained an average well-being that was 
greater than that of lower-class individuals, they had more vulnerability to within-person 
decline. The decline among higher- vs. lower-class individuals aligns with the findings of 
several previous reports (e.g., Benke et al., 2023; Jaschke et al., 2023; Wanberg et al., 2020). 
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The World Happiness Report for 2020 also noted that, in a global sample, COVID-19 dimin-
ished the impact of income on life satisfaction. Although this greater decline among higher-
class individuals may sound counterintuitive, it may occur due to the unique challenges 
faced by the well-off during this unprecedented crisis. More importantly, our evidence does 
not suggest a general vulnerability in this group; rather, it elaborates on what is uncovered 
when within-person changes are distinguished from between-person differences. As Rob-
inson (1950) states, inferring associations between variables at different levels of analysis 
from their association at one level entails an ecological fallacy. Our findings highlight the 
importance of distinguishing within-person changes from mean-level individual differences 
when examining the psychological effects of social class. Furthermore, by incorporating 
analyses of social class transitions and the effects of social distancing, this study provides 
converging evidence on well-being changes that varied across social classes, facilitating 
a nuanced understanding of the dynamics behind well-being fluctuations across different 
social strata.

Importantly, we exposed a possible mechanism underlying the complex impacts of social 
class on well-being during the crisis. Although the link between well-being decline and 
socioeconomic background has previously been studied (e.g., in terms of education; Wan-
berg et al., 2020), its mechanism remained a missing gap. Our study empirically estab-
lishes that everyday constraints and changes made by anti-COVID measures disrupted the 
well-being of higher-class groups. Recent studies have found that social isolation, not the 
pandemic itself, brought about deterioration in mental health (Benke et al., 2023). Indeed, 
increased mental health problems, such as symptoms of depression and anxiety, were con-
sistently observed during the pandemic when social restriction measures were enforced 
following the COVID-19 outbreak, and these symptoms diminished during periods when 
restrictions were eased (Fancourt et al., 2021; van den Boom et al., 2023). The lives of 
higher-class individuals may have been altered by the imposed social restrictions, thereby 
harming their sense of well-being. Generally, social rank positively correlates to the sense 
of independence and agency, contributing to well-being (Kraus et al., 2012; Lachman & 
Weaver, 1998). Higher-class individuals release themselves from ordinary duties through 
costly leisure activity and travel (Lewis, 2016; Simon & Ainsworth, 2012), pursuing social 
recognition and by means of exclusive networking (Choi et al., 2017; Smeets et al., 2020). 
Our findings suggest that the pandemic may hinder these routine elements, which had been 
integral to the well-being of higher-class individuals.

8  Conclusion, Implications, and Limitations

8.1  Main Findings

According to our analyses, social class played a significant role in both baseline well-being 
and change in well-being. Higher-class individuals faced a steeper decline in well-being 
over the 3 years of the pandemic from their pre-pandemic level (Analysis 1). Higher-class 
individuals who maintained their social class during the pandemic experienced an even 
more significant decline, relative to lower-class individuals who remained in the lower-class 
(Analysis 2). However, we should note that pre-existing gaps in overall well-being across 
social classes persisted through the pandemic.
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We postulated that the social distancing measures imposed to contain the spread of 
COVID-19 had broader impacts on the lives of higher-class than lower-class individuals 
and spurred the decline in their well-being; indeed, the well-being of higher-class individu-
als decreased to a greater degree during periods of social distancing orders, while that of 
lower-class individuals did not (Analysis 3). In addition, higher-class individuals perceived 
greater changes in their daily lives than lower-class individuals; this perception mediated 
differential declines in well-being (Analysis 4). Impediments in social interaction and 
daily lives accompanied by the pandemic may have threatened the routinary mental health 
resources of the well-off.

8.2  Implications

This study extends the understanding of social class dynamics in terms of mental well-
being, particularly within the context of a prolonged crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
By examining within-person variations in well-being alongside between-group disparities, 
we highlight the importance of analyzing psychological resilience and vulnerability beyond 
static social class comparisons. Our findings show that higher-class individuals, often pre-
sumed to have greater psychological resources (Helliwell et al., 2020), displayed more pro-
nounced declines in well-being, challenging assumptions that privilege generally correlates 
with mental well-being (e.g., Anderson et al., 2012; Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Tan et al., 
2020). This distinction emphasizes the need for further theoretical exploration into how 
social disruptions affect different class groups’ psychological resources and coping mecha-
nisms, particularly as they relate to well-being fluctuations.

This study has documented the trajectories of well-being throughout the prolonged 
COVID-19 pandemic, which addresses certain questions remaining from previous longi-
tudinal research. For instance, Benke et al. (2023) evaluated mental health challenges of 
depression, anxiety, and loneliness in the German population, comparing initial assessments 
to follow-up assessments at 6 and 12 months. They noted increased depression and loneli-
ness at the 12-month mark, underscoring the need to monitor long-term impacts on mental 
well-being. Delhey et al. (2023) examined the distribution of life satisfaction in the German 
and UK populations over the course of the first 2 years of the pandemic. However, as these 
studies began with the onset of the pandemic, their findings cannot directly capture the 
impact of the pandemic itself unless compared to pre-pandemic levels. Addressing this gap, 
other studies that have used the data of the German Socio-Economic Panel (Hettich et al., 
2022; Jaschke et al., 2023) demonstrated a significant decline in life satisfaction following 
the beginning of the pandemic, with a more pronounced downturn during the second year 
than the first. Similarly, Guan et al. (2024), utilizing Australia’s Household, Income and 
Labour Dynamics Survey, observed a notable deterioration in mental health over the course 
of the pandemic relative to the preceding years (2017–2019). Building on these findings, our 
study documented well-being trajectories on a daily basis for 4 years, including 3 pandemic 
years and the year preceding the start of the pandemic. It is also noteworthy for having 
drawn its data from the South Korean population, which is less commonly studied than 
samples from typical Western, educated, industrial, rich, and democratic countries. This 
study not only provided a comprehensive overview over time as the crisis evolved but also 
identified vulnerable individuals during the crisis, with a focus on social class differences. 
The decline in well-being in the higher class remained severe, with no signs of recovery 
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until the pandemic neared its end. This trend was further evident taking into account the role 
of social class transitions and social distancing measures as well as the mediating effects of 
perceived changes in life relevant to social restrictions. Our 4 years of data provide a holistic 
picture of the aftermath of the pandemic across social classes.

Our findings have significant implications for public health policies and mental health 
interventions, particularly in addressing well-being disparities across social classes dur-
ing crises. The pronounced decline in well-being among higher-class individuals suggests 
that social restrictions, which disrupt activities associated with autonomy and social sta-
tus, may require targeted mental health support for those in higher socioeconomic groups. 
Policymakers should consider tailored mental health strategies accounting for class-specific 
needs during future crises, preventing declines in well-being for higher-class individuals 
while improving the average level of well-being for lower-class individuals. These tailored 
approaches could help mitigate mental health impacts across the social spectrum in times of 
large-scale social disruption.

8.3  Limitations and Future Directions

While this study provides theoretical and policy implications, some limitations should be 
acknowledged. First, we exclusively used South Korean samples. Despite an early surge 
in cases (Dighe et al., 2020), South Korea successfully prepared for and fought against 
COVID-19. Clear guidelines, testing, and contact tracing rapidly flattened the infection 
curve without the need for stringent lockdown measures (Kim et al., 2022), which may help 
explain our results in the context of South Korea’s successful policy response. In addition, 
many policies were focused on minimizing socioeconomic damages to underprivileged 
populations (Budget Office of the Ministry of Economy and Finance, October 29, 2021). 
Hence, future research should consider the characteristics and effectiveness of government 
actions undertaken in South Korea relative to other countries. Nonetheless, it should be 
emphasized that this present study relied on one of the largest and longest longitudinal stud-
ies of COVID-19 and mental well-being, which happens to use a Korean sample.

Next, our analyses were conducted on a non-random sample. The use of a social network 
platform for recruitment produced an oversampling of females and young adults. This raises 
questions about the generalizability of our findings to a broader population, including males 
and older people. A more comprehensive understanding of well-being experiences across 
social classes could be achieved through examining both subjective and objective measures 
of social class. In spite of these issues, a previous meta-analytic review confirmed that the 
association between ladder social class (our measure of social class) and well-being is simi-
lar to that between income and well-being (Tan et al., 2020), supporting the robustness of 
our findings, both theoretically and empirically.

Questions also remain regarding how and to what extent changes in well-being are 
affected in relation to other demographic factors, such as household composition, the pres-
ence of children, marital status, and labor market participation, all of which warrant further 
investigation. However, the unpredictability of the pandemic makes it nearly impossible for 
anyone to design a longitudinal study with a randomized representative sample in advance 
that would include all relevant variables.

Finally, one could argue that the decline in well-being among the higher social class 
could be explained as a statistical artifact of regression to the mean. If so, the lower class, 
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initially experiencing higher negative affect, should show further decline. However, the 
data show that lower-class individuals did not consistently exhibit a significant decline in 
negative affect but rather generally remained unchanged (e.g., Fig. S2 in the SI), countering 
regression to the mean as the primary explanation for our results.

8.4  Conclusions

This study provides comprehensive insights into the power of social class over well-being 
changes, extending beyond the absolute gap that has been well-established by cross-sec-
tional studies (Gallo & Matthews, 2003; Kraus et al., 2012). Although COVID-19 signif-
icantly impacted the well-being of higher-class individuals, it did not close the existing 
class disparity. The persistence of well-being deprivation among lower-class individuals 
underscores the need for ongoing study of this question. Furthermore, the psychological 
endurance that lower-class individuals displayed during the pandemic deserves to be noted. 
According to Guan et al. (2024), although there was a marked decline in mental health 
during the pandemic, this period also produced an increase in communal satisfaction with 
family, community, and neighborhood ties. Lower-class individuals are often more interde-
pendent and relationship-oriented (Kraus et al., 2012), so it may be that maintaining close 
relationships helped them safeguard their mental well-being during the crisis. Alternatively, 
the results may simply reflect the gloomy fact that external constraints and less concern for 
networking and travel restrictions were common among lower-class individuals even before 
the pandemic. By uncovering these dynamics within a South Korean context, this study con-
tributes to a more nuanced understanding of how socioeconomic status shapes mental health 
under crisis conditions and underscores the importance of addressing both crisis-specific 
and enduring determinants of well-being across social classes. Future research should con-
tinue to explore these mechanisms in diverse settings to perform targeted interventions that 
can better support well-being across all socioeconomic strata.
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