
 
 

The Solution to This Pandemic: Empathy 
By Amy Nam (Canada), age 15 

 
 

“China has confirmed over three hundred cases of the coronavirus,” I told my school on January 23 in 
the weekly announcements, as if I were reporting the weather. That afternoon, a classmate asked me if I 
was Chinese. “No,” I replied, smiling stiffly. “I’m Korean.” My gut clenched at the relief on his face. A few 
weeks later, I read on the CNBC website that Lyft and Uber drivers were refusing to open their car doors 
to eastern-Asian-Americans (Farr, 2020). A month after, I cheered upon receiving the news that my 
March break would extend another two weeks, then sulked along with my brother as our most 
anticipated events got cancelled. My parents shook their heads and huffed. “Honestly, I hate Chinese 
people,” my dad muttered bitterly. “Why do they have to ruin everything?” 
 
In a mere few weeks, our world has spun out of orbit, and with it, our sense of morality and empathy. 
Fueled by ignorance and fear, racism and xenophobia have possessed our minds, leading to verbal and 
physical attacks on eastern-Asians. But they are not the only ones bearing the brunt of this pandemic. 
My parents, who are doctors, have been imprisoned in their offices, eye bags deepening, wrists aching 
from writing countless patient reports, voices hoarse from call after call. “I signed up to take care of sick 
patients,” said ER nurse Sydni Lane on Instagram. “I did not sign up to be unprotected by their sickness… 
to be yelled at by angry patients because our government failed to be prepared… to risk mine and my 
family’s health and safety because people did what they were told not to.” I hear this sentiment echoed 
in the exhausted faces of my parents when they come home from work, their expressions defeated. The 
panic stemming from this pandemic has blinded us to the plight of others, preventing us from looking 
past our mantra of “me, me, me” as we strictly pursue our own interests with little regard for who we 
might harm along the way, physically and emotionally. 
 
While my parents work tirelessly day and night, others don’t—can’t—work at all. “Financial markets are 
facing their worst crisis since 1929,” CNBC reported in March. (Smith, 2020). “The upcoming job losses 
will be unlike anything the U.S. has ever seen.” People stare at their bare cupboards and piles of bills, 
hopelessly glancing at their children, whose stomachs remain empty at the closure of their schools. 
Gathering what little money they have, they go to the grocery store, passing by elderly people stuck in 
the parking lot, terrified to walk inside.  Past the doors, the shelves are empty, frantically raided by 
people the previous night. 
 
Humanity has tumbled into a state of unrelenting panic and anxiety, the needles of our moral 
compasses spinning uncontrollably, unable to decide on one direction. I clenched my jaw at my 
classmate’s offensive generalization, but nodded along to my dad’s xenophobic comment about hating 
Chinese people, too focused on all of my cancelled events to realize the irony. A cashier at the grocery 
store yelled at my dad for stepping within a six-foot radius of him, then proceeded to talk to a customer 
across the counter for five minutes. Yet our glaring hypocrisy goes unnoticed by us, and we much rather 
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condemn someone than stand on the receiving end. We are dividing at a time where unification is most 
crucial, pointing out fingers accusingly when we should be connecting through our shared vulnerability 
and fear of the unknown future. Mindlessly stumbling our way through this pandemic with insults as 
weapons will not get us any closer to the end. We must walk through it, hand in hand, and cross the 
finish line together. 
 
In this tornado of a pandemic, how can we find the outstretched hands of one another? It begins with 
empathy, with placing ourselves in someone else’s shoes and walking around, feeling every unusual 
arch, tight space, and loose rip. Stuck inside our homes and unable to physically connect with others, we 
have the opportunity to virtually reach out through the Internet. At a time when one certainty is 
dubious the next, it is vital to stay informed and get our daily—or hourly—dose of information. But 
simply touching up on our facts is not sufficient; to truly gain empathy, we must learn the experiences 
and perspectives of others, and how and why they differ from our own. Refusing to look through the 
lens of only one person, we must find editorials and personal essays on news websites, blogs, and social 
media platforms told from a multitude of perspectives: from the very old, the very young, people of 
colour, the LGBTQ+ community, and more. For example, the YouTube channel “ASIAN BOSS” covers a 
variety of eastern-Asian perspectives on the COVID-19 pandemic, and even interviewed a citizen from 
Wuhan. 
 
Sharing our own voices is just as significant as heeding those of others. By offering our experiences and 
views to the world, we can help foster empathy and create a wider sense of community by informing 
others that they are not alone. Write the World is a great place to start, with its thirty thousand users 
always willing to hear, and to listen. 
 
Most importantly, once we find the hand of another, we must clasp hold, and not let go. We can contact 
others within our local community, people whose stories we’ve read, and ask of their opinions, their 
fears, their hopes. We must demonstrate empathy by being patient with our doctors and nurses, 
volunteering to do a grocery run for our elderly neighbour, and donating to charities working to help 
those in need—a step further would be to start our own. There are endless ways for us to tie strings 
across the community and pull it closer together. 
 
In early March, a Chinese company donated thousands of masks to Italy. “We are waves from the same 
sea,” it wrote (Fearnow, 2020). Within the chaos and confusion of this pandemic, it is important to 
understand that our health and concerns are no more important than those of anyone else. Each of our 
voices holds equal weight, equal value. We are all fighting the same battle, and we all want to win. 
We’re cut from the same cloth, you and me. 
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Fostering Community Empathy During COVID 19 
By Elizabeth Anderson (United States), age 18 

 
 

I am a high school senior in the time of COVID-19. Years from now, I will tell friends, bosses, 
children, and coworkers that I was one of the teenagers who lost their senior band trip to 
Disney World, their last prom, final dance recitals and concerts and musical productions, senior 
week, and potentially graduation. I was one of the kids who lost precious moments with people 
I might never see again, but who I still called friends. I can say that was me. 
 
I have known since January that COVID-19 would affect me, but I never realized it would be like 
this. I am no longer solely overwhelmed by schoolwork, scholarship applications, and college 
decisions, but by the news, social media, event cancellations, loss of work, Zoom meetings, and 
the possibility that I might not see meaningful people in my life until at least summer, if not 
longer or ever again. These things have caused great anxiety in me. I am someone who feels 
more comfortable when I am in control of a situation, and right now I feel like that control has 
spiraled out of my hands. It’s only been a few weeks, and I already miss exploring my 
hometown with good friends and family, surprising people who have had hard days at school 
and work with cards and chocolate, and even driving to and from school. 
 
But while anxiety is valid in these uncertain times, I know that focusing too much on myself 
could result in sadness, loneliness, and depression. I have to remember to reach out, especially 
because so many people are going through the same thing I am right now. "Being isolated is a 
hard thing to go through," said Molly Rhoades, a senior at Governor Thomas Johnson High 
School in Frederick, Maryland. "Being a senior, I have a lot of things to look forward to...that 
might not happen now. I miss being able to hug and laugh with [my friends] at school every 
day." 
 
Another senior, Dana Kullgren of Linganore High School in Frederick, Maryland, said, “I miss 
high-fiving people in the hall...feeling like I’m a part of something at academic team practices, 
and knowing what the next few months will hold.” 
 
So how do I--how do we--focus our energy outward rather than inward during this time? I 
believe our answer lies in empathy. In its simplest form, empathy is a mutual understanding 
and sharing of feelings between individuals or groups. Unlike sympathy, empathy is a two-way 
interaction, and for that reason it is important when practicing empathy to know how to listen 
and share in a balanced way. 
 
Empathy is essential to our mental and emotional well-being, not only because it’s helpful to 
talk to others about our collective experiences but also because empathizing for and with a 
broader community can provide a sense of fulfillment that we cannot receive by only 
empathizing for ourselves. 
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"For me...making sure my loved ones are safe and healthy relieves a lot of stress and anxiety I 
have right now. And I know it helps them a lot to know they are being taken care of and have 
help when they need it most," said Molly Rhoades. 
 
"Empathizing with others helps you learn to regulate your own emotions," said author and 
educational consultant Kendra Cherry in her Verywell Mind article ”Importance and Benefits of 
Empathy. "Emotional regulation is important in that it allows you to manage what you are 
feeling, even in times of great stress, without becoming overwhelmed." 
 
Empathy is an ability that anyone can use, but it can also be honed and developed in order to 
build stronger connections with others. The best way to grow empathically is to strive to see 
the world at a larger scale. Empathy should not discriminate against people of different 
backgrounds, characteristics, and values; therefore, it is crucial that those wishing to be 
empathic seek out different perspectives not only at a local or national level, but at a global 
level as well. In this way, empathy also helps to break down trivial barriers created to separate 
people of diverse races, religions, abilities, income levels, and many other traits. To me, 
exploring a diverse point of view at such a large scale could be referred to as community 
empathy, and looking at the bigger picture in this way is a pathway to practicing individualized 
empathy at a smaller level. 
 
To exercise community empathy, particularly without the help of travel or face to face 
interactions during this outbreak, tools like social media, educational resources, books, and 
blogs are incredibly useful. If you have newfound time, use it to learn about new cultures, reach 
out to people in different countries, read about the experiences of a person living in poverty or 
someone who is LGBTQ+. Start discussions with loved ones about the experiences of others and 
build a base of knowledge that allows you to understand what a person might be going through 
and connect with them despite your differences. 
 
Personally, I am taking this time to reach out to friends in other countries and learn how their 
nations are dealing with COVID-19 as well as listen to their personal experiences. Through these 
interactions, I have learned that living in different nations or cultures does not necessarily mean 
that experiences will be different. Other high school and college seniors around the world are 
feeling the same way I am right now, and some have underlying political and social issues that 
are making it even more difficult for them. Keeping in touch with those friends has allowed me 
to keep my own situation in perspective, and certainly to empathize with others. 
 
Empathy is a powerful force in any situation, but particularly right now. It can drive us away 
from our burdens and toward enlightenment and the sense of fulfillment that many of us are 
actively seeking. So I urge you--practice empathy. Reach out to others. 
I may be a senior in the time of COVID-19, but that does not mean I am powerless. 
 

Sources:  Cherry, Kendra. "Importance and Benefits of Empathy." Verywell Mind, Dotdash, 27 
Nov. 2019, www.verywellmind.com/what-is-empathy-2795562. DOI 16 Apr 2020.  
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“ASK NOT WHAT YOUR COUNTRY CAN DO FOR YOU” 
By Joseph Mullen (United States), age 18 

 
 

In my state of Florida, our Governor was widely criticized for failing to act fast enough against 

the coronavirus. 

It took Governor Ron Desantis until April 1st to issue the stay at home order, which was so late 

that it seemed to be a bad April Fool’s joke. Even this order has been loose, as beaches began 

to reopen on the same day that we had our greatest death toll of the pandemic. Pictures of 

Floridians attending beaches in the middle of a global epidemic led to the hashtag 

#floridamorons going viral. 

My fellow Floridians aren’t morons for wanting a reprieve from the policies of social distancing; 

many Americans are suffering economically due to these restrictions, and at this point 22 

million Americans are out of work. Many want social distancing lifted so they can go back to 

work and not have to face economic despair as the United States economy is bound to be in 

recession even after the pandemic ends. While it may seem easy to dismiss the protestors, 

many are desperate for relief from the economic tolls of the pandemic, which they see as worse 

than the disease itself. 

However, many of these protestors have revealed a deeper antagonism, evincing further the 

need for social distancing. Just as many of the protestors are voicing their frustration for 

justifiable reasons, there have been protestors with Confederate Flags, Swastikas, anti-Semitic, 

and anti-Asian American displays. As a result, the protestors have quickly become dominated by 

far-right organizations, showing how hateful ideologies can  manipulate economic frustration 

and scapegoat others for the crisis, making it harder to distinguish those justifiably concerned 

about their economic livelihood from those exploiting the anger to espouse hateful views.  

It is reassuring to know that the majority of Americans are rejecting this vocal minority’s rush to 

reopen. For example, 72% of Floridians polled did not want to return to life as normal at the 

beginning of May. The majority of Americans realize that the discrimination that many of the 

protestors espouse is no different than the discrimination of the virus itself. African-Americans 

have overwhelmingly been affected by COVID-19, and Asian-Americans suffer discrimination for 

as long as this pandemic lasts. Our country has come together to protect the most vulnerable 

among us, as the social distancing orders are designed to prevent further spread of a disease 

that has overwhelmingly affected minority Americans. We have to keep social distancing to 

fight the racial inequality the virus has exploited, but many protestors have pointed out 

justifiably that social distancing is widening the economic inequality already prevalent in 

American society. There is a way to balance these two truths, in maintaining social distancing 

and helping those hit economically by the lockdowns, and it involves abiding by the founding 

principle of our government: the social contract. 

https://writetheworld.com/profiles/39251
https://writetheworld.com/profiles/39251
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/04/01/825383186/florida-governor-orders-statewide-lockdown
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-04-26/california-morons-big-beach-crowds-test-states-stay-at-home-exhortations
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/04/16/unemployment-claims-coronavirus/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/04/16/unemployment-claims-coronavirus/
https://www.businessinsider.com/wisconsin-gop-official-lockdown-protesters-leave-confederate-flags-guns-home-2020-4
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-04-21/anti-quarantine-protests-fueled-by-social-media-from-far-right
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/politics-government/article242201786.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/racial-ethnic-minorities.html


 
 
 

 
www.writetheworld.com 

America has always been a nation built on freedom, but during a pandemic the rules change. To 

the protestors: realize social distancing isn’t just in place to protect you. It’s in place to protect 

your older relatives, your children, your neighbors, and the most vulnerable in society. The 

government exists based on the principle of the social contract - to protect the people with the 

consent of the governed. However, the government cannot protect us if we do not agree to 

relinquish some rights in time of crisis. These protestors want to work, but as Kevin Cassidy, the 

US representative to the International Labor Organization said, the right to work cannot 

infringe upon the right to a healthy workplace. We don’t have to weaken these restrictions to 

stop the protests, but we do have to convince protestors, themselves suffering, that social 

distancing is for their good as well as the common good. According to health experts, America’s 

death toll will continue to grow if we do not continue the restrictions, as painful as they may 

be.  

This situation emphasizes a clear problem: the more we use social distancing to stop the 

disease, the worse the economy will be hit. But we can’t save the economy without stopping 

the disease, and to put it bluntly, our freedoms are less significant if we are no longer alive to 

exercise them. Thus, we must find ways to help workers while in quarantine. Our government 

can fulfill the social contract by providing economic relief to protestors, many of whom are 

furloughed workers. The government can start by passing more direct relief to the average 

worker, rather than diverting much needed stimulus money to bailing out big corporations yet 

again during a recession. We can continue sending out direct stimulus checks. While the 

pandemic necessitates social distancing, the government can bridge the divide and expand the 

social safety net to protect workers at risk of economic suffering. Together, these actions will 

uphold and further the social contract. 
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