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ABSTRACT

The unprecedented uncertainty associated with the COVID-19 pandemic has been widely acknowledged. However, uncertainty
and the complex psychological responses that it generates have not often been the core or centerpiece of writings on pandemic
distress. In this paper, we discuss why it is crucial to understand pandemic distress reactions as a psychological response to
uncertainty, in and of itself. To inform this discussion, we have drawn on writings and research on the topic of uncertainty within
psychology and other disciplines (e.g., public health). We attempt to apply some of these ideas to the Puerto Rican context,
where the COVID-19 pandemic has been one among many “uncertainty disasters.” The importance of autogestidn in Puerto Rico
is discussed.
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RESUMEN

La incertidumbre sin precedentes asociada con la pandemia del COVID-19 ha sido ampliamente reconocida. Sin embargo, la
incertidumbre y las complejas respuestas psicoldgicas que genera no han sido a menudo el nicleo o la pieza central de los
escritos sobre la angustia pandémica. En este articulo, discutimos por qué es crucial comprender las reacciones de la angustia
pandémica como una respuesta psicoldgica a la incertidumbre, en si misma. Para informar esta discusidn, nos hemos basado en
escritos e investigaciones sobre el tema de la incertidumbre dentro de la psicologia y otras disciplinas (por ejemplo, salud
publica). Intentamos aplicar algunas de estas ideas al contexto puertorriquefio, donde la pandemia del COVID-19 ha sido uno
entre muchos "desastres de incertidumbre”. Abordamos la importancia de la autogestion en Puerto Rico.
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Although uncertainty is widely acknowledged
to have played a role in COVID-19 pandemic-
related distress and anxiety (e.g., Koffman,
2020), there is a risk that this assertion will be
reduced to a generic ‘truism’ if not made the
focus of direct analysis. In this article, we
present a few ideas regarding the centrality of
uncertainty to pandemic-related distress and
anxiety (Freeston et al., 2020), and discuss
possible applications to the Puerto Rican
context, where historically, uncertainty has
been an expansive, lived experience.

Early in the pandemic, projections regard-
ing a coinciding and longer-term “mental
health pandemic” (Sanderson et al., 2020)
ensued. However, concerned about the po-
tential for misdiagnosing or overdiagnosing
normative distress as mental disorder in the
context of uncertainty posed by the COVID-19
pandemic, Durodié (2020) cautioned, “to
project the public or a significant proportion of
it, as unable to cope, could be a self-fulfilling
error.”

There is abundant evidence from psycho-
logy, medicine, economics, and many other
disciplines that most people experience
uncertainty as very aversive and anxiety-
provoking (Freeston et al., 2020; Koerner et
al., 2017), especially when conditions are
threatening, novel, and unfamiliar (Brosschot
et al., 2018). For most of us, the global pan-
demic epitomizes such conditions. Critically,
the default response to this kind of uncertainty
is the alertness that characterizes the stress
response, terminated only once safety is
perceived. However, if there continues to be
uncertainty about safety, the default response
will remain active (Brosschot et al., 2018).
Environmental factors that contribute to or
amplify a sense of unsafety include lack of
adequate shelter, distortions in information,
and social contexts characterized by unex-
pected and rapid changes in rules (Brosschot
etal., 2018).

Considered through this lens, pandemic-
related distress and anxiety are notimmediate
signifiers of “poor coping” or a psychopatho-
logical response. Rather, many of these

reactions, even those that are intense or
prolonged, may reflect a default response to
the broad context of uncertainty and “unsafe-
ty” posed by the COVID-19 virus and its
knock-on effects, compounded by fluctuating
behavioral recommendations, inconsistent
messaging, and an overwhelming information
landscape that has made locating the signal in
the noise very difficult (Kesner & Horacek,
2020). Shelter, typically considered an essen-
tial source of safety (Brosschot et al., 2018)
became precarious and even dangerous
during the pandemic — many people faced the
threat of housing eviction and displacement,
and the increase in domestic violence and
femicides during lockdowns and shelter-in-
place orders is well-documented (Benfer et
al., 2021; Kofman & Garfin, 2020).

Many researchers are attempting to under-
stand pandemic distress and anxiety through
the lens of individual difference characteristics
such as intolerance of uncertainty, intolerance
of ambiguity, and dispositional risk aversion,
to name a few (del Valle et al., 2020; Millroth
& Frey, 2021; Petrocchi, 2021). However,
studying psychological responses as a
function of “individuals’ psychological profiles”
(Durodié, 2020) may be limiting as uncertainty
is also a “lived and spatiotemporal condition”
(Senanayake & King, 2020). Thus, psycholo-
gical experiences of uncertainty need to be
contextualized within the sociohistorical, cul-
tural, physical, and temporal contexts in which
the uncertainty is being experienced (Biraglia
& Brizi, 2021).

For Puerto Ricans, high uncertainty is both
an exogenous and an expansive lived
experience. Anxiety disorders are the most
diagnosed mental health disorders (Canino et
al., 2016/2019) and it may be that many
manifestations of clinically-significant anxiety
reflect the default stress response to
prolonged conditions of uncertainty and
unsafety. “Parallel pandemics” (Garcia et al.,
2020) have been declared, resulting from the
commonwealth's unique profile of multiple,
enduring uncertainty disasters, with COVID-
19 being the most recent in a long sequence.
Accordingly, it is difficult to see how attempts

121 REVISTA PUERTORRIQUENA DE PSICOLOGIA | V.32 | No. 1| ENERO —JUNIO | 2021



NAOMI KOERNER - JENNIFER MORALES-CRUZ

to study, conceptualize, or address pandemic
responses using frameworks based largely in
individual difference characteristics (e.g.,
attitudes, temperament, personality traits,
skills) can capture the entirety of the psycholo-
gical experience of uncertainty and pandemic-
related distress in Puerto Rico. It seems clear
that traditional psychotherapy-oriented ap-
proaches are not the immediate solution to
managing the excess uncertainty that has
characterized the pandemic. Community-
driven and system-level interventions are also
needed. In Puerto Rico, community-level
approaches have in fact been essential in
response to many waves of disaster and
accompanying uncertainty (Serrano-Garcia,
2020).

Puerto Rico has experienced a long history
of political uncertainty and corresponding
unsafety (Comas-Diaz et al., 1998). Since
1898, Puerto Rico has been a colony of the
United States. Puerto Rico is a common-
wealth with autonomy over local affairs, but
the United States government manages the
insular issues. Some authors call this an
‘unresolved colonial status;” it survives, in a
state of ambiguity and uncertainty, without the
powers or resources to determine its own path
(Bonilla & LeBron, 2019; Duany, 2003). The
phasing out of Section 936 in 1996, a
recession in 2006, a historic bankruptcy, and
the imposition of the Puerto Rico Oversight,
Management, and Economic Stability Act (Ley
PROMESA) have contributed to profound and
sustained socioeconomic uncertainty and
unsafety. The socioeconomic crisis becomes
sharpened when considering the position of
Puerto Rico as a subordinate country to the
economic, political, and military matters of the
United States. The exodus of nearly 500,000
residents in the last decade alone further
exposes the unequal subordinated colonial
relationship (Balmaceda, 2020; GAO, 2018;
Perreira, 2017).

Compromised  socioeconomic  status
contributes to a generalized feeling of
uncertainty and unsafety (Brosschot et al.,
2018). Over the last thirty years, Puerto Rico
has faced high rates of poverty. About 20% of

the population in Puerto Rico is over 60 years
of age, and the majority of older adults live in
poverty (Garriga, 2020; U.S. Census Bureau,
2020). More than half of children and
adolescents (58%) live in poverty in a
household with an unemployed caregiver
(50%) (Instituto Desarrollo de la Juventud,
2020). Puerto Rico has the highest child
poverty rate compared to any U.S. state (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2020). Currently, Puerto
Ricans are facing fiscal austerity, job losses
and insular cuts of public service budgets
(e.g., pensions, social and health services)
(Pérez-Pedrogo et al., 2020; Perreira, 2017).
In addition, residents of Puerto Rico have
unequal federal fund parity access (e.g.,
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP), Medicaid, and Supplemental Securi-
ty Income), resulting in barriers to access to
the kinds of services that are essential to
safety (Balmaceda, 2020). The neoliberal
austerity measures have led to detrimental
consequences in quality of life and have
deepened social and health disparities
(Akhter et al., 2018). The First Human Devel-
opment Report of Puerto Rico (reflecting pre-
hurricane data) showed that with respect to
disparities, Puerto Rico was fifth in the world
(Diaz, 2018; Rodriguez-Velazquez, 2018).

Shelter, an essential source of safety, is
under constant uncertain threat in Puerto Rico
due to the archipelago’s vulnerability to
environmental events such as hurricanes and
earthquakes. Estimates indicate that Hurri-
cane Maria caused damage to more than
300,000 homes (Ma & Smith, 2020). The
widespread displacement within and migra-
tion away from Puerto Rico following Maria
especially in areas where infrastructure dam-
age was highest, is well-documented (Acosta
et al., 2020). This displacement and out-
migration, in turn, has had destabilizing effects
on communities (Macias et al., 2020) and
other important sources of safety — notably,
many medical providers left the island
following Maria, leading to a shortage of
trained health  professionals  (Toledo-
Hernandez, 2018). Adding fuel to the fire of
uncertainty and unsafety, an earthquake
swarm that included a 6.4 magnitude
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earthquake hit Puerto Rico in January 2020,
affecting South and Southwest municipalities.
Over 7,500 people lost their homes, and many
families took shelter in tents, cars, and
government refuges in the months that
followed (Sanchez, 2020).

Puerto Ricans have also had to contend
with multiple public health emergencies that
have been characterized by long-term, highly-
threatening forms of uncertainty and unsafety.
An historical overview of the more than 40
years pre-dating the COVID-19 pandemic
shows that the Caribbean Islands faced
Dengue, HIV, Chikungunya, and Zika. In
Puerto Rico, approximately 10,888 deaths
have been attributed to influenza and another
30,000 mortalities to HIV (Rivera Clemente,
2019). In recent years, much has been written
about the uncertainties and unknowns
characterizing the Zika virus epidemic in
Puerto Rico (2016-2017). Mosquito trans-
mission made it difficult for people, and
pregnant women in particular, to definitively
protect themselves (Linde et al., 2018). The
probability of adverse, serious health
outcomes (e.g., microcephaly; Guillain-Barré
syndrome) developing was also uncertain and
needed to be quantified and modelled
(Ellington et al., 2016; Mier-y-Teran-Romero
etal., 2018). There was also considerable un-
certainty and mixed messaging as to whether
the Zika epidemic had actually ended or not in
Puerto Rico (Rodriguez-Diaz et al., 2017).

Fear and uncertainty regarding the
collapse of the healthcare system remains
latent following the myriad disasters and
epidemics of recent years (Rios et al., 2020).
Puerto Rico has only 63 public and private
hospitals. Most are located in urban areas like
San Juan and are understaffed due to lay-offs
(Garriga-Lopez, 2020). Further, there are no
emergency departments in eight rural
municipalities (Adjuntas, Coamo, Culebra,
Jayuya, Las Marias, Maricao, Salinas, and
Santa Isabel) (Human Resources and
Services Administration, 2020).

Thus, in Puerto Rico, the COVID-19
pandemic arrived in the wake of years of

enduring, cumulative uncertain threat, unsafe-
ty, and economic and health disparities.
Between 2017 and 2020 alone, residents
were responding to two back-to-back
hurricanes and an earthquake swarm, without
any identifiable reprieve from the unsafety.
The effects of these disasters were, and
continue to be, compounded by political and
economic crises and shocks, fiscal con-
straints, climate injustice, and colonialism—
additional sources of uncertainty and unsafe-
ty. Thus, the experience of pandemic-related
uncertainty and anxiety in Puerto Rico needs
to be conceptualized within this unique socio-
political-historical context in which uncertainty
and unpredictability are intimately intertwined
with the threat of profound loss, and death.

The psychology literature has shown that
being made to wait for an uncertain outcome
(e.g., a medical test result or the outcome of a
qualifying exam) is harder to tolerate than
other kinds of stressors (Sweeny, 2018).
Waiting is associated with increased negative
affect and sleep disturbances, likely mediated
by worry and these effects tend to be worst at
the start and at the end of the waiting period
(Sweeny, 2018). What makes the pandemic
distinct as a waiting period, is that it has no
defined end point that can be anticipated. This
kind of “time suspension” (Bonilla, 2020a) may
be novel for many of us and may be harder to
tolerate psychologically relative to more
‘ordinary’ waiting periods, characterized by
known expected durations or a discrete range
of possible outcomes.

Writing about the temporality of the
disasters in Puerto Rico, Bonilla (2020a, b)
highlighted the “forced act of waiting” that has
characterized life in the immediate and longer-
term aftermath of Maria. Bonilla and LeBron
(2019) further alluded to the amorphous
quality of the timeframe of disaster in Puerto
Rico in stating: “It is difficult to predict when
the disaster associated with Hurricane Maria
will actually end...Nor is it even clear when
this disaster began (p. 5).” It would be of
interest to examine how the psychological
experience of time and waiting has impacted
the experience of uncertainty during the
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pandemic in Puerto Rico. People feel
desperate to know when the pandemic will
end (Pérez-Pedrogo et al., 2020); however, it
remains unclear as to what constitutes “post-
pandemic” (or even “pre-pandemic”) for those
living in Puerto Rico.

Uncertainty, and the associated unsafety
and distress are not merely psychic or
perceptual experiences to be self-managed or
“treated.” Uncertainty is also sociopolitical. In
an “uncertainty disaster” such as the COVID-
19 pandemic (Everly et al, 2020), the
question arises as to the extent to which
individuals should shoulder the responsibility
for coping with their own uncertainty distress.
Writing  specifically about the problems
associated with an individualistic lens of
uncertainty and its management, Durodié
(2020) aptly stated that “[fear] is transmitted
by social structures, history, and our relations
to others.” (p. S62). Early in the pandemic, the
World Health Organization drafted a
document for health authorities and decision-
makers out-lining several recommendations
for respon-sible communication of uncertainty
to the public.! Therefore, organizations and
institu-tions have a critical role to play in the
public’s experience of uncertainty. During
times of crisis, uncertainty is sometimes
politicized and exploited (e.g., to justify
inaction) (Kreps & Kriner, 2020). Thus,
responsible management of uncertainty is
also an ethical imperative. Having said that,
there remains much to be learned about how
to communicate uncertainty in a way that does
not erode public trust (Han et al., 2018), as
communication missteps can have enduring
and devastating effects (Clark-Ginsberg &
Sayers, 2020). How to effectively communi-
cate uncertainty will need to be a focus of
continued empirical attention, ideally involving
interdisciplinary collaboration (e.g., between
psychologists, public health scientists and
ethicists).

In Puerto Rico, inconsistent and discrepant
communication about the death toll following
Hurricane Maria increased skepticism and

provoked distrust in the local government
(Andrade et al., 2020). In December 2017, the
Puerto Rican government estimated that there
had been 64 deaths from Maria. However, a
few months later, a study by public health
scientists estimated the true number of fatali-
ties between September 20 and December
31, 2017, at (@ minimum of) 4,645 once
accounting for indirect causes such as lack of
water and electricity, unsanitary conditions,
complications due to chronic illness, and the
inaccessibility of medical services due to
hospital floods and closures (Kishore et al.,
2018). Although the then-governor resigned
following massive protests in 2019, distrust in
the governmental handling of emergencies
endured. The public’s experiences of involun-
tary, imposed uncertainty about the death toll
following Maria and the “forced act of waiting”
that has characterized the hurricane’s
aftermath have likely had a spillover impact on
pandemic-related uncertainty and beliefs
about the government’s ability to competently
respond. In a study of Puerto Ricans who
reported being uncertain about getting
vaccinated or sure that they would not pursue
vaccination against COVID-19, about 1/3
cited lack of trust in the government as a
reason (Lopez-Cepero et al., 2021).

Throughout the pandemic, “resilience” has
appeared alongside “uncertainty” in various
discourses on coping. For example, much has
been written about how cognitive behavioral
therapy can help individuals build their own
personal resilience to pandemic-related
adversity and uncertainty (e.g., Naeem et al.,
2020; Sanderson et al., 2020). However,
conceptualizing resilience as an individual
difference characteristic, a mindset or a
skillset (McCleskey & Gruda, 2020; Paredes
et al., 2021) can carry risks depending on the
context - like uncertainty, resilience can be
exploited e.g., when institutions deflect
responsibility onto individuals for their own
resilience in the face of uncertainty and
disaster (Borges-Méndez & Caron, 2019;
Ortiz Torres, 2020; Serrano-Garcia, 2020). An
individualistic lens on uncertainty and its

" https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/searo/whe/coronavirus19/managing-uncertainty-in-covid-19-a-quick-guide.pdf?sfursn=270e4ac8_4
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management ignores the “politics  of
resilience” and the important role of social
conditions (Borges-Méndez & Caron, 2019;
Dagdeviren et al., 2015).

Following Maria, residents and commu-
nities in Puerto Rico were left to their own
devices to take action and reduce their own
sense of unsafety and uncertainty and
mobilize their own resources (Bonilla, 2020a).
Puerto Ricans organized aid to families
impacted by the disasters. Most of the aid
relief was managed by the communities
themselves and local non-profit entities.
Initiatives emerged to meet the basic needs of
food, building materials, beds, and physical
and mental health services to communities.
The people organized themselves, and help
was reaching the places that needed it. Public
and private universities mobilized health and
mental health professionals as well as
students of medicine, public health, nursing,
and psychology to bring services to the people
(Trifilio-Martinez et al., 2020). The Puerto
Rican Psychological Association was also
present with the volunteers, the Red Cross
collaboration, and the Mental Health
Response Network for Emergencies and
Disasters.

In response to the earthquake sequence
that struck in early 2020, affected
communities once again mobilized their own
resources to help those whose homes had
collapsed, or were at risk of collapsing
(Rodriguez Soto, 2020). Communities also
developed their own emergency prepared-
ness protocols and training in anticipation of
aftershocks (Rodriguez Soto, 2020). The
experience of earthquakes is quite different
compared to waiting to track a storm or a
hurricane. The potential for aftershocks of
unknown duration makes earthquakes unpre-
dictable and particularly anxiety-provoking.

When the COVID-19 pandemic was
declared, communities provided various types
of outreach to residents. For example, in
Arenas, to combat misinformation, community
members created educational public service

announcements about COVID-19 that were
transmitted through loudspeaker. Community
leaders also developed their own contact
tracing systems and engaged in active
monitoring of symptoms via telephone calls to
each household (Rodriguez Soto, 2020). In
October 2021, Puerto Rico became the
jurisdiction in the United States with the
highest vaccination rate (Acevedo, 2021). As
of November 28, 2021, 82.4% of those eligible
have received the vaccine series, and 91%
have received at least 1 dose (Department of
Health, 2021). These data reflect the exten-
sive health promotion measures taken by
citizens to curb community transmission and
reduce their own unsafety and excess
uncertainty. It is significant to recognize the
education campaigns launched by Puerto
Rican health professionals and scientists; the
massive vaccination events of the multisec-
toral Coalicion de Inmunizacion y Promocion
de la Salud (VOCES), the 330 Health Centers,
and the community pharmacies.

It is evident that local and diaspora initia-
tives and efforts have been vital in the face of
uncertainty and poor governmental response
to emergencies. While many refer to such
action as “resilience,” in Puerto Rico, autoges-
tion most accurately captures this response.
In English, the blunt translation of autogestion
is “self-management.” Autogestion is radically
different from the concepts that self-manage-
ment may connote—it is not, for example, self-
help, self-regulation, or self-control. Rather,
autogestion is “self-determination” (Ortiz
Torres, 2020). Importantly, this does not refer
to an internal characteristic per se. As Ortiz
Torres (2020) explains, it “promote[s] the
empowerment/strengthening of citizens and
communities to demand what they deserve,
when they need it.” (p. 363). Grounded in
community psychology approaches, autoges-
tion is proposed to influence collective and
individual mental health and well-being
through mutual aid and autonomous organi-
zing (Garcia Lopez, 2020; Ortiz Torres, 2020).
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Summary

While the “unprecedented uncertainty”
(Koffman et al., 2020) associated with the
COVID-19 pandemic has been widely
acknowledged, this uncertainty has more
often been discussed as a corollary of COVID-
19 and the many threats (actual and potential)
the virus and the pandemic have posed.
However, uncertainty and the complex
psychological responses that it generates,
has not often been the core or centerpiece of
writings on COVID-19 pandemic distress.

In this paper, we suggest that it is crucial
to understand pandemic-related distress
reactions as a psychological response to
uncertainty, in and of itself (Freeston et al.,
2020) and as a default response to uncertainty
and corresponding unsafety (see Brosschot et
al., 2018). Moreover, uncertainty needs to be
understood as a construct that is
simultaneously psychic, spatial-temporal, and
sociopolitical. Attempts to study pandemic-
related uncertainty and distress at the level of
individual differences or clinical characteris-
tics (e.g., dispositional characteristics like
intolerance of uncertainty or neuroticism) are
unlikely to bring about the advances needed
for individuals and communities to respond
effectively to future “uncertainty disasters.”
The complexity and potential pitfalls of
discourses centered on “building resilience”
and “tolerating uncertainty” become apparent
when considering Puerto Rico, where the
COVID-19 pandemic arrived in the wake of
years of political, economic, social and
physical uncertainty and unsafety. Addressing
cumulative, collective uncertainty and unsafe-
ty in Puerto Rico has required interventions
that transcend conventional individualistic or
“clinical” models.
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