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Abstract
In this Editorial, as the Guest Editor to the Special Issue on Youth Identity, I reflect on the
year 2020. The year was a challenging one in relation to the global impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic, as well as the continued inequities and systemic injustices faced by racialized
populations. As an intersectionality-informed identity researcher, I argue that because of the
complexity of our individual and collective identities, identity scholarship is not limited to a
particular discipline, or theory, or methodology.
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Editorial

As the epidemic year of 2020 draws to end, I find myself reminiscing the closing days of 1999.
For those of us who remember it, that was a year which was predicted to lead to a global computer
problem: the Y2K bug. The Y2K bug referred to potential computer malfunction because of how
calendar dates were formatted and stored (in six digits instead of eight) (Aspinwall et al. 2005;
McKinney andMulvin 2019). As the impending 2000 calendar year approached closer, there was
widespread speculation of Y2K’s impact on all related technology. Y2Kwas thought to affect our
daily technologically driven lives dramatically and suddenly as the clock ushered in the year 2000.
In preparation for the possible breakdown of technology, advise was given from different sectors
on how to prevent or prepare for it. For example, in Canada as it was the winter season, a survival
kit of sorts was recommended by some. I confess I prepared one, much to the amusement of my
experienced engineer father, but with the support of mymore recently graduated engineer brother,
and the encouragement of my concerned educator mother. Items like candles, matches, batteries,
water, some canned foods, and such were part of the kit.

As I celebrated the New Year’s Eve of that year with family, we wondered what the next
day might hold. The next day came. Nothing significant seemed to have occurred. My desktop

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-021-00484-4

* Nazilla Khanlou
nkhanlou@yorku.ca; https://nkhanlou.info.yorku.ca/

1 Women’s Health Research Chair in Mental Health, Faculty of Health, School of Nursing, York
University, 4700 Keele Street, Toronto, ON, Canada

Published online: 20 January 2021

International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction (2022) 20:1834–1836

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11469-021-00484-4&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7176-8875
mailto:nkhanlou@yorku.ca
https://nkhanlou.info.yorku.ca/


computer still worked, and no files were lost. That was a major relief. There were no smart
phones to worry about back then nor the many digitally interconnected technologies that we
are becoming increasingly dependent on in our homes and workplaces.

Twenty years later, the reverse seems to have occurred. No one (that I personally know of)
could predict in late December of 2019 the type of year 2020 would turn out to unfold. The
COVID-19 pandemic is still here, both locally and globally. The pandemic is now well into its
second wave. Lives are continuing to be lost as pandemic directives are communicated and
regulated. Much has been written on the COVID-19 pandemic in the span of 1 year.
Researchers from different disciplines are rapidly contributing to a growing body of health
and social sciences literature on it, including recent publications in the International Journal of
Mental Health and Addiction. As a mental health researcher, during the earlier days of the
pandemic in North America, I wrote about the need for a public mental health system in
Canada (Khanlou 2020). Despite the increasing mental health toll, we do not yet have a public
mental health system. Soon, it became evident that the pandemic was impacting marginalized
populations disproportionately. The underlying inequities in the social determinants of health
were exacerbated by the pandemic and, in turn, placed marginalized populations at greater risk
of pandemic-related health disparities. For example, the pandemic had led to increases in
gender-based violence against women, with systemic barriers needing to be addressed to
provide upstream mental health support for racialized women (Khanlou et al. 2020).

Inequities and the social disparities of the year 2020 were not confined to the pandemic.
Discrimination, systemic injustices, and racism directed at Black, Indigenous, and minority
communities led to renewed social movements, demonstrating the agency of youth and young
community leaders. The Black Lives Matter movement grew in the USA and quickly became
a global movement. Social media reflected the mounting societal response to systemic and
sustained violence against Black and Indigenous communities in such hashtags as
#SayTheirNames, #SayHerName, and #IndigenousLivesMatter. As the social movements
underscored and taught younger (and older) generations, our identities are not neutral or solely
psychological or context-free. They are political, some are privileged, and others become a
target for violence the moment one steps outside of home.

Understandably and importantly then, to account for the complexity and continuing
pertinence of exploring our individual and collective identities, scholarship on identity is not
confined to one discipline, theory, or methodology. As the range of articles in this issue of the
International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction demonstrate, identity research continues
to develop and inform us, as does our collective reflection on its relevance to mental health and
wellbeing. For example, Christmas examines normativity in relation to youth identity and
resilience through a critical interpretive synthesis. Through their scoping review, Epstein and
colleagues consider the experiences of nursing students who identify with a disability and
instructors in nursing practice. Using semi-structured interviews, Islam and colleagues exam-
ine the perspectives of Bangladeshi immigrant parents on youth identity and how these differ
from that of the parents. Quantitative findings of a mixed-method study on immigrant and
Canadian-born Pakistani youth’s identity, self-esteem, and mental health are presented by
Khan and colleague. Drawing from critical and intersectional perspectives, Nunes provides an
overview of different approaches to research on youth cultural identity and discusses research
opportunities. Identity-related factors impacting African immigrant youth’s mental health in
Canada are considered by Olawo and colleagues, based on an interpretive description study.
Through a descriptive qualitative approach, Su and colleagues examine the stressors, social
support, and traditional cultural beliefs of Chinese immigrant mothers of children with
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developmental disabilities in Canada. In another article, Su and colleague investigate Chinese
and Canadian identity responses in relation to experiences of shame and guilt.

As an intersectionality-informed identity researcher, I wonder how the pandemic and social
movements of the 2020 will impact the identities of children and youth over time. How will
the future adults of tomorrow reflect on this period of their lives? Will their identities have pre-
and post-year 2020 as reference points in relation to their self-concept, their sense of belonging
to their communities, and integration to society at large? Will the significant individual and
collective challenges of 2020 lead to sustained efforts to address structural inequities and
systemic exclusion of “non-mainstream” identities? Time will tell.
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