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Abstract
Young adulthood (18–30 years old) is a crucial period due to its developmental tasks such 
as career establishment and financial independence. However, young adults’ relative lack 
of resources makes them vulnerable to employment disruptions (job loss and income loss), 
which may have both immediate and long-term effects on their financial wellbeing and 
mental health. The economic impact of COVID-19 restrictions resulted in an increase in 
unemployment and a decrease in income worldwide, especially for young adults. This 
study examined to what extent and how job loss and income loss due to the pandemic 
influenced young adults’ perception of their present financial wellbeing, future financial 
wellbeing, and psychological wellbeing by using cross-sectional survey data collected from 
six countries (China, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovenia, and the United States). Results 
showed that the impact of income loss and job loss on all three types of wellbeing were 
mediated by young adults’ negative perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction (i.e., 
perceived as a misfortune). Cross-country differences existed in the key variables. The 
association between employment disruptions, young adults’ perception of the COVID-19 
lockdown restriction, and wellbeing were equivalent across countries except China. Impli-
cations for policy and practice are discussed.
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1  Introduction

The transition from school to full-time work is an important “coming of age” milestone in 
developed economies (Garrett & Eccles, 2009; Savickas, 1999). As a primary source of 
income, employment provides the financial resources to achieve financial stability, a hall-
mark of adult autonomy (Arnett, 2014). Yet, global economic uncertainty exacerbated by 
the COVID-19 pandemic has threatened the employment outlook for many young adults. In 
the early stages of the pandemic, Eurostat data reported a 4.7-point increase in unemploy-
ment during the second quarter of 2020 among younger workers (15–24), but no change 
among older workers (Grzegorczyk & Wolff, 2020). In the United States, monthly Current 
Population Survey data between January 2020 and April 2020 showed that young adults 
(20–29) experienced the largest increase in unemployment among workers of all ages: a 
10.3-point increase for women and an 8.5-point increase for men; the increases were high-
est for young workers without a college degree (Moen et  al., 2020). Despite a projected 
decrease in unemployment rates in the US (Cox, 2021), there remains widespread uncer-
tainty about the speed and the strength of an economic recovery in developed economies 
(Jackson et al., 2021). Young adults are particularly vulnerable to employment uncertainty, 
given their “relative lack of work-relevant skills and experience, smaller social network 
connections, fewer economic resources to support them as they search for work, and less 
information about how to find jobs” (Kalleberg, 2020, p. 259). While recent studies have 
shown that daily life disruptions due to COVID-19 resulted in greater psychological dis-
tress and mental health problems for young adults compared to other age groups (e.g., 
Gambin et al., 2021; Glowacz & Schmits, 2020; Qiu et al., 2020), few studies have exam-
ined the economic impact of COVID-19 lockdown restriction on young adults’ wellbeing. 
The primary goal of the present study is to examine the impact of employment disruptions 
due to COVID-19 (job loss, income loss) on multiple aspects of young adults’ wellbeing 
(i.e., present financial, future financial, and psychological).

Although full-time work is associated with adult status across most developed econo-
mies, expectations about employment and financial stability among young adults may dif-
fer due to social norms and government policies. For instance, continued financial depend-
ence on family may be less of a stigma in countries where intergenerational family support 
is expected to continue well into young adulthood (e.g., Italy and Portugal; Kujawa et al., 
2020). In addition, job loss or reduced income may have less financial impact on young 
adults in countries with more comprehensive social welfare systems (e.g., China; Ringen 
& Ngok, 2017). However, in the United States, limited government social support and 
negative perceptions about family financial support to grown children may exacerbate the 
impact of employment disruptions on young adults’ wellbeing (Kujawa et al., 2020; Mor-
timer et al., 2016). To further understand the associations between employment disruptions 
(loss of job, loss of income) and wellbeing (i.e., present financial, future financial, psycho-
logical), we consider if the associations differ by country of residence using online sur-
vey data collected from young adults living in six different countries during the pandemic 
(China, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovenia, USA).

Because individual perceptions of the future influence the transition to adulthood (Bel-
lare et al., 2019), in the present study, we also investigate the potential role of young adults’ 
perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction in these associations using a stress 
appraisal framework (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). From this perspective, an individual 
may interpret an event that has occurred (in our case, COVID-19 and its ensuing lockdown 
restriction) in relation to their personal situation (employment disruptions) to determine 
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the level of stress (or impact) on their wellbeing. As such, we expect to find an indirect 
effect of employment disruptions on wellbeing, in addition to its direct effects via young 
adults’ perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction.

1.1 � Employment Disruption During Young Adulthood and the Pandemic

The extant literature on employment disruptions during young adulthood has provided evi-
dence of both immediate and longer-term outcomes. For instance, a systematic review of 
17 studies revealed a positive association between unemployment and mental health prob-
lems, although this association was weakened or diminished when controlling for baseline 
mental health status (Bartelink et al., 2020). In a longitudinal study, Krahn et al. (2015) 
examined employment trajectories of young adults and found that frequent employment 
fluctuations (month-to-month change in employment status) in early young adulthood (ages 
19 to 25) were predictive of lower income at age 32 for both men and women. However, 
the researchers also found that an early career change had a positive impact on income 
and career satisfaction at age 32 among men. A four-year longitudinal study examining 
the associations between employment and mental health among young adults revealed 
that young adults who were employed full-time reported lower initial levels of depressive 
symptoms compared to young adults who were not employed full-time (Domene et  al., 
2017). One study also found that reduced life satisfaction due to unemployment persisted 
even after reemployment (Knabe & Rätzel, 2011).

The pandemic presented widespread employment challenges. According to a report by 
the World Health Organization (WHO, 2020), the pandemic placed half of the 3.3 billion 
global workforce at risk of losing their livelihoods. In the US, nearly half of all households 
experienced employment income loss during the pandemic, and the impact was greater 
among households with no children and those with lower levels of income (Falk, 2020). 
This category included young adults, implying that they encountered greater obstacles in 
their attempts to stabilize their career and income. Ganson et al. (2021) found that young 
adults who experienced a recent employment disruption (loss of job or loss of income) 
reported higher symptoms of depression and anxiety; surprisingly, young adults who did 
not experience an actual loss but who thought they might experience a loss in the coming 
weeks also reported higher symptoms of depression and anxiety.

1.2 � Separate Effects by Type of Economic Disruption

Economic disruptions are a major source of financial stress that negatively influence the 
psychological and financial wellbeing of individuals and families (for a recent review, see 
Friedline et al., 2021), not just those living in extreme poverty (Adler et al., 1994; Despard 
et  al., 2020). In the present study we focus on the two most common economic disrup-
tions due to COVID-19: job loss (being unemployed) and reduction in hourly payment 
or annual salary (International Labour Organization (ILO), 2021). Income loss makes it 
more difficult for individuals to meet their financial obligations, resulting in financial stress 
(Jahoda, 1981). A study by Sirgy et al. (2001) identified several major needs that can be 
fulfilled only through employment: social needs, esteem needs, actualization needs, knowl-
edge needs, family needs, health and safety needs, and aesthetic needs. Other studies have 
shown that unemployment and job loss undermine these needs and may lead to loss of 
identity and self-worth (Amundson & Borgen, 1982; McKee-Ryan, 2016). In a household 
panel study of low-income households in Germany, Pohlan (2019) found evidence of both 
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economic and social consequences of job loss, including fewer economic resources, lower 
levels of life satisfaction, mental health, and social integration. In a nationally representa-
tive U.S. sample from the 2020 COVID-19 Household Pulse Survey (HPS), Yao and Wu 
(2021) found that, compared to working respondents, those who were involuntarily not 
working had higher levels of anxiety and depressive disorders, in addition to more eco-
nomic difficulties (e.g., difficulty affording food, paying bills). Although studies typically 
focus on either income loss or job loss, there is some empirical support that income loss 
and job loss are distinct types of employment disruptions. For instance, Shen and Kogan 
(2020) found that both income loss and job loss were independently associated with lower 
levels of life satisfaction. Ruengorn et al. (2021) provided evidence on differential impact 
of job loss and income loss. Specifically, the researchers found that job loss due to the 
pandemic was positively related to perceived stress, while income loss due to the pandemic 
was positively related to anxiety symptoms. In the present study, we account for the inde-
pendent effects of both job loss and income loss during the pandemic on young adults’ 
wellbeing (i.e., present financial, future financial, psychological).

1.3 � The Theoretical Framing for the Study

Despite the magnitude of employment disruptions in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
it is important to examine individual factors in understanding its impact. The Transactional 
Model of Stress (TMS; Lazarus, 1966, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) defines stress in 
terms of the relation between the individual and the environment. A key tenet of this theory 
is that personal meaning and values are essential to human life and represent the essence of 
stress, emotion, and adaptation (Lazarus, 1999, p. 6). According to TMS, individuals eval-
uate an event or situation in terms of its personal impact (e.g., relevance, potential benefits, 
and potential dangers), a process referred to as primary appraisal. Once potential sources of 
stress are appraised as threatening or beneficial, individuals then evaluate what can be done 
in their current circumstances to prevent harm or improve the chances for benefit, a process 
referred to as secondary appraisal. Broadly conceived, appraisal is a cognitive process of 
making meaning of external events in the context of one’s own situation, and thus personal 
appraisal mediates the association between the situation and personal wellbeing (Folk-
man et al., 1986). A robust literature using TMS provides support for the mediating role 
of appraisal on the association between stress and wellbeing (Gomes et al., 2016; Lazarus 
& Folkman, 1984; Scherer & Moors, 2019; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). In accordance with 
TMS, we conceptualize employment disruptions (loss of job, loss of income) as a potential 
source of stress (i.e., stressor) that will contribute to one’s appraisal of the COVID-19 lock-
down restriction. We speculate that employment disruptions in the context of COVID-19 
will be associated with lower levels of young adults’ wellbeing both directly and indirectly 
as a result of a general negative stress appraisal process.

1.4 � The Present Study

Although the relationship between economic disruptions and mental health of young adults 
during COVID-19 is established, a gap in knowledge exists about the impact of economic 
disruptions on young adults’ financial and psychological wellbeing. To address this gap, we 
examine these associations using data gathered from young adults (ages 18–30) across six 
countries. Specially, we test the following main hypotheses: (1) Direct Effects: Income loss 
and job loss are separately and negatively related to young adults’ perception of the COVID-19 
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lockdown restriction and wellbeing (i.e., present financial, future financial, and psychologi-
cal); (2) Indirect Effects: Both income loss and job loss will have an additional indirect effect 
on young adults’ wellbeing (i.e., present financial, future financial, and psychological) via the 
perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction. Prior to testing our hypotheses, we will 
conduct preliminary descriptive and comparative analyses to test for mean level differences 
across countries.

2 � Methods

2.1 � Study Design and Sample

This study used data from a broader research project, COVIN (COVid INternational), carried 
out by Lanz et al., 2021 . We collected cross-sectional survey data from 2282 young adults 
aged 18 to 30 years (M = 23.3, SD = 3.52) across six different countries (i.e., China, Italy, Lith-
uania, Portugal, Slovenia, and the US). We used a snowball sampling approach to recruit a 
convenience sample, initially contacting colleagues, students, and friends via email and social 
media and providing a link to the Qualtrics survey. We asked our contacts to forward the link 
to other young adults they knew. A small number of the participants were recruited via Ama-
zon Mturk (0.9%). After indicating consent, participants completed a 15-min online survey. In 
addition to sociodemographic factors, participants were asked to reflect on several aspects of 
their life both prior to and after COVID-19 restrictions that were put in place in their locations. 
The data were collected between July and September, 2020. The whole sample included 1596 
females (69.9%), 478 males (20.9%), and 21 gender queer (0.9%). Refer to Lanz et al., 2021  
for more detailed information on the study design.

For the present study, we excluded participants (n = 601) who completed the demo-
graphic questions but did not respond to any of the measurements assessing key variables. 
The participants in the two groups differed significantly by country, gender, age, and educa-
tional status. Young adults who completed only the demographic questions were more likely 
to live in Lithuania and China [χ2(5) = 98.20: p < 0.001; Cramer’s V = 0.207] and less likely 
to be married [χ2(4) = 12.64; p = 0.014]. In addition, those who completed only the demo-
graphic questions were more likely to be male [χ2(2) = 19.81; p < 0.001; Cramer’s V = 0.097], 
younger [t (2056) = −3.65; p < 0.001], and those still enrolled in education [χ2(1) = 6.50; 
p = 0.011]. There were no differences in the two groups regarding pre-COVID living arrange-
ment [χ2(1) = 0.029; p = 0.87], current living arrangement [χ2(1) = 0.013; p = 0.91], or family 
socioeconomic status (SES) [t (1682) = 1.92; p = 0.055]. The final sample consisted of 349 
males (20.8%), 1313 females (78.2%), and 17 gender queer (1%); the mean age was 23.48 
(SD = 3.49); 1081 participants reported being enrolled in education (64.3%), and 600 par-
ticipants did not (35.7%); 191 participants (11.5%) reported a job loss after the COVID-19 
restrictions were implemented; the mean family SES level for the current sample, measured as 
a rung on a ladder from 1 to 10 was 6 (SD = 1.80). Detailed demographic information for each 
country is shown in Table 1.
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2.2 � Measures

2.2.1 � Income Loss

Participants responded to a single question “I have lost job-related income due to the coro-
navirus” to indicate the level of income loss. Responses ranged from “1—completely not 
true” to “5—completely true”.

2.2.2 � Job Loss

Participants indicated their job status both prior to and after the COVID-19 lockdown 
restriction was put in place in their location by selecting from a list of six options (i.e., 
full-time, part-time, occasionally, unemployed, unpaid employment, retired). We dropped 
“retired” as no participants selected this option. We further coded job loss (= 1) for par-
ticipants who were in paid employment prior to the COVID-19 lockdown restriction (i.e., 
full-time, part-time, or occasionally) but were not in paid employment after the lockdown 
restriction was put in place (i.e., unemployed, unpaid employment). For participants who 
experienced a change in employment status but not job loss (e.g., full-time employed prior 
to the lockdown restriction and part-time employed after the restriction), we coded job loss 
(= 0).

2.2.3 � Perception of the COVID‑19 Lockdown Restriction

To indicate their perception of COVID-19 once the lockdown restriction was put in place, 
participants responded to a single question “How do you feel when you reflect on your time 
spent in lockdown?”. Responses ranged from 1 (“I feel that this period was a great oppor-
tunity for me (e.g., personal growth, time to do things I need/like, …”) to 5 (“I feel that 
this period was a great misfortune for me (e.g., I could not do anything good for me in that 
period, …”). For the current analyses we recoded the variable (− 2 to 2), so that the higher 
score indicated a more positive perception.

2.2.4 � Financial Wellbeing

We used two subscales of the Multidimensional Subjective Financial Wellbeing Scale for 
Emerging Adults (MSFWBS; Sorgente & Lanz, 2019) to measure participants’ perception 
of their present financial wellbeing and future financial wellbeing. There are ten items in 
the Present Financial Wellbeing subscale (e.g., I have enough money to pursue my pas-
sions) and five items in the Future Financial Wellbeing subscale (e.g., In the near future, 
I will have enough money to carry out my plans). The participants rated each of the items 
on a five-point scale (1—strongly false, 5—strongly true). This scale has been validated in 
Italy and Portugal (Iannello et al., 2020; Lanz et al., 2020; Vosylis & Klimstra, 2022). In 
other countries, our colleagues who are native speakers translated the scale and had a sec-
ond bilingual expert check the accuracy of the translation. Cronbach’s α was 0.934 for the 
Present Financial Wellbeing subscale for the whole sample, ranging from 0.907 to 0.952 
across the six countries. Cronbach’s α was 0.824 for the Future Financial Wellbeing sub-
scale for the whole sample, ranging from 0.768 to 0.863 across countries.
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2.2.5 � Psychological Wellbeing

We used the Brief Inventory of Thriving (BIT) to measure participants’ general psycho-
logical wellbeing, a shortened version of the Comprehensive Inventory of Thriving (CIT) 
(Su et al., 2014). The ten items in the BIT serve as a brief mental health screening tool 
(e.g., I feel good most of the time). Participants rated each of the items on a five-point 
scale (1—strongly disagree, 5—strongly agree). This scale has been validated in the United 
States (Su et al., 2014), Italy, Portugal, and China (Sorgente et al., 2019, 2021). In other 
countries,  our colleagues who are native speakers translated the scale and had a second 
bilingual expert check the accuracy of the translation. Cronbach’s α for the overall measure 
was 0.907 for the whole sample, ranging from 0.886 to 0.925 across countries.

2.2.6 � Control Variables

We included two control variables in the model: participants’ family socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES), given that high family SES may buffer the negative impact of COVID-19 job 
loss and income loss, and education status, given that the COVID-19 impact on employ-
ment may differ between those who have started full-time careers versus those who are 
still enrolled in education. For SES, we presented a ladder with ten levels (from one to 
ten), asking participants to imagine that the ladder represents where families stand in their 
country and then indicate where they would place their own family of origin on the ladder. 
Higher values indicate higher SES for the family of origin. For education status, partici-
pants indicated if they were enrolled in any level of education at the time of data collection. 
We then created a dummy-coded variable to represent if participants were enrolled in edu-
cation (= 1) or not (= 0).

2.3 � Analysis

To address our research questions, we performed descriptive analysis, measurement invari-
ance analysis, path analysis, and multi-group path analysis. Results of simulation studies 
(e.g., Kim et al., 2017), as well as other studies with similar analyses (e.g., Byrne & van de 
Vijver, 2017; Klassen et al., 2010; Stupar-Rutenfrans et al., 2021), suggest that our sample 
size for each country was adequate for the planned analyses. Descriptive analyses were 
conducted in SPSS 26 to provide an overview of the key variables, and the other analyses 
were performed in Mplus 8.4.

2.3.1 � Measurement Invariance Analysis

Before proceeding to the main analyses, we sought to verify that our key measures had 
comparable scores across different countries. To do so, for each scale, we conducted con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) in each country and on the entire sample to verify the 
scales’ factorial structure. Once a fitting factorial model was found, we verified that the 
measurement model parameters (i.e., factor loading, intercept, and residuals) were invari-
ant across different countries, which provides a basis for meaningful comparison. As Byrne 
and van de Vijver (2017) suggested, the exact measurement invariance, normally tested 
when comparing a few groups could be problematic when a larger number of groups are 
involved. Instead, the approximate measurement invariance using the maximum likelihood 
alignment method is recommended (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2014). In the current study, 
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we conducted the approximate measurement invariance analysis and followed the criteria 
that the measure performs similarly across countries and mean comparison can be mean-
ingfully tested if the percentage of non-invariant parameters was within the 25% cut-off 
point (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2014).

2.3.2 � Path Analysis and Multiple Group Path Analysis

To test our hypothesized model, we performed single-group and multi-group path analy-
ses. Specifically, using the entire sample, we first tested a model according to which: (a) 
job and income loss were correlated; (b) job and income predicted a mediator (perception 
of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction) and three outcomes (present financial wellbeing, 
future financial wellbeing, and psychological wellbeing); (c) the mediator predicted three 
outcomes; (d) residual variances of the three outcomes were correlated All endogenous 
variables (perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction and three types of wellbeing) 
were also regressed on the two covariates to control for the effects of education and SES. 
Using this model, we also estimated direct, indirect (through perception of the COVID-19 
lockdown restriction), and total effects of job loss and income loss on wellbeing.

After testing our model on the overall sample, we investigated cross-country differ-
ences. As a preliminary step, we compared the means of all study variables across the six 
countries to understand if young adults from different countries were experiencing differ-
ent levels of employment disruptions and wellbeing. We then examined if the association 
between employment disruptions due to COVID-19 and young adults wellbeing varied 
across countries. To do so, we tested if the parameters of the conceptual mediation model 
linking study variables were equivalent across the six countries.

In our model, the three types of wellbeing were represented by continuous factor scores 
(obtained from measurement invariance analysis) that were slightly skewed although had 
similar to normal distributions (maxskewness = −0.438), while our mediator was a single 
variable with five possible values that had a symmetrical yet slightly platykurtic score dis-
tribution (skewness = −0.111, kurtosis = −0.904). Considering the former and the fact that 
we had some missing data present in our dataset (see Table 2) that was likely missing at 
random (Little’s MCAR test χ2 = 38.164; df = 41; p = 0.597; Little, 1988), we opted for the 
robust maximum likelihood (MLR) estimation (Rhemtulla et al., 2012) for our path ana-
lytic model parameters. In doing so, we also invoked full information maximum likelihood 
(FIML) estimation to handle missing data.

3 � Results

3.1 � Descriptive Results

Means, standard deviations for each key variable, and the correlations between key vari-
ables are presented in Table 2. The intercorrelations among the six key variables were 
statistically significant.
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3.2 � Measurement Invariance (MI)

We used fixed alignment optimization (with the US as the reference group) as the model 
with free alignment optimization was poorly identified (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2014). 
The results of MI analyses indicated that at least some items within each scale of the 
study had non-invariant factor loadings or intercepts; however, the percentage of non-
invariant parameters was within the 25% cut-off point (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2014), 
suggesting that the construct scores were sufficiently comparable across countries. 
Detailed procedures are provided in the supplementary materials.

3.3 � Path Analysis: Direct and Indirect Effects Linking Job and Income Loss 
with Wellbeing

Model fit indexes suggested that our model, tested on the full sample, had a good fit 
with the data: χ2 = 13.66, df = 4; p = 0.008; CFI = 0.995; TLI = 0.973; RMSEA = 0.038, 
90% CI = [0.017 0.061]; SRMR = 0.018. Model results (see Fig.  1) indicated that job 
loss and income loss were negatively related to the COVID-19 lockdown restriction 
perceptions, suggesting that participants who experienced job loss and/or income loss 
during the pandemic were less likely to perceive the pandemic lockdown as a positive 
opportunity. In addition, perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction was posi-
tively linked to all three types of wellbeing, suggesting that the more participants per-
ceived the COVID-19 lockdown restriction as an opportunity, the higher their wellbe-
ing; and vice versa, the more the lockdown restriction was perceived by participants as a 
misfortune, the lower was their wellbeing. 

Results from the path analytical model also partially supported the first hypothesis, 
which posited that employment disruptions (both income loss and job loss) due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic have a direct and indirect (via perceptions of the COVID-19 lock-
down restriction) negative association with young adults’ present and future financial 

Table 2   Correlations between the variables of the study

*p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Present Financial Wellbeing –
2. Future Financial Wellbeing .59*
3. Psychological Wellbeing .39* .57*
4. Income Loss  − .32*  − .15*  − .07*
5. Job Loss  − .22*  − .08*  − .07* .38*
6. Perception of the COVID-19 

lockdown restriction
.21* .21* .23*  − .14*  − .12*

7. Presently Enrolled in Education .08* .08* .05  − .05  − .03  − .01
8. Family SES .34* .22* .26*  − .08*  − .02 .13* .11* –
 M 3.02 3.18 3.52 2.16 – 0.18 – 6.00
 SD 1.00 0.89 0.81 1.51 – 1.13 – 1.80
 Percentage – – – – 12% – 64.3% –
 Missingness 11.4% 11.4% 13.6% 7.1% 1.2% 9.9% 0 0



1001Employment Disruption and Wellbeing Among Young Adults: A…

1 3

wellbeing and general psychological wellbeing (Table 3 presents indirect effects). Both 
job loss and income loss directly and indirectly (via perceptions of the COVID-19 lock-
down restriction) were negatively associated with young adults’ present financial wellbe-
ing. Income loss both directly and indirectly (via perceptions of the COVID-19 lockdown 
restriction) related to young adults’ future financial wellbeing, while job loss was only indi-
rectly linked to future financial wellbeing. Lastly, both income and job loss were associated 
with psychological wellbeing, but only indirectly via perceptions of the COVID-19 lock-
down restriction. 

Fig. 1   Standardized parameter estimates from the path analytic model tested in the study (N = 1681). 
Although not displayed for the sake of clarity, this model includes two covariates (Education and SES). Sta-
tistically non-significant effects are shaded. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 3   Standardized total, direct, and indirect effects of job and income loss on three types of young 
adults’ wellbeing

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Predictor Total effect Direct effect Indirect effect via percep-
tions of the COVID-19 
lockdown restriction (95% 
CI)

Outcome: present financial wellbeing
Job loss  − .115***  − .105***  − .010 (− .018–.002)*
Income loss  − .232***  − .218***  − .014 (− .023–.006)**
Outcome: future financial wellbeing
Job loss  − .050  − .037  − .013 (− .023–.003)*
Income loss  − .139***  − .119***  − .020 (− .031–.008)**
Outcome: general psychological wellbeing
Job loss  − .052  − .037  − .015 (− .027–.003)*
Income loss  − .028  − .005  − .023 (− .036–.010)***



1002	 L. Li et al.

1 3

3.4 � Cross‑Country Differences

3.4.1 � Mean Differences

To examine the mean differences in the three types of wellbeing, we first saved factor 
scores from the MI analysis, centered these factor scores, and then conducted several tests 
using the MODEL TEST command in Mplus. Results indicated significant mean differ-
ences across the six countries in all three types of wellbeing (see Table 4), supporting our 
third hypothesis. Highest levels of present financial wellbeing were found in the Slove-
nian sample, while lowest were in the Chinese and the U.S. samples. Highest levels of 
future financial wellbeing were found in the Slovenian sample, while lowest were in the 
Chinese and Italian samples. Lastly, highest levels of psychological wellbeing were found 
in the Slovenian sample, while lowest were in the Italian sample. Significant differences 
in job-related income loss, job loss, and perceptions of the COVID-19 lockdown restric-
tion were also found across the six countries. The U.S. sample reported the highest income 
loss due to COVID-19; young adults in Italy had higher income loss than those in Slovenia 
and China; Chinese young adults reported lower income loss than Portuguese and Lithu-
anian young adults. Statistical results also indicated a significant difference between the US 
and all other countries in perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction. On average, 
U.S. young adults perceived the COVID-19 lockdown restriction as a misfortune; however, 
those who lived in the other five countries on average perceived the COVID-19 lockdown 
restriction as an opportunity. In terms of job loss, 19.6% of U.S. young adults reported 
being unemployed during the pandemic, which was significantly higher than the percent-
age in other countries; the lowest percentage of young adults reporting job loss was in 
China, which is 3.8%. 

3.4.2 � Model Comparison

We conducted a multi-group analysis to test our third hypothesis, which predicted that 
the effects of employment disruptions due to COVID-19 on wellbeing may be different 
across countries. We first fitted a configural model with path coefficients being freely 
estimated in each country, and then fitted a constrained model with the path coefficients 
being invariant across countries. The model fit indices for the unconstrained model were: 
χ2 = 57.04, df = 24; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.984; TLI = 0.911; RMSEA = 0.070, 90%CI = [0.047 
0.094]; SRMR = 0.035; the model fit indices for the constrained model were: χ2 = 139.841, 
df = 79, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.970; TLI = 0.950; RMSEA = 0.052, 90%CI = [0.038 0.066]; 
SRMR = 0.050. The constrained model was significantly worse than the configural mode 
(ΔCFI = −0.014 > −0.01; p = 0.011 for Satorra and Bentler (2001) scaled chi-square dif-
ference test), which indicated that some paths in the mediation model were different across 
countries.

Modification indices clearly suggested releasing a single constraint in the Chinese 
sample. Specifically, we released the constraint from job loss to perception of COVID-
19 for China, and the model fit indices for this constrained model were: χ2 = 127.465, 
df = 78, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.976, TLI = 0.959, RMSEA = 0.048, 90%CI = [0.032 0.062], 
SRMR = 0.047. This model was not significantly worse than the configural model 
(ΔCFI = −0.008 < −0.01, p = 0.067 for Satorra and Bentler (2001) scaled chi-square dif-
ferences). This result suggested that the path leading from job loss to perception of the 
COVID-19 lockdown restriction was different for the Chinese sample. In particular, the 
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unstandardized paths for the remaining countries were equal and negative (effect = −0.264; 
p = 0.004), while for the Chinese sample this effect was positive (effect = 1.186; p = 0.002). 
This result indicated that job loss in the Chinese sample was associated with a positive per-
ception of the COVID lockdown restriction once accounting for the loss of income. Con-
sequently, the indirect effects linking job loss to wellbeing via perception of the lockdown 
restriction were also different for the Chinese sample. Specifically, in the Chinese sample 
the indirect effect linking job loss to wellbeing (once accounting for the loss of income) 
was positive, while in the remaining countries, this indirect effect was negative. For the 
remaining countries, the direct and indirect effects closely matched the results of the over-
all sample.

4 � Discussion

Using data collected from six countries (i.e., China, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovenia, 
US) in a cross culturally designed research project, the current study investigated the effect 
of two types of employment disruptions due to COVID-19 (i.e., income loss and job loss) 
on levels of young adults’ perception of their current and future financial wellbeing and 
psychological wellbeing, and found a negative impact for both income loss and job loss. 
We further investigated if young adults’ perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction 
mediated the associations. We found that all indirect effects from job loss and income loss 
on all three types of wellbeing (present and future financial wellbeing, psychological well-
being) through perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction were significant.

Considering the timing of data collection and variations in the severity of the pandemic 
across countries, as well as differences in social and governmental policies and cultural 
expectations, as expected, we identified cross-country differences in mean levels of the 
key study constructs among six countries. However, despite mean level differences, the 
associations between employment disruptions and wellbeing were the same in all countries 
except China.

4.1 � Employment Disruption and Perceived Wellbeing

Consistent with our hypothesis, we found a negative association between both types of 
employment disruption and young adults’ wellbeing, while accounting for the other type 
of disruption. The impact pattern in the two types of disruption seems different; job-related 
income loss was directly and negatively associated with both present and future financial 
wellbeing after accounting for the influence of job loss, while job loss was directly and 
negatively associated with only present financial wellbeing after accounting for the influ-
ence of income loss. The different patterns may reflect that many of the participants in our 
sample were college students, and while job loss per se at this stage may negatively influ-
ence their present financial situation, it may not harm their career identity. It is also possi-
ble that participants had multiple sources of income (e.g., multiple part-time jobs, scholar-
ships, student loans), and thus the loss of income, but not the loss of job, was more salient. 
While plausible, our data do not allow us to directly test these explanations. However, we 
do find some evidence that access to a broader set of resources may influence the percep-
tion of COVID-19; specifically, higher parental social-economic status was associated with 
more positive perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction. Also, each of the coun-
tries represented in the study provided some form of unemployment benefits or insurance, 
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which may have offset the adverse effects of job loss in the short term. Finally, young 
adults may perceive unemployment during the pandemic as a temporary layoff and expect 
a rapid recovery once the pandemic subsides (Parkinson, 2021). Holding this belief may 
help young adults cope with the negative effects of job loss by attributing it to COVID-19. 
In contrast, young adults may have to adjust their spending and saving behaviors to meet 
their current expenses when faced with an income loss. This could mean incurring debt 
which could cause both immediate and long-term financial distress. Finally, only a small 
number of participants reported a job loss, which may weaken the power to detect the sepa-
rate impact of job loss and income loss.

4.2 � Perception of the COVID‑19 Lockdown Restriction as a Mediator

Because one’s appraisal of a stressful event may influence how one interprets it (Lazarus 
& Folkman, 1984), we also examined and found support for the mediating role of par-
ticipants’ perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction on the association between 
employment disruptions and current and future wellbeing of young adults. We found 
that the indirect effects of job loss and income loss were significant on all three types of 
wellbeing (present financial, future financial, and psychological) through perception of 
the COVID-19 lockdown restriction. While both job loss and income loss were associ-
ated with lower levels of positive perception towards COVID-19 lockdown restriction (i.e., 
perceived as an opportunity for self-development), on average, a unit increase in positive 
perception towards the COVID-19 lockdown restriction was correlated with higher levels 
of all three types of wellbeing. Financial wellbeing encompasses both objective financial 
resources and subjective perception of financial status (Gudmunson & Danes, 2011), and 
employment uncertainty and disruption may undermine both objective financial resources 
and subjective feelings of financial stability (Kalleberg, 2020). Based on data collected 
from multiple countries during the pandemic, the current study provides support for this 
view. That is, lockdowns and stringent restrictions during the pandemic resulted in wide-
spread employment disruption (i.e., job loss and/or income loss) at least in the short term 
(Falk, 2020) and lowered young adults’ financial wellbeing and psychological wellbeing, 
and this negative impact can also be explained by the reduced positive perception of these 
disruptions. However, as previously noted, perception of the COVID-19 impact is further 
influenced by access to a broader set of resources. In our model, this is evidenced by the 
positive association between higher parental socioeconomic status and positive perception 
of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction.

4.3 � COVID‑19 Impact Across Countries

While the coronavirus outbreak led to economic turmoil around the world, the response to 
the pandemic and the impact on young adults varied widely. In the current study, the U.S. 
sample has the highest rate of job loss with 19.6% (n = 270) of the young adults reporting 
a job loss after the pandemic lockdown restriction, while the lowest rate was observed in 
the Chinese sample with 3.8% of the young adults having a job loss. Similarly, the U.S. 
young adults reported the highest level of job-related income loss, with the lowest level 
of income loss observed in the Chinese sample. The information obtained from the survey 
sample is consistent with the economic data at the national and/or regional level. In the 
United States, the spread of the coronavirus contributed to the highest job loss rate since 
the Great Depression (Romm, 2020). The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) economy of the 
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19-member Eurozone shrank by 12.1% in the second quarter of 2020—the sharpest decline 
since 1995 (Eurostat, 2020). In China, the first country to experience the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the government quickly implemented a series of strict lockdown and 
quarantine orders to limit the spread of the virus (The State Council of PRC, 2020). At the 
time of data collection, there were few newly reported cases, and the economy was func-
tioning as normal. Meanwhile, the European and American countries were experiencing 
the worst effects of the first wave of COVID-19 (WHO Statistics https://​covid​19.​who.​int/). 
It is possible that the uncertainty in the economy and job market reported in our results 
reflect differences in the pandemic restrictions in China compared to other countries.

In terms of present financial wellbeing, future financial wellbeing, and psychological 
wellbeing, Slovenian young adults reported higher than average levels. Similar to other 
European countries, Slovenia was heavily impacted by the pandemic, with the average 
level of registered unemployment in 2020 increased by 14.6% compared to the previous 
year (EC, 2021). Nevertheless, young adults reported greater resilience and higher wellbe-
ing. This may be because a large portion of the Slovenian sample are still enrolled in edu-
cation. Young people in Slovenia rely heavily on parents to support them financially, which 
may offset the negative impact of employment disruptions due to COVID-19 on wellbeing 
(Zupančič & Sirsch, 2018). For those who are not enrolled in education, higher wellbeing 
might be a result of the pandemic-related social welfare policies. By the end of data collec-
tion, five rounds of economic stimulus packages were issued, more than any other country 
engaged in this study (IMF, 2021). In March 2020, the Slovenian government approved the 
first economic stimulus package that included measures for the population that experienced 
employment disruption. For example, people could have tax deferrals for up to 24 months 
or tax payments in installments over 24 months; about €50 million were used for wage sub-
sidies for suspended and quarantined employees; a monthly basic income was guaranteed 
for households and the self-employed. The third economic stimulus package approved in 
May 2020 allocated about €1 billion subsidies for employees whose work time was short-
ened. The fifth economic stimulus package issued in September 2020 expanded monthly 
income compensation to support the self-employed and employees in micro-companies, 
and quarantined employees would have a full salary replacement. If Slovenian young 
adults, or their parents lost a job, they were beneficiaries of these measures. Comparatively, 
other participating countries either had little direct financial support for individual employ-
ees (i.e., China) or fewer rounds of social welfare policies (i.e., Italy, Portugal, Lithuania, 
the United States) during the study period. For example, the United States government had 
issued only the first round of coronavirus aid and relief to support low-income households 
and small businesses to alleviate the losses; the Italian government initiated the “Cura Ita-
lia” emergency package that contained measures to preserve jobs and reduce income loss 
for laid-off employees; the Lithuanian government approved wage subsidies and job search 
allowances in May 2020.

Interestingly, we found that the Chinese young adults reported the lowest job loss rate 
and income loss level, but they also reported lower levels of present and future financial 
wellbeing as well as psychological wellbeing. Macro-economic shocks usually have a long-
lasting impact on financial wellbeing (Kahn, 2010; Schwandt & von Wachter, 2019), even 
for individuals who do not experience a direct financial loss (Leininger & Kalil, 2014). 
We speculate that because China is an economically developing country, and young adults 
experience higher levels of work-related stress in general (Kortum et al., 2010), it may be 
that lower levels of financial and psychological wellbeing may have existed both before the 
pandemic and after the lockdown. This interpretation, however, falls beyond the scope of 
the present study.

https://covid19.who.int/
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Despite the significant mean level differences in employment disruptions (job loss and 
income loss) due to COVID-19, as well as differences in perceived present financial, future 
financial, and psychological wellbeing across countries, the direct and indirect effects of 
employment disruptions on the three types of wellbeing were equivalent across all coun-
tries except for China. That is, even though young adults were experiencing different levels 
of employment disruptions due to COVID-19 and reporting different levels in the three 
types of wellbeing, the processes and mechanism were the same for young adults in five 
of the countries examined. This finding is consistent with previous evidence (Lanz et al., 
2021; Tang et al., 2021) in that the perceived impact of COVID-19 had the same effect on 
individual flourishing and future perception across different countries.

In China, job loss was positively related to young adults’ perception of the COVID-
19 lockdown restriction, different from the other countries. At the time of data collection, 
there were few cases of COVID-19 diagnosis and the lockdown restriction had ended in 
China. Thus, Chinese participants were asked to estimate the impact of COVID-19 more 
than six-months earlier, which might be inaccurate. This inaccuracy might further be inten-
sified if the young adults who lost their job during the pandemic were re-employed at the 
time of data collection. In addition, the Chinese sample reported the lowest job loss rate 
(n = 7). The significant positive impact of job loss on Chinese young adults’ perception of 
COVID-19 might be a Type I error rate given the small sample size.

5 � Limitations

Although the current study focuses on the impact of employment disruption on young 
adults’ perceived financial and psychological wellbeing, it does not address the long-term 
impact of employment disruption on this population. For China, the full-scale COVID-19 
lockdown restriction only lasted for two months even in the most severely affected cities; 
for the United States, stringent quarantine orders lasted for almost three months and con-
tainment measures continued for over a year; some European countries (i.e., Italy, Lithu-
ania, Portugal, Slovenia) experienced extended and repeated lockdowns. The number of 
cases reported, the number of waves, and the length of the lockdown restriction could have 
impacted the resilience and general wellbeing of young adults across different countries. In 
the current study, we utilized cross-sectional data, which limits our ability to make causal 
inferences or to fully consider the on-going impact of COVID-19 within each country. 
Future studies using longitudinal data are needed to examine the longer-term impact of 
COVID-19 employment disruptions.

In addition, the study sample contains a limited number of participants who experienced 
job loss, compared to the number of young adults who experienced income loss and we 
cannot differentiate between voluntary and involuntary employment disruption. Future 
studies examining the effects of employment disruption among young adults may want 
to take this into account as a consideration for policy and practice. Voluntary turnover in 
order to invest in vocational education and training during macro-economic uncertainty 
may reduce the sense of loss, while involuntary job loss during a crisis may have more 
severe negative psychological effects on young adults (Akkermans et al., 2020).

Finally, our study relies on a convenience sampling approach, which makes it less repre-
sentative. Females and college students are overrepresented in the current sample. In addi-
tion, most of the Chinese young adults were living in northwestern and northeastern cit-
ies, and thus we do not have representation from cities that may have been more severely 
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impacted by the pandemic. Although the overall economy in China rebounded quickly, 
however, the recovery was uneven across regions and in different sectors (Cheng & Zhang, 
2020). This may also be the case for the United States sample. While this is a common 
issue in the field of developmental psychology (Nielsen et al., 2017) and social sciences in 
general (Peterson & Merunka, 2014), caution is warranted in interpreting or applying the 
study findings beyond the current sample.

6 � Implications and Conclusions

Despite its limitations, the findings from our study provide unique insights into the finan-
cial lives of young adults transitioning to full-time adult roles and responsibilities during 
an historic global event. The findings address the importance for policymakers to provide 
corresponding financial support for groups experiencing different forms of employment 
disruptions. Measures may include but are not limited to direct financial aid for individu-
als to deal with a sudden loss of job and income; financial subsidies for employers to help 
maintain the income level for a longer period to reduce worries for the future; encouraging 
employment and self-employment opportunities emerging in the pandemic and continu-
ing post-pandemic for young adults, such as economic activities carried out by innovative 
technologies through Internet platforms and networks (e.g., E-commerce, Internet Finance, 
instant messaging, mobile office, online games).

In addition to financial and social support in an emergency, it is also critical for educa-
tors to guide and prepare young adults to prepare for and cope with a sudden financial 
shock, either caused by internal or external factors. Increasing awareness and knowledge in 
financial management strategies and cultivating preventative financial practices (e.g., emer-
gency savings) will mitigate the impact of financial shocks and contribute to long-term 
financial stability. Also, our study found that the family SES was related to young adults’ 
perception of the COVID-19 lockdown restriction and all three types of wellbeing. More 
financial and social support should be dedicated to young adults who cannot count on the 
family SES which places them in a more vulnerable position. Finally, different interven-
tions should be designed and implemented considering the different working and living 
conditions across the different countries in which young adults live.
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