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n his book, 7he Psychology of Pan-

demics: Preparing for the next glob-

al outbreak of infectious disease,
Steven Taylor discusses how pandemics
should be managed with the psychology of
the people affected in mind. Steven Taylor
is a professor and clinical psychologist at
the University of British Columbia. His
work focuses on anxiety disorders, related
clinical conditions and the psychology of
pandemics. It is important to note that this
book was published a few weeks before the
outbreak of COVID-19. Now, two years
later, after being used by government of-
ficials worldwide to guide us through the
pandemic, we will discuss whether Taylor’s
psychological research and analysis remain
a must-read for understanding the psy-
chology of pandemics.
The book firstly covers the basics: why is
a pandemic stressful to us? It discusses the fear of getting ill and
the stress that measures like social distancing might put on us,
and presents a scheme to understand why there might be so many
different patterns of reaction to observe. It goes on to connect
these questions with the reaction and adherence to methods for
managing pandemics, thereby underlining this book’s main mes-
sage: The psychological factors play an essential role in the success
or failure of fighting any pandemic. It then discusses the risks of
a mental-health pandemic that usually accompanies a viral one,
and how to react to it.
This book was meant to prepare the world for the next pandemic.
It does so in four ways. It (1) analyses psychological and emotional
reactions and maladaptive behaviours; (2) examines the research
and theory relevant to understanding the psychological reactions
at an individual and societal level; (3) discusses empirically sup-
ported methods to address these psychological factors; and final-
ly (4), it describes the implications for public health policy. The
psychological aspects of a pandemic are often overlooked or not
given enough consideration, but a better understanding of how
certain people or groups act and for what reason allows for more
informed strategies to be developed; e.g. to improve vaccination
rates or to reduce the risk of the hospitals/doctors being overly,
and given this context often unnecessarily, overrun by people hav-
ing a high level of health anxiety.
A core piece of research and theory of this book focuses on the
topic of personality traits as emotional vulnerability factors. In-
dividuals can usually be classified into two overarching personal-
ity types. The first is unrealistic optimism. Traits that accompany
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this type are a sense of invulnerability and
the utilisation of the blunting (avoiding
threatening information and seeking dis-
traction) cognitive style. Furthermore,
this type usually results in the individu-
als having low levels of pandemic-related
anxiety and therefore a lower probability
of sticking to the recommended hygiene
and other health recommendations. Such
individuals would therefore be seen as
people with a higher risk of being spread-
ers of the virus (Rood 2015). The second is
classified as negative emotionality (neurot-
icism). People who fall into this category
suffer from high levels of health anxiety
and utilise the monitoring (the tendency
to seek threat-relevant information) cog-
nitive coping style. People in this category
are more likely to worry excessively and
often also follow restrictions beyond those
placed by the state (Rood 2015), e.g. continue to isolate even
when lockdown measures are lifted or eased or excessive disinfec-
tion of hands and all surfaces. By categorising and describing both
these starkly contrasting personality types, Taylor has provided us
with important insight into the psyche of people affected by pan-
demics. Information and further research such as this can allow
for more informed decision-making, as potential reactions can be
more easily and accurately predicted.

Taylor also discusses interesting research conducted in the field
of conspiracy theories and more specifically, how fears and beliefs
spread through social networks. Conspiracy theories arise during
times of uncertainty as people try to make sense of threatening
events and developments. What has been discovered and de-
scribed in this book is that social media provides an echo chamber
for people with similar views, e.g. individuals that are vehemently
against vaccinations. Social media provides a space where people
can join groups of like-minded individuals. In its essence, this is
not intrinsically negative; but what has been seen to happen is
that views that differ from that of the group do not seem to man-
age to permeate into the discussions. Therefore, members of such
groups are constantly only faced with information that backs up
their own beliefs. An interesting piece of research mentioned by
Taylor is that anti-vaccination sites may be better at their methods
of communication. In a study which compared two anti-vacci-
nation sites to two pro-vaccination sites, the findings show that
the anti-vaccination sites were more interactive, but also provided
information on both sides (granted, pro-vaccination informa-
tion stated here might be skewed or altered to support their ar-
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guments). The noteworthy result of this study is that interactive
websites seemed to improve the level of vaccination acceptability
by the public. Of course, anti-vaccination sites aren’t frequently
visited by the general public, but these findings can nonetheless
provide useful in trying to make scientifically backed pro-vaccina-
tion sites more appealing to those wary of vaccines. Anti-vaccina-
tion or low vaccination rates in general are a very prominent issue
in our current COVID-19 pandemic.

The book also delves into the topic of treating pandemic related
emotional distress. During pandemics, even our current one, a
lack of mental health, social support systems and mental health
professionals can be linked to a higher probability of people de-
veloping emotional and psychological problems. The book states
that a proactive response to this issue is necessary, including a
rapid assessment of outbreak-associated psychological stressors.
What has been seen to occur is that medical health practitioners,
who are evidently under a lot of stress themselves in a pandemic
situation, often fail to detect psychological disorders. A method
must therefore be developed in order to more easily and effectively
detect individuals who are seen or believed to suffer from med-
ically significant distress. Furthermore, procedures for selecting
optimal interventions must also be developed. Taylor mentions
the screen-and-treat approach here. A very prominent example of
this method is a mental health programme that was instituted fol-
lowing the 2005 London bombings to primarily help treat PTSD.
The services were provided free of charge and a 24/7 helpline was
established. Callers were then referred to a screening team. People
who screened positive were then asked to complete a more in-
depth evaluation with a clinician. Further actions were then taken
given the individual’s specific needs (Brewin 2008). Of course,
implementing such a service for a more localised, yet, of course,
tragic, event such as the London bombings is more manageable
than a similar service that would have to be made available world-
wide during a pandemic. The main lesson that can be drawn from
this example is that mental health services such as this have been
previously implemented and proven to be of positive use to so-
ciety. Subsequently, more attention and effort need to be placed
on developing an effective strategy for mental health screenings
during events such as our current COVID-19 pandemic.

This book applies directly to the topic of this issue: Generation
Corona. Psychological analysis such as that described in this book
can, for one, be applied to the current young generation. The
findings can help governments better understand the younger
generations’ beliefs, fears and worries, and therefore enable them
to adapt their strategies and actions accordingly. The book and
similar research could also be a vital asset to aid the current young
generation in being better prepared for possible future pandemics.
Even if science is continually advancing in this field, human psy-
chology tends to remain rather constant. So, people will probably
react and act similarly in the future as they do now.

Having lived through two years of the COVID-19 pandemic, one
can congratulate the author on his accurate predictions. We saw
that the pandemic increased the need to provide psychological
support for people with behaviours and personality traits linked
to maladaptive reactions during the pandemic. Providing a sense
of stability even during the pandemic, reactions to alternative be-
haviours and cognitive-behavioural therapy in higher-risk cases
proved necessary as a response to the psychological needs of peo-
ple around the world, while, especially with a vaccine available, it
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remains difficult to improve health-promoting behaviours such as
vaccine adherence, especially for people such as health care work-
ers. It becomes obvious that conspiracy theories are nothing unu-
sual but instead, a reality one has to face in any extreme situation.
However, one wonders whether this book should not be consid-
ered outdated, since it was outlived by the experiences during the
pandemic and science has already substantially advanced on many
topics discussed here. This is certainly the case with regard to this
pandemic, and as ever more recent literature is being published,
it becomes increasingly unattractive to go back to the scientific
status quo ante. The advantages of reading this short book can be
summed up with two arguments. First of all, the oversight this
book offers, combined with the general approach, still makes this
book elementary literature that remains a good starting point into
the psychology surrounding pandemics, which of course lacks the
specific scientific advances made during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic.

Secondly, as mentioned previously, this book was written before
the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. The book therefore draws
upon previous pandemics and epidemics that sometimes played
out quite differently in order to inform and reinforce its messages,
so that the information provided can be considered rather a tem-
plate where general strategies against pandemics can only be ana-
lysed on a broad scale. One therefore has to acknowledge that this
book is a general approach to pandemics that is informative when
it comes to general discussions on pandemic-related psychology,
but lacks the advances and more importantly, the experience of
the COVID-19 pandemic; such as the fact that the isolation of
children during the lockdowns might have huge secondary effects.
Lastly, on a rather political note, this book reminds us that pre-
dictions and precautionary measures are indeed possible; since it
proves that a lot of challenges could be anticipated. The excuse
of unpredictability is therefore not entirely valid. This train of
thought should give way to working towards more future-orient-
ed policies.

Overall, 7he Psychology of Pandemics is a book that provides an
outline of the course of pandemics before COVID-19, while at
the same time highlighting behavioural and psychological factors
that require attention from psychologists and health care workers.
Even further, this book highlights the need to be prepared not just
for the current pandemic, but for other pandemics that may occur
in the future (and which are considered to be very likely).

The book is written in an accessible style with clear structure and
conclusions after each chapter. The main statements are largely
unchallenged even after comparing them to the reality of this pan-
demic. One can even go so far as to interpret the unique distance
of this book to everyday pandemic politics to be a refreshingly
unpoliticised view on communication and psychology during a
pandemic, although one has to keep in mind that this book might
be superseded rather sooner than later by updated literature.
Taylor’s book can therefore be considered one of the most influ-
ential books of this pandemic and represents a catalyst for further
critical discussions on the psychological impact of pandemics.

Taylor, Steven (2020): The Psychology of Pandemics: Preparing for
the Next Global Outbreak of Infectious Disease. Newcastle upon
Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 178 pages. ISBN 978-
1527549005 (hardback). Price: €25.45.
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“Youth in Demographic Change” (16-18 May 2022)

Reported by Anne Bierwirth, Noah Croitoru and Milena Kiilsheimer

t the Berlin Demography Days 2022, international

experts in demography as well as political and social

science discussed current issues of demographic change
and their effects on the youth. For three days, several challenges
in this field were addressed, focusing mainly on population devel-
opment in Germany on the first day and Europe on the second,
while opening up the perspective to global questions on the last
day of the conference.
The public panel event was attended by students from seven
European school classes and, among others, Dubravka Suica,
Vice-President of the European Commission for Democracy and
Demography, Hermann Gréhe, Member of the German Bunde-
stag, Christa Katharina Spief, Director of the Federal Institute
for Population Research, as well as Sabine Walper, Director of
the German Youth Institute. The discussion forums of the Berlin
Demography Days were held online, while the public panel event
took place on-site at the WissenschaftsForum Berlin.
As in the previous years, the event was organised by Diakonie
Deutschland and Population Europe, the network of leading Eu-
ropean research institutions in the field of population sciences, in
cooperation with the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior
Citizens, Women and Youth, the Federal Ministry of the Interior
and Home Affairs and the Federal Ministry of Health as well as
international partners.
Under the motto “Youth in Demographic Change”, the Berlin
Demography Days considered general topics of intergenerational
justice, youth policy strategies and chances for political partic-
ipation; and it thereby tackled questions such as: What moves
younger people and what are their future prospects in an aging
society? What are the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic
and is the youth resilient? How important are the earlier years in
one’s life for the following course of life?
These big questions and ideas were bundled into four major
conference themes, namely “younger people’s voice in politics”,
“younger people and the life course”, “attitudes, aspirations and
crisis resilience” and “policies supporting younger people”.

The contributions dedicated to “young people’s voices in poli-
tics” aimed to make visible the potential for conflict and power
disparities between generations. Despite engaging in large-scale
activism, most popularly as part of the struggle against climate
change, young people face exclusion from political participation
by the demographically stronger older generations. As the popula-
tion is aging, political decision-making is dominated by this older
generation. Herein lies a considerable risk for conflict between
youth and their elders. Social cohesion, however, depends on the
avid political participation of youth alongside older age groups.
Therefore, it is crucial to analyse how political participation and
involvement can be made more accessible for young people.
Both in questions of participation, as well as in considerations of
“attitudes, aspirations and crisis resilience”, socio-demographic di-
versities among young people play a defining role. The pandemic
has affected young people deeply in several aspects of their life, the
short- and long-term consequences of which need to be studied.
What needs to be resolved, furthermore, is how to successfully
implement support for young people in managing their fears and
expectations. After all, these fears and expectations have certainly
impacted young people’s attitudes throughout the pandemic.

Not only these internalities but also external factors define “young
people and the course of life”. Here, the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic converges with a development that has been observed
well before the pandemic: the shift from linear courses of life to-
ward non-linear biographies riddled with changes in education
and occupation until retirement. Young people today experience
increasing uncertainties in their prospects for the future.

'The challenges youth face, analysed in all of the conferences’ four
thematic areas, converge and must be addressed through “policies
supporting younger people”, as is the title of the final thematic
area. This support must be made accessible to all and take into
account the diversities within the heterogeneous “young genera-
tion”. Here, the crucial question emerges on how political deci-
sion-making can ensure the efficacy of political support for young
people.
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Against the backdrop of these topics and considerations, more
than 50 international experts from politics, academia and society
discussed developments in Germany, Europe and worldwide to-
gether with young people on three consecutive afternoons.

On the first day of the Berlin Demography Days, Professor Jorg
Tremmel, founder and board member of the Foundation for the
Rights of Future Generations, gave his keynote address on “atti-
tudes, aspirations and crisis resilience”.

Tremmel opened his lecture by laying out the current setting:
the COVID-19 pandemic itself has hit the elderly the hardest,
while the youth suffered the most from the political response to it.
There was a political trade-off between curbing the spread of the
pandemic and closing down public life. This trade-off was man-
aged differently by different states, as was shown in the compari-
son of how six European states mitigated the pandemic politically.
All decisions made, regardless of the supporting political agenda,
had and continue to have effects both within a generation and be-
tween generations. Referring to an OECD brief, Tremmel stressed
again the drastic and disproportional effect the COVID-19 pan-
demic and its management had on youth internationally. Youth
organisations in OECD states express concerns about the impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic on all aspects of life, most crucially
mental health, education and employment. As Tremmel specified,
these concerns reflect the intergenerational discrepancies that the
pandemic and its mitigation exacerbated, as well as the growing
intragenerational inequalities that affect the youth as a heteroge-
neous group.

In these terms, Tremmel concluded, there is evidence that a “Gen-
eration Corona’ exists; it is a group of young people, spanning
two birth cohorts, that received less education, fewer opportu-
nities to build social relationships and less internationalisation.
Nonetheless, young people’s resilience and capacity to deal with
crises and the scars they leave will only become apparent in the
coming years. To support youth in tapping into these capacities,
an evaluation through the direct involvement of those most af-
fected should be conducted to then develop policies that support
youth holistically.

Doreen Siebernik, a representative of the German Education Un-
ion, also called for policy support in her comment on Tremmel’s
keynote. Particularly the education sector plays a significant role
here. Siebernik agreed that the pandemic worsened pre-existing
intragenerational divergences and exacerbated educational ine-
qualities among young people. The lack of adequate digitalisation
and training left the German school system drained and forced
educators to compensate for the missing infrastructure. The sys-
tem requires more financing, Siebernik stated, to mitigate ongo-
ing negative developments that the pandemic only exacerbated
and that deeply impact educators and students alike.

The keynote address for the conference theme “Youth in course
of life” was delivered by Professor Klaus Hurrelmann of Hertie
School. He presented three theses on how the COVID-19 pan-
demic had an impact on the perspectives and plans youth have for
their ongoing course of life. In his opening remarks, Hurrelmann
stated that the life perspectives of young people differ greatly
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from the perspectives of older generations. Youth face a structural
disadvantage compared to the older generation that outnumbers
them. This older generation grew up with better perspectives on
their future, whereas today’s youth experienced a cascade of crises
— from 9/11 over COVID-19 to the Ukraine war — that resulted
in a persisting sense of uncertainty. In addition to this intergen-
erational discrepancy, which Jérg Tremmel and Doreen Siebernik
had also highlighted, there is an increasing intragenerational gap
between those who coped better with the pandemic and were able
to hone new skills required in the novel circumstances and those
who were not able to keep up and now experience deficiencies in
education, social life and societal participation. Which of the two
groups a young person falls into is strongly dependent on their
family background. The group of disadvantaged youth grew from
around 25% to 30% and lost further ground to more advantaged
groups. Together, these factors form a risk of a widening gap be-
tween those more and those less affected by the pandemic, both
intergenerationally, as well as intragenerationally. Based on these
observations, Hurrelmann called for increasing involvement and
more accessible participation of young people, both as a genera-
tion as well as on the level of individuals.

In their respective comments on Hurrelmann’s contributions,
Susanne Keuchel, Head of the German Federation for Arts Edu-
cation, and Georg Pirker from the Association of German Educa-
tional Organizations pointed to the potential and the capacities of
the young generation and the ways youth can make effective use
of their resources during and after the pandemic. Keuchel added
that the now rapidly advancing digitalisation in Germany opens
up new questions around privacy, transparency, knowledge and
misinformation that young people deal with, but which simul-
taneously helps them to develop new skills. In general, Keuchel
noted that the young generation is diverse and resourceful, able to
deal with crises and to draw additional skills from them. Similarly,
Pirker advised trusting in the capabilities of young people and
their adaptability to the present. He added that financial heritage
must also be taken into account as a resource, as young people are
the generation that will inherit large sums from the older genera-
tions, who outnumber them. On the other hand, Pirker warned
that the increasing economisation of all aspects of life and the
subsequent rising pressure to perform well in education and the
workforce, despite any given external conditions, might prove a
challenge for the young generation, despite its potential.

The various contributions from high-level experts made it
abundantly clear that youth in Germany, Europe and the world
are concerned with their health and their chances at success in
education or work in an increasingly and globally uncertain
context. The pandemic and the actions taken to curb its spread
have left scars, particularly on the younger generation as the group
most affected by the implemented measures; and only the com-
ing years will show how well young people and society will deal
and heal. The discussions at the Demography Days demonstra-
ted that young people are resourceful and resilient, but that
the impact of the COVID-19 crisis defines a generation, at least
for today.



