
 

Contact Tracing During the COVID-19 Pandemic:  
Psychological and Social Considerations  

 May, 2020 

Marit D. Murry & Amy K. Marks, PhD 
Psychological Department, Suffolk University, Boston, MA  
 

 

Contact tracing is a robust public health strategy to address evasive infectious disease outbreaks i and requires 

sensitive interpersonal and cultural competence to cultivate trust with patients and contacts ii. It is a vital tool for the 

physical, psychological and social well-being of vulnerable groups (e.g., communities of color), particularly 

individuals living within low-income, high density, and transient communitiesii. : 

• Given that the implementation of contact tracing has largely shifted to technology (e.g., contact tracing apps), 

the strategy is likely to be less effective for individuals who have no or limited technology accessiii.  

• The increased likelihood of false positives occurring in high-density living spaces and high contact industries 

create risks for vulnerable communities, such as low-income families and communities of coloriv. This is likely 

to exacerbate inequities by leading further psychological harm for individuals and communitiesv, increase 

stigmavi, and financial fallouts. 

• Children and families living in low-income or high-density areas may be particularly harmed by the stresses 

of the stigma that could be a by-product of contact tracing. Proactively designing approaches to contact tracing 

that will minimize the potential for harmful “othering” behaviors (e.g., discrimination) cannot be stated 

strongly enough.  

Proactive and mindful measures and implementation are needed to mitigate the potentially disparate 

consequences of contact tracing: 

• Physicians have reported some patients were more afraid of being blamed than dying of the virus vi. In order 

to combat stigma and increase community awareness, grassroots, inclusive, and culturally informed science, 

communication is neededvii.  

• Identifying and hiring contact tracers who have strong interpersonal skills and are from within the community, 

especially when working with historically oppressed and marginalized communities, may provide unique 

community knowledge and trust that offers a great advantageviii.  

• Employing individuals from the community who have lost their jobs due to the virus may be a way to reopen 

the economy and invigorate a communal responseviii.  

• Psychological and social supports are essential during the training, implementation, and post-pandemic phases 

of any contact tracing workforce initiatives. The contact tracers themselves will need to be supported as they 

inevitably encounter stress in developing this critical role.  

• Finally, to facilitate trust and engagement among all US residents, access to information garnered through 

contact tracing must be protected from law enforcement and cannot be tied to access to benefits and resourcesix. 
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