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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study explores the perceived challenges for older adults during the first wave of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and how they worked on overcoming this adversity. Our sample (n=50), 

derived from a larger study, includes individuals 60 or older in Puerto Rico and the United States. 

Data were collected through an online questionnaire between May and August 2020 and analyzed 

using reflexive thematic analysis. Themes describe resilience through reflection and adaptation, 

critique of systemic problems and injustices, and reaffirmation of values and what is important. 

Considering the detrimental effect of the pandemic context on the older population, understanding 

their experiences and sources of strength can improve how they are supported in future crises. 

 

KEYWORDS: older adults, pandemic, COVID-19, reflexive thematic analysis, qualitative, Puerto 

Rico. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic was a global catastrophe impacting the population’s social, 

emotional, economic, and personal lives worldwide. Older adults 65 years of age or older were 

uniquely affected during the pandemic, given that they were more likely to get infected 

(representing 80% of hospitalizations; Mueller et al., 2020) and most at risk of serious 

complications and death if infected (Mueller et al., 2020; Tisminetzky et al., 2020). While the 

imposed pandemic-related restrictions intended to protect older adults from the virus, they 

exacerbated any pre-pandemic experiences of social isolation and loneliness (Cudjoe et al., 2020; 

Kotwal et al., 2021). In this paper, we explore the subjective experience of older adults during the 

first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, soon after virus-related restrictions were imposed. This 
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qualitative study explores the perceived challenges for older adults during this time and how they 

overcame this adversity through dimensions of resilience in their survey responses. 

 

Literature Review 

 

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, health precautions such as stay-at-home orders 

and quarantining after the possibility of infection were imposed, leading most people to isolate 

themselves.  Based on data from the 2011 National Health and Aging Trends Study, 24% of self-

responding, community-dwelling older adults (approximately 7.7 million) were considered socially 

isolated, including a subset of 1.3 million (4%) who were categorized as severely socially isolated 

(Cudjoe et al., 2020). Community-dwelling older adults who engaged in social activities or 

received community-based long-term care lost these resources as pandemic restrictions were 

imposed (Wu, 2020).  Additionally, familial resources were stripped away abruptly to protect 

physical health.  This exacerbated social isolation and social disconnectedness among older adults 

(Burnette et al., 2020).  

 

The Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

Much research has been conducted on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

related lockdown measures and restrictions (e.g., Lau et al., 2023; Sterina et al., 2022; Wu et al., 

2021).  It is important to have an in-depth understanding of how preventative measures impacted 

the older population since they were especially urged to adhere to these measures, such as social 

distancing (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Heid et al., 2021).  In a mixed-

methods study by Whitehead and Torossian (2021) on older adults’ experiences at the beginning 

of the pandemic, participants indicated the main source of stress was dealing with the mandated 

restrictions, and the main source of joy was family and friends.  Additionally, a study by Heid et 

al. (2021) found that older adults' most frequently reported challenges were related to social 

relationships, demonstrating the value of social interactions with loved ones. In a review of global 

literature on the mental health impact of COVID-19 on older people (Lau et al., 2023), most studies 

found deterioration in mental health (i.e., depression and anxiety) during the pandemic, several 

studies also demonstrated that those with fewer opportunities for interpersonal interactions were 

more at risk for depression and loneliness, and some intrapersonal factors related to poorer mental 

health outcomes included older age, female sex, unmarried or living alone, experiencing financial 

insecurity, and having a pre-existing or chronic medical condition. 

In research conducted in the contiguous US during the early waves of the pandemic, 

psychiatric disorders (Palgi et al., 2020) and loneliness (Losada-Baltar et al., 2020) were lower 

among older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic when compared to other age groups. Palgi et 

al. (2020) explain that older adults were “displaying lower reactivity to stress, exercising more 

effective emotional regulation, having greater experience with being alone and with life-

threatening medical situations, and thus were perhaps less sensitive” (p. 11).  A systematic review 

(Sterina et al., 2021) and a study on the impact of COVID–19 on older adults' mental health found 

older adults to fare better than when compared to younger individuals, with lower incidence of 

negative emotions, stress, anxiety, or depression, even though rates of anxiety and depression 

increased for older adults during the pandemic (Webb & Chen, 2021).   Pre-pandemic levels of 

psychological resilience have been shown to buffer the impact of COVID-19-related worry for 

older adults (Carr et al., 2023).   Previous research on the impact of disasters on older adults also 

shows they fare better than younger groups (Cherry et al., 2011; Knight et al., 2000; Rafiey et al., 

2016).  
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Resilience Among Older Adults During a Crisis 

 

Research about resilience generally seeks to understand how people can achieve successful 

or positive outcomes despite experiences that may negatively affect their well-being (Huisman et 

al., 2017), including challenging circumstances or traumatic events. Resilience entails showing 

positive psychological outcomes by overcoming stress or adversity (Angevaare et al., 2020; 

Guzzardo et al., 2023; Rutter, 2006); this adversity is also called “environmental risk experiences” 

(Rutter, 2006, p. 2). Research on resilience in aging has grown out of the literature on how it 

manifests in children (Cosco et al., 2019). There are differences between how resilience is 

experienced at different ages and the types of adversity people face (Cosco et al., 2019). Important 

concepts that inform resilience include: “recovery, resistance, acceptance, anticipation, 

compensation, self-management, and reflection” (p. 4, Angevaare et al., 2020). Resilience 

literature as it pertains to older adults mainly focuses on how they face age-related losses, 

functional impairment, or disease. In this paper, we focus on how resilience manifests through the 

experience of the COVID-19 pandemic, expanding the use of resilience in old age to how older 

adults fare during a crisis. 

Research during the COVID-19 pandemic identified psychological protective factors, such 

as meaning in life (Seidel et al., 2023) and resilience (Traunmüller et al., 2021). In fact, in another 

study, psychological factors such as certain character traits and attitudes predicted resilience during 

the pandemic (e.g., attitudes toward aging, courage, and transcendence) (Lapierre et al., 2023). 

Concerning resilience during COVID-19, older adults displayed various adaptive coping 

mechanisms to deal with the stresses and challenges during the pandemic. Gonçalves et al. (2021) 

interviewed 25 older adults from four countries (Brazil, Italy, Portugal, and the United States) 

regarding the repercussions of the isolation that resulted from the pandemic. Participants reported 

feeling deprived and restricted in their daily activities, which changed the structure for carrying out 

many daily activities. This change harmed the well-being of the participants; however, they coped 

by adapting activities, seeking support from family and religion, and developing resilient attitudes. 

Similarly, Igarashi et al. (2021) qualitatively explored older adults’ statements of difficulties and 

positives during the pandemic. This study utilized a large sample (n=235) of mostly female 

(73.6%), non-Hispanic White (92%), and highly educated older adults.  Even with this relatively 

privileged sample, nearly all struggled with vulnerability issues and identified difficulties they 

faced. Most demonstrated resilience by identifying positive outcomes from the pandemic. 

However, most participants who identified positive outcomes were in the workforce, supporting 

the idea that resilience is more than an individual trait and depends on many systems (Masten & 

Cicchetti, 2016). 

Camacho et al. (2021) conducted a qualitative study in Puerto Rico on older adults’ coping 

mechanisms with a sample in which 60% had less than a High School education and 90% had 

poverty-level income. The authors explain that participants considered the pandemic as a threat 

that was added to other ongoing stressors, such as a 2017 catastrophic hurricane, chronic poverty, 

and political turmoil. They used various coping mechanisms (e.g., cognitive, behavioral, socio-

emotional, and spiritual coping, as well as a “revitalized appreciation for the emotional qualities of 

relationships, freedom, and life in general” (p. 1028–1029, Camacho et al., 2021).  

Given the research on better outcomes for older adults compared to younger people, this 

may demonstrate a resilience or resourcefulness that sustained older adults during the following 

waves of the pandemic. Nevertheless, Sterina et al. (2021) suggest that these more positive 

outcomes, compared to younger adults, could be because of the challenges with epidemiological 

tracking of older adults' mental health (e.g., older adults minimizing or denying their symptoms). 
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We also must consider that there is research on older adults' lack of accuracy in identifying anxiety 

and depressive symptoms compared to younger adults (Loebach Wetherell et al., 2009).   

 

Contextual Differences for PR and US Samples 

 

The present study considers data from older adults living in Puerto Rico (PR) and the United 

States (US) mainland, collected between May and August 2020. In this section we describe the 

unique situation of those living in PR compared to those in the US mainland. PR is an 

“unincorporated territory” of the US, and this relationship has greatly limited the autonomy of the 

local PR government (Duany, 2023, July 13). Just before the pandemic, Puerto Ricans were 

grappling with years of austerity measures due to a fiscal crisis (Bonilla, 2020; Morales, 2015), a 

devastating hurricane in 2017 (Bonilla, 2022) with ongoing repercussions, news about government 

corruption related to the response and disaster management after the hurricane (Klein, 2018), mass 

street protests and ousting of a corrupt governor during the summer of 2019 (Pinchin, 2019), and 

a swarm of destructive earthquakes (between December 2019 and into 2020) (Robles, 2020). When 

the COVID-19 pandemic began in March, the government imposed a strict overnight curfew, stay-

at-home orders, orders for non-essential services and businesses to shut down (Ayala & Mazzei, 

2020). When these orders were not being followed as strictly as intended, the Governor enacted 

$5000 fines and up to six months in jail (Ayala & Mazzei, 2020). The government argued these 

measures were essential given the low availability of molecular COVID-19 tests in relation to the 

baseline population (Cruz-Correa et al., 2020). Those involved in the local government response 

describe their actions as exemplary explaining that the strict measures prevented high rates of 

infection and prevented a collapse of the healthcare system (Cruz-Correa et al., 2020). However, 

Puerto Ricans protested the government's response to the coronavirus crisis, especially related to 

the need for more testing and the growing hunger crisis (Atiles, 2022; González-Ramírez, 

2020).  The government’s response has been described as a form of “punitive governance and 

organized violence” (Atiles, 2022, p. 968), given criminalizing practices such as arrests for 

breaching executive orders, including the arrest of hunger activists responding to food insecurity 

(Atiles, 2022). There is documented corruption in the government’s response related to obtaining 

and managing testing kits and medical equipment, and fraudulent dealings with pharmaceutical 

companies (Atiles, 2021). 

All US states declared a state of emergency or public health emergency by March 16 

(Bergquist et al., 2020). During the beginning of the pandemic restrictions varied by state, with 

some jurisdictions issuing only recommendations to stay at home (Moreland et al., 2020). The 

mitigation policies enacted across states and territories included school closures, large gathering 

bans, non-essential business closures, stay-at-home orders, 14-day quarantine after possible 

exposure, and mask mandates (Bergquist et al., 2020). During this time, conspiracy theories 

emerged about the origin of the pandemic, and there was widespread dissemination of 

misinformation (De Coninck et al., 2021), along with the politicization of mask-wearing (Young 

et al., 2022).  There were some states with strict curfews at the beginning of the pandemic, including 

New York and Massachusetts (Moreland et al., 2020). Some aspects of the emergency management 

were criticized, including the following: the emergency was minimized at the very beginning of 

the crisis, experts were excluded or ignored, the process of developing testing was slow, the testing 

itself was faulty, tracing the spread of the virus was difficult, quarantines were inadequate, there 

was contradicting and confusing guidance on mask-wearing, there was confusion about how the 

virus spreads, and structural racism impacted inequality in infection and mortality (Lewis, 2021).  
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Significance of the Study 

 

Our study contributes to the literature because it offers qualitative insight into the resilience 

of older adults during the beginning of the pandemic, including populations from both the US 

mainland and PR. Consequently, the study’s contribution partly stems from our focus on the 

individual level while considering contextual and societal influences on experiences. There are 

socio-linguistic and cultural differences between people living in PR and those living on the US 

mainland.  The experience of living in PR differs from that of a US state, given the socio-political 

and economic relationship between the two, as well as the unique ongoing challenges of each place 

that may have contributed to the experience of the pandemic.  

Additionally, our study comprises an idiographic exploration of the findings that helps 

capture the nuance and complexity of the experiences of older adults. We consider resilience 

indirectly by asking questions, not only about challenges faced but also about what they learned 

and their expectations for the future. This study, therefore, considers the lived experiences of older 

adults as they navigated the beginning of COVID-19, particularly as it relates to sources of strength 

and resilience. 

 

Methodology 

 

The study utilized a qualitative design with reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). The data we 

use come from a larger study (citation removed for blind review) for which an online questionnaire 

was distributed in 15 countries (n= 1685). The purpose of the larger study was to understand the 

impact of the pandemic, the health and social inequalities that exist, and how people make meaning 

of their experiences. The online questionnaire had 20 close-ended questions requesting 

demographic and background information, such as whether respondents contracted COVID-19, 

their health status, and whether their economic and employment status were affected. There were 

three open-ended questions used to prompt narrative responses: 

 

1. What are the main difficulties you are facing, and how are you dealing with them? 

2. What has the pandemic taught you about what is important and meaningful to you? 

3. What are you most looking forward to after the pandemic is over, and why? 

 

This larger study used convenience sampling to obtain responses and, as mentioned 

previously, data were collected between May and August 2020. Recruitment occurred online 

through social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram), daily newspapers, and messaging 

platforms (e.g., WhatsApp).  People were eligible to participate if they were 18 years of age or 

older. The study was approved by the Internal Review Board of Northeastern University (Protocol 

IRB #: 20-04-28), and an implied informed consent text was presented at the beginning of the 

questionnaire, in which respondents confirmed their desire to participate voluntarily. Responses 

were anonymous, and monetary compensation was not provided.  

 

Participants 

 

This analysis is based on a subsample of 50 individuals aged 60 or older from the US and 

PR samples. The responses from PR were in Spanish and translated into English for the non-

bilingual authors; however, the second author is Spanish-speaking and considered responses in the 

original language. In the Puerto Rican sample, there are 24 responses, and the mean age of 

individuals is 67.12 (SD= 4.55). The question on gender allowed for self-determination; the sample 
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self-identified as either women (74%, n=37) or men, with one person marking a third option. In the 

US sample, there are 26 responses with a mean age of 68.9 (SD= 6.98) 61.5% self-identified as 

women, and one identified as “other.” In the entire sample, ages ranged from 60 to 86. Regarding 

race/ethnicity, among those who responded to this question in the US sample (n= 20), 13 were 

Caucasian or White, five identified as Hispanic or Latino/a, one as Jewish, and one as European. 

Among those who responded to the question on race/ethnicity in the PR sample (n= 23), eight 

identified as Puerto Rican, six as Hispanic or Latino/a, five as White, two identified as Black, and 

two as mixed race.  

In the sample of 50, 27 were married, eight were single, five were divorced, six were 

widowed, three were in a relationship or engaged, and one marked “other.” Regarding the highest 

attained educational level, 19 had a doctoral degree, 11 had a master’s or postgraduate studies, 13 

were college/university graduates, four had some college, and two were high school graduates, 

while one marked “other.” The majority of the sample was retired (n=29), while 14 were employed 

full-time, three were employed part-time, three were on unpaid leave, and one said they were 

unemployed.  When asked whether the pandemic affected their financial status, 34 marked “no,” 

while 14 said their financial status got worse, and two reported that their financial status got better. 

Additionally, considering the living situation, about half of the sample (n=24) lived with a partner, 

17 lived alone, six lived with a partner and children or parents, two lived with roommates, and one 

lived with parents. 

When asked if they had been infected with COVID-19, 43 (86%) said they had not been 

infected at that point, while six said they weren't sure, and one reported: “Yes, with mild 

symptoms.” No one reported infection with serious symptoms. Also, when asked to rate their 

health, 21 reported good health, 11 reported fair health, 12 reported very good health, five reported 

excellent health, and only one reported poor health.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

The goal of the current study was to qualitatively explore the perceived challenges for older 

adults living in the US and PR during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as how 

those adults overcame any adversity.  We followed the steps of reflexive thematic analysis (RTA).  

According to Braun and Clarke (2019), RTA is about “the researcher’s reflective and thoughtful 

engagement with their data and their reflexive and thoughtful engagement with the analytic 

process” (p. 594). Our analysis focuses on how the respondents described their experiences related 

to the pandemic context and the challenges they faced during the first wave of the pandemic.  We 

also interpret how resilience manifests in their responses based on the literature on how resilience 

is defined and manifested among older adults. The first two co-authors and an undergraduate 

student read responses multiple times to familiarize themselves with the data and develop a code 

list. We met weekly over the course of three months to discuss participants’ responses (or stories) 

and codes.  This entailed an iterative process of reviewing and editing the code list after reading 

the responses several times. A conscious RTA includes multiple coders to review ideas and explore 

multiple interpretations of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Before starting the coding process, we 

considered the same stories, coded them individually, and then met to discuss our work and achieve 

consensus for the code list. Then, we used Dedoose (an online qualitative software program) to 

code the responses systematically. We discussed excerpts based on codes and looked for patterns 

when assigning codes.  We also discussed respondents who did not fit into the patterns we were 

identifying and the meaning of their experiences. This is also partly the goal of an RTA, in which 

a collaborative process aims “to achieve a richer interpretation of meaning rather than attempting 

to achieve consensus of meaning” (Byrne, 2022, p. 1393). Codes were organized around a “central 
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organizing concept” given our interpretation of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 593). This 

analytical process led us to identify three themes, which encompass the central concepts and ideas 

that were identified across the data. 

 

Findings 

 

We identified three themes: (1) resilience through reflection and adaptation (including two 

subthemes, [a] hopeful reflection and silver linings, and [b] adapting to a new reality), (2) resilience 

through contemplating change in societal-level issues (including a subsection on considerations 

specific to Puerto Rico), and (3) resilience through reaffirmation of values and what is important. 

The themes are based on our interpretation of how participants demonstrate resilience, and it is 

apparent when they discuss the adversity they faced and how they overcame it. We considered how 

they described the challenges they faced, and the actions taken to resolve them. We also considered 

Angevaare et al.’s (2020) definition of resilience, as described in the introduction to this paper. In 

addition, mindset and ways of thinking about the pandemic were also considered within the context 

of resilience.  

We use quotes from participants’ responses to elaborate on the themes and provide evidence 

for them. Despite occasional errors, we have not changed the respondents’ text for authenticity 

purposes. After each quote, we have included parentheses with the age, gender, race/ethnicity, 

whether the respondent was residing in the US or PR, and whether the response was in Spanish.  

 

Challenges and Feelings During the Pandemic 

 

Before discussing the themes of resilience, we contextualize them within this section on 

challenges and feelings respondents experienced during the pandemic. Common issues mentioned 

include the physical distance from loved ones or lack of human contact, difficulty dealing with 

online platforms to connect with others, and lockdown conditions feeling restrictive, isolating, or 

limiting. Another group of issues referred to managing restrictions related to being out of the home, 

such as wearing masks, difficulty getting groceries or seeing the doctor because of imposed 

restrictions, increased household chores or problems with disinfecting items brought into the home 

from outside, and changes to routines involving pleasurable activities. The primary concern 

surrounding challenges was how to protect oneself from contagion.   

Respondents discussed feelings of fear, uncertainty, stress, anxiety, sadness, and 

frustration. Fear is discussed concerning leaving home to run errands or get groceries, but also to 

how one views oneself: “(...)I realized how scared this whole Pandemic made me. I consider myself 

a pretty strong woman, but this made me feel weak” (60, woman, white, US) and another 

respondent said, “I am an older woman and I am paranoid about getting Covid-19” (78, woman, 

white, US). Regarding health specifically, many participants reflected upon concern and fear 

relative to their health or the health of their loved ones and how this has emphasized the importance 

and fragility of health.  As an example, a participant noted: “Health is paramount! Being frightened 

by a virus with very limited knowledge of mechanisms, spread, and effect on individuals has been 

truly humbling” (63, woman, white US).   

Anxiety and uncertainty sometimes relate to feeling a lack of control. For example, one 

respondent explained: “Uncertainty is the state that has affected me the most. I am eager to be in 

control of my decisions and actions.  I hope to be able to re-establish a stress-free daily life, enjoy 

spontaneity, and go out freely” (68, woman, Puerto Rican, PR, Spanish). Sadness was also related 

to the lack of control that the pandemic brings: 
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The saddest thing the pandemic has given me is that it has almost totally 

taken away my sense of the future.  I live in the already, not wanting to 

imagine what's tomorrow, nor next month.  Accustomed to inventing 

outings, trips, and walks, suddenly I have a colorless and deep abyss that 

separates me from any illusion that makes me smile when I say, ‘When the 

pandemic is over’ (75, woman, US, white, Spanish).  

 

Theme 1: Resilience through Reflection and Adaptation  

 

Hopeful Reflection and Silver Linings 

 

Resilience can be manifested through hopeful reflection about the future. Participants 

discuss how they plan to engage more with that which brings pleasure or happiness. When asked 

about what she is looking forward to: “Enjoying the special things that my environment has to offer 

like art, museums, and community activities that I have relegated to second place for all these 

years” (68, woman, Hispanic, US). The pandemic, in this way, has led to a change of perspective 

on what to prioritize. Along the same lines, another respondent commented, “That you need to take 

time out from your daily routine to reflect on your life, your goals and your general peace of mind. 

That the simple things are important and can be just as rewarding as extraordinary events” (67, 

man, Hispanic/white, US). Respondents are taking this time to reflect on what is important to them. 

The following respondent eloquently summarizes how her age, along with the pandemic, has 

helped her reaffirm her values: 

 

It reaffirms to me the importance of living consciously in the present, to 

enjoy and share what I have. It revealed to me that I have developed 

patience and serenity with age. It opened the doors to the full enjoyment of 

nature, the garden, the orchard. It reaffirmed my commitment to others and 

to follow my struggles even if we are physically distant. It reaffirmed for 

me the value of time and pause.” (68, woman, Puerto Rican/white, PR, 

Spanish) 

 

Sometimes, this positive mindset was related to comments on “silver linings” related to the 

pandemic. For example, one respondent wrote: “I am enjoying eating dinner and conversing with 

my wife on a daily basis. We both realize the importance of taking and making time to connect to 

each other, and to people outside our household” (73, man, white, US).  A silver lining can also be 

considering the pandemic restrictions as “a shield” protecting one from undesirable activities: “In 

a weird way, the isolation, while difficult, has also been a shield from activities I don't have much 

desire to participate in” (70, woman, Latina, US).  A focus on what is going well, or aspects of life 

that are enjoyable, can contribute to overcoming the challenges faced during this time. Another 

respondent lists how she uses her time: 

 

Many hours alone, which has forced me to be creative, write poems, read 

novels, dance to music from Pandora, watch series on Netflix and Amazon, 

put together a photo album on Blurb to celebrate my son, self-publish a 

book of poems, typeset a book I had published at the turn of the century 

that looks like it will be republished, talk and write a lot to friends near and 

far, and of course cook breakfast, lunch and dinner, always listening to 
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music. I also bought albums of easy music to play on the piano, which I 

have done every day for an hour. (75, woman, white, US, Spanish) 

 

Consequently, the pandemic situation allowed her to accomplish some activities she 

enjoyed and valued. This response also relates to the following subtheme on adapting to a new 

reality as people needed to find activities and sources of enjoyment given the limitations of their 

world.  

 

Adapting to a New Reality 

 

Respondents discussed how to adapt to the new pandemic situation and imposed 

restrictions. They wrote about adjusting activities and routines: “I have been changing my outdoor 

activities with new inside ones, not the same, but it keeps me moving” (62, woman, Hispanic, PR).  

Resilience is also manifested through online platforms to see people, which was widely discussed 

as an option (albeit insufficient): “Social networks and interactive platforms help but never replace 

personal contact with friends, family, students, and people” (63, woman, mixed race, PR, Spanish).  

When isolation does create a burden, another participant adjusts their routine accordingly:  

 

In isolation, I feel that time doesn't pass, the day is so long, I get up as late 

as I can to manage it. I get busy organizing and cleaning the house. I sew 

masks for my neighbors. I talk on the phone and fb. (67, woman, white, PR, 

Spanish) 

 

Sometimes adaptation is about accepting the lack of control in one’s life: “It has taught me 

that we don't have control over everything. That life is above all other considerations” (61, woman, 

Black, PR, Spanish).  It should be noted that for some participants, it was precisely the lack of 

control in the situation that most bothered them, as discussed above. The topic of accepting this 

lack of control is the manifestation of resilience. Another respondent commented on how difficult 

it is to count on the future but that this requires flexibility: “That we should not be confident about 

the future, that we should always have an alternate plan, that the unexpected and unthinkable can 

happen. That we must be flexible with whatever fate presents us” (60, man, Latino, US, Spanish). 

Also, one person explained that one must be at peace with closeness to death: “That death is a 

forgotten part of ordinary life” (78, man, white, PR, Spanish). This is also related to accepting the 

conditions of one’s life when there is a lack of control and demonstrates resilience during times of 

struggle. Additionally, comments acknowledged that one could survive this time. For example, 

they reflected on how it was possible to do what was necessary (“I can be alone”; 67, woman, 

white, PR, Spanish) as part of the adaptation.  Another person similarly claims: “I have resources 

(64, woman, Hispanic, PR, Spanish),” noting that they have ways of surviving this time.  

Even though solitude can be difficult to cope with, respondents mentioned the need to adjust 

and change the way things are done: 

 

I have always valued people over things, but this is a more meaningful time 

to pray, to enjoy solitude, but also reflect on doing things differently. 

Technology is coming to replace meetings by Zoom or FB Live, adapting 

to a new reality because some things will not go the way they were. (69, 

woman, Puerto Rican, PR) 
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This response also alludes to silver linings, reflecting on enjoying solitude and commenting on 

what can be done during the pandemic’s imposed restrictions.  

 

Theme 2: Resilience Through Contemplating Change in Societal-Level Issues 

 

The second theme focuses on the opinions, values, and collective plans for action relative 

to broader problems and injustices that were highlighted by the pandemic.  Most respondents 

reflected upon not only the individual challenges they faced but also broader systemic issues.  

These broader issues included some concrete critiques, such as mismanagement of the pandemic 

by the government, concerns about the economy and financial recovery, and concerns about the 

political climate and the influence of politics in the narrative surrounding the pandemic. 

The participants also identified many problems that are consequences of issues inherent in 

the overall governance structure and systems. These systemic issues included the need for radical 

social and economic changes, the need for a transformation of paradigms related to the 

sustainability of countries, the establishment of public policies that are more sensitive to human 

needs, and the addressing of social inequality that was highlighted in part generated by the 

pandemic. For example, the following quotes from two respondents from PR and a person from 

the US mainland exemplified this matter: 

 

I'm old now, so I don't claim much from life. I receive Social Security and 

I am fine. However, in my country, there is a lot of poverty, and 

unfortunately, the government is not sensitive to the needs of that huge 

population, many of whom are old like me. They go hungry. Justice is the 

most important thing in a pandemic. Let everyone be protected equally. 

(73, woman, white, PR, Spanish) 

 

Similarly, another person from the US mainland stated:  

 

Sadly, I am distressed at the social inequality generated by this virus, in 

which I and the like of me can afford to stay home with sufficient supply for 

my needs. Others of lesser economic means must work to service my needs 

and the needs of all those who preach for all to stay home yet use the 

delivery and supply service. The political climate is distorted, and the 

pandemic is used to spew hate and venom to insinuate and blame for the 

virus. The economic disaster that is building and will follow will hurt 

mostly the poor and the needy, and the stay-at-home will be a supervirus 

for hunger, for riots, for the disparity. Education will suffer, and families 

that are penned in distress will break. (86, man, white, gender undisclosed, 

US) 

 

This parallels Puerto Rican respondent’s concerns about inequality in a time of crisis: 

 

On a collective level, I have learned that democracy, freedoms and rights 

must be defended much more strongly during a crisis such as this 

pandemic. In particular, I have learned that these crisis situations make 

inequalities visible and that in general, the governing class does not attend 

with equity and sensitivity to the diverse needs of its citizens.  Most public 
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policy decisions are designed from the viewpoint of the power groups in 

order to favor themselves. (68, woman, Puerto Rican, PR, Spanish) 

 

Resilience is demonstrated in the face of adversity by being hopeful about change that can 

impact both self and others and focusing on generativity.  Another respondent explained, “My only 

hope is that the positive things that we have learned during this pandemic will help us construct a 

better tomorrow” (72, woman, Hispanic, PR). These findings need to be viewed through a lens that 

accounts for the methodological limitation of having a highly educated sample.  Of the 50 

respondents in the sample, 82% (n=41) had at least a 4-year college degree.  This high level of 

education among our sample likely results in the sample having higher incomes and, therefore, 

fewer financial struggles than the general population.  Many respondents even commented on their 

reflections of how they did not have financial stress but recognized their unique position and that 

many within society were not as fortunate. This has possibly skewed the nature of the concerns 

away from personal struggles and more towards the broader concerns identified in this theme. 

 

Considerations Specific to Puerto Rico 

 

Puerto Ricans discussed societal-level issues that are unique to the archipelago. For 

example, they mention the strict curfew, and the word “confinement” was used more often. One 

respondent mentions it feels like they are living in prison. US and PR responses long for vacation 

and travel, especially to see loved ones, and while US respondents do not mention curfews, they 

do mention feeling “shut in” and unable to leave their homes as freely as they would like for fear 

of contagion.  

An element specific to PR is the discussion of feeling apprehensive about the government’s 

ability to respond adequately to the emergency or suggesting that there is corruption and that 

government officials do not care about people (specifically those who are disadvantaged or 

impoverished). For example, when one respondent discussed the challenges she faced, she stated: 

“Uncertainty and contradictions with measures taken by the Government and the absurd spread of 

fear to control”; 66, woman, white, PR, Spanish). Additionally, while both US and PR respondents 

discuss concerns for broader issues related to social justice, the context of these comments differs. 

For example, Puerto Rican respondents mentioned poverty in the archipelago as a concern and how 

disasters make that poverty more apparent.  

 

Theme 3: Resilience Through Reaffirmation of Values and What Is Important 

 

As previously mentioned, within the context of discussing the challenges faced by the 

pandemic, many people discussed missing human contact, especially human touch and displays of 

affection.  All participants discussed missing people and/or things in some way regardless of the 

living situation (living alone or living with others) or marital status (with or without a marital 

partner).  It is from this consideration of what was missed that the theme of resilience through the 

reaffirmation of values emerged.  They reflected upon not only valuing connection to family, 

friends, and community before the pandemic but also experiencing a more pronounced realization 

of the importance of those connections and how those connections are positive and crucial 

contributions to psychological outcomes. One participant explained, “On a personal level, I have 

learned how important family, and friendships are. Without those relationships, this confinement 

would have been unbearable” (68, woman, Puerto Rican, PR, Spanish). Similarly, another 

respondent explained how vital supportive relationships became, noting:  
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My granddaughter, who is in my bubble, has been super important as a 

helper, supporter and friend, very important. Same with my 2 siblings who 

share the care of our parents. We rely on one another mucho [a lot] and 

share the sadness of seeing our two jefitos [“little bosses”] lose cognition 

and physical abilities. Familia and friends are vital. Those real deep honest 

human connections are todo [everything]. (70, woman, Latina, US) 

 

The shift in perspective accompanying this realization of the importance of these 

relationships and connections contributes to the respondent’s resilience. One respondent reflected 

on how the isolation made her question meaning in life: “It is not difficult to live in isolation, but 

it is completely senseless living. How to deal with it? That is the hard part! No reasonable 

suggestion comes to mind” (65, woman, white, US). Nevertheless, this person seems to find 

meaning in what she has learned because she also wrote: 

 

First of all, everything is important! Every little work we do in our society 

is beneficial and needed. All we do is make one good living for this town, 

city, country, and planet! The ones doing it are the people! From the people 

to the people!  

 

This respondent discusses the importance of social collaboration and support from the local to the 

global level.  While one response suggests feelings of loss of meaning, meaning is apparent when 

considering how people can work together to help each other. Another participant described being 

on alert and feeling fear given the potential impact of the virus and described concern for safety: 

 

Living with a constant sense of "alert" to those things that might expose me 

or affect my safety. Concern for my loved ones, especially those at higher 

risk or more out in the world or more isolated and struggling. Fear, 

constant shadow of fear. (72, white, white European, US) 

 

However, through these fears, participants were working on protecting themselves (staying safe) 

and thinking about others.  

Beyond reaffirming the importance of personal relationships, many also reflected on how 

the pandemic highlighted the value and importance of routines, activities, physical health, mental 

health, and time. One person noted: 

 

It reaffirms to me the importance of living consciously in the present, to 

enjoy and share what I have.  It revealed to me that I have developed 

patience and serenity with age. It opened the doors to the full enjoyment of 

nature, the garden, the orchard.  It reaffirmed my commitment to others 

and to follow my struggles even if we are physically distant.  It reaffirmed 

for me the value of time and pause. (68, woman, Puerto Rican white, PR, 

Spanish) 

 

Another participant commented about a newfound perspective on what they are looking forward 

to once the pandemic is over:  

 

Traveling to see the folks that we have not been able to see for so long. 

Enjoying the special things that my environment has to offer like art, 
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museums, and community activities that I have relegated to second place 

for all these years. (68, woman, Hispanic white, US) 

 

Despite the various concerns raised in the context of the participants’ reflections on the challenges 

that resulted from the pandemic, it was evident that these concerns were managed, and resilience 

emerged through realigning values and considering what is meaningful.  

 

Discussion 

 

The analysis of older adults’ narratives about their experiences during the pandemic led to 

the identification of three themes that underscore ways of being or thinking that are resilient, 

including reflection and adaptation (Theme 1), contemplating change in societal-level issues 

(Theme 2), and the reaffirmation of values and what is important (Theme 3), including those related 

to close relationships. These themes show how respondents told stories about overcoming 

difficulties faced during the pandemic. The first theme on acceptance and adaptability when facing 

stressors, parallels other conceptualizations of what resilience entails (Angevaare et al., 2020).  The 

second theme, thinking about the change you want to see in the world, demonstrates hopeful 

thinking and commitment to important causes that make you feel positive change is possible. 

Additionally, contemplating what you want to change in your world or what should change can 

provide meaning, direction, or focus, leading to resilience amid a disaster. Thought and concerns 

about the well-being of the local and broader community (another aspect of resilience; Krause, 

2020) were apparent through reflection on societal-level issues and, for some, a commitment to 

creating change in their communities after the pandemic. Similarly, recent research on older adults’ 

pandemic experiences included discussions of social ills and concerns over politics, which 

extended to an interest in civic participation (Hayden et al., 2023)   

The third theme involved engaging with others and finding the value of close relationships. 

Angevaare et al. (2020) explain that social support, social networks, and reciprocal relationships 

are contributing contextual factors to resilience. This aspect of resilience is manifested through our 

respondents’ reflecting on what they value, focusing on positive influences in their lives, and 

interest in finding ways to connect with others.  Regarding both concerns for the community or the 

broader society as well as the reflection on the importance of relationships, participants wrote about 

hopes, actions they plan to take, or changes they would like to see in the future (e.g., plans to spend 

more time with family, reflections on collective actions toward justice at the community-level, 

etc.). These thought processes can be considered proactive thinking in which anticipation of losses 

causes individuals to reflect and take action or organize, all qualities of resilience (Angevaare et 

al., 2020). 

The literature on resilience underscores its multidimensional quality (Angevaare et al., 

2020; Krause, 2020; Krause & Halkitis, 2020), which is apparent in our findings. Our respondents 

used individual and interpersonal strategies (Krause, 2020) when dealing with the challenges they 

were facing. They showed practical and tangible ways of adapting to the pandemic (e.g., adjusting 

routines and following guidelines to avoid infection). They also used a variety of psychological 

approaches, including acceptance, hopefulness, positive thoughts about the future, speculation or 

consideration of ways they can make a difference or change for the better (in their own estimation), 

and reflection on positive aspects of their life or what is most valuable to them. The contextual 

limitations of the pandemic restrictions led to more contemplative and reflective ways of 

manifesting resilience.  

Among the limitations of the study, one must consider that the online questionnaire has its 

advantages and disadvantages in obtaining qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2021). It is useful for 
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reaching people during this type of crisis, given that we were able to collect data given the imposed 

restrictions and reach people across the world. However, respondents will write less in online 

formats than they would respond in a phone or in-person interview. Additionally, anonymous 

online surveys do not allow the researcher to follow up with participants in order to clarify 

responses or obtain additional information, which would provide richer data for analysis. 

Qualitative research seeks rich, narrative data, and the data that one can obtain is limited when 

employing an online questionnaire. The use of online surveys with older adults may limit their 

participation in research (Remillard et al., 2014). However, given the social distancing restrictions 

and the danger of the pandemic for older adults, an online survey was the most suitable method. 

This was the only way we could obtain data from people who were at home during a lockdown or 

while social distancing measures were in place.  

Regarding our specific study, the sample (n = 50) is quite educated, including over a quarter 

of the sample that is at least college-educated (26%, n = 13) and over half of the sample with 

postgraduate degrees (60%, n = 30). Additionally, the US sample is mainly white. The low diversity 

in education and race/ethnicity are limitations of the sample. Future studies like this should make 

efforts to include more variability in SES and race/ethnicity.  

Our study contributes to the literature on resilience by considering how older adults 

perceive their experiences during a crisis and imposed social isolation and how they demonstrate 

resilience. The theme of contemplating a change in societal-level issues underscores how unique 

socio-political issues inform experiences and influence responses.  For example, as mentioned in 

the literature review, at the beginning of the pandemic in PR, there were concerns regarding food 

insecurity and hunger (Florido, 2020), a lack of testing (Cheatham, 2020), the weak federal 

government response in past disasters (García et al., 2021), and evidence of state-corporate 

corruption (Atiles Osoria, 2021). Also, responses from PR discussed concerns for those living in 

poverty. The percentage of people in poverty in PR (40.1% in 2020; [U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.-a]) 

is far worse than the national average in the US mainland (11.6%) (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.-b). 

Some of the Puerto Rican respondents’ comments come from a sociohistorical, political, and 

economic context unique to the situation of PR. Consequently, we see evidence of these contextual 

factors in people’s discussion of their experiences.  

 

Implications and Future Research 

 

Our qualitative study on older adults’ experiences and perspectives has implications for 

research, policy, and practice. The findings presented here: 

 

• Contribute to refining the conceptual and operational definition of resilience among older 

adults within research and practice (Angevaare et al., 2020). This is valuable given that the 

concept of resilience is used to develop strategies for health promotion (Angevaare et al.; 

González et al., 2023), and improve quality of life or well-being (Cosco et al., 2019).  

• Can be used to improve support for older adults before future crises. Considering that 

pandemic restrictions safeguarded some aspects of older adults’ well-being while 

sacrificing others, it is necessary to consider ways we can better support this population 

when faced with future crises.  For example, interventions that consider how to promote 

resilience among older adults with disabilities can improve mental health and physical 

functioning through a crisis (González et al., 2023). Overall, a multidimensional concept of 

resilience for older adults is critical when applying “strengths-based solutions to negative 

health outcomes” (Krause, 2020, p. 375).  
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In general, older adults’ experiences can be used to improve policy on emergency preparedness 

and management. By considering their perspectives, vulnerabilities, and strengths, we can develop 

a more robust response to a crisis that prioritizes the well-being of older populations. 

Research such as this is necessary to support older adults through future crises. This 

research should entail longitudinal data and more innovative methods, such as expressing 

experiences through art, poetry, diaries, or journaling, and more in-depth interview designs using 

qualitative frameworks. Future research should also consider more holistic concepts of resilience, 

including individual-, interpersonal-, community- and biological-level aspects (Krause, 2020; 

Krause & Halkitis, 2020). Additionally, future research should consider the influence of place of 

residence, living situation (whether there were people in the household), as well as the influences 

of disability, gender, and ethnicity/race, given the research demonstrating the impact of the 

pandemic on populations of color specifically (Magesh et al., 2021; Tai et al., 2021; Rodriguez et 

al., 2021; Webb et al., 2020) and that they fared worse than their white counterparts.  

 

Conclusions 

 

This qualitative study provides an understanding of the experiences of a group of older 

adults living in the US mainland and PR during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. Findings 

demonstrate how resilience is manifested through these experiences, providing nuanced data 

evoked through reflective questions on what respondents from the US and PR have learned from 

their experiences and asking them to reflect on the future. Overall, this qualitative work contributes 

to understanding the concept of resilience and how older adults cope with and manage crisis or 

disaster situations (Daddoust et al., 2018). This information can be used to develop strength-based 

interventions and better support older adults in future crises.  
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