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ABSTRACT

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has negatively affected the lives of people with 
disabilities; therefore, they need fast vaccination allocation. However, many countries, 
especially the Republic of Korea, have hesitated to vaccinate people with disabilities. This 
opinion article will explain why vaccine allocation priority is required for autistic people 
and people with disabilities in the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, including reporting on self-
quarantine's stresses and psychological burdens.

Keywords: Disability in COVID-19; Vaccination; People with Disabilities; Autistic Trait; 
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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has affected lives worldwide, including people with 
disabilities. During 2020, half of the countries enforced lockdowns that required people to 
stay in their home or institution, withdrawn from freedom of action and communication with 
others. Also, autistic people worldwide, including unregistered or self-diagnosed autistics,1 
suffer more because they and their parents feel a lack of support from communities and the 
government,2 and isolation from social interactions.3

Fortunately, the Republic of Korea has succeeded in protecting citizens from severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) infections thanks to the social distancing 
policy led by the Korea Disease Control and Prevention Agency (KDCA). However, during the 
recent fourth wave,4 the surge of confirmed cases of the delta variant threatens many people 
with disabilities, especially autistics. Because they are ‘left behind’5 from vaccination against 
COVID-19, they are experiencing a near-lockdown experience again.

Also, the Korean Government does not have accommodations for autistics and people 
with disabilities with all processes related to COVID-19, including self-isolation, living in 
residential treatment centres or hospitals, PCR tests, and vaccination. It is different from 
measures of the UK government, which emphasised the autistic-friendly vaccine uptake 
methodology, including easy-to-read information6 and allowing the removal of masks for 
autistics in social settings.7
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On January 28, 2021, KDCA announced the first ‘vaccination plan.’8 The program categorised 
Koreans into three groups: Group A aims to prevent severe COVID-19 infections and death. 
Group B aims to protect workers in essential services. Group C aims to prevent transmission 
in the community.9 Then, the groups were divided into three quarters again.8,10 In this 
process, KDCA prioritised people with disabilities in psychiatric wards (Group C, first 
quarter) and facilities (Second quarter) because ‘they are weak to the virus, and the fatality 
is high.’11 Furthermore, all people with disabilities living in the community were allocated in 
the last quarter; treated as the same as people without disabilities.

From then, disability-related organisations and some politicians requested the Korean 
government to prioritise people with disabilities, especially ‘people with Developmental 
Disabilities,’ including autistics.12 Nevertheless, on June 17, 2021, KDCA finally decided not 
to change the overall vaccination priority.11 It is not astonishing that the decision repeats 
the American CDC’s conclusion, which has neglected people's requests for disabilities in 
America.13 Fortunately, KDCA decided to vaccinate registered people with development 
disabilities before the last most oversized vaccination lot starting in August but rejected to 
prioritise other registered and unregistered people with disabilities.

However, there are reasonable reasons why these decisions are not helpful for people with 
disabilities, especially autistics, people with intellectual disabilities, and other people with 
psychological disabilities.

First, people with disabilities, especially people with psychological disabilities, are at-risk 
for SARS-CoV-2. During the first wave of COVID-19 in the Republic of Korea, people with 
disabilities showed a meaningfully higher COVID-19 prevalence (< 0.001) than others.14 Also, 
according to the survey by National Rehabilitation Center, more people with disabilities 
(6.2%) have experienced self-isolation than others (5.4%), which implies they are vulnerable 
and have more chances to contract SARS-CoV-2.15

Recent research indicates that autistics in the USA16 and people with learning disabilities in 
the United Kingdom17 have a higher prevalence and mortality from SARS-CoV-2. Moreover, 
Hotez et al.18 suggested that ‘people with developmental disabilities,’ including autistics, 
have vulnerability and high fatality from SARS-CoV-2 because of their susceptibility to the 
virus. Lima et al.19 also suggested that autistics could have increased immune response to the 
virus, such as ‘cytokine storm.’

Next, social distancing and health policies made ‘people with developmental disabilities’ in 
near-lockdown experience, negatively impacting in quality of life of autistics, people with 
intellectual disabilities,20 and their families. After the start of COVID-19, when the social 
distancing levels were highest, their visiting places (including schools, community welfare 
centres and workplaces) were closed or transited online, which was unfamiliar to them. 
Therefore, most Korean autistics are stuck at home with parents rather than going outside; to 
avoid affection with the virus. From mid-2020, KDCA and the Ministry of Health and Welfare 
stressed the ‘mind quarantine,’ which enhances counselling for all Korean people, but their 
efforts have not reached Korean autistics, Korean people with disabilities or their parents.

Therefore, most autistics and other people with disabilities decided to cease any outside 
activities15 because they are afraid of infection risk, as an autistic child in Japan had shown,21 
and social discrimination caused by invisible disabilities, including autistic traits.22 Also, many 
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autistics struggle with wearing face coverings22,23 because of their low tactile sensory thresholds,24 
which experts are trying interventions for wearing.25 Moreover, autistics find it hard to maintain 
social distancing policies18 and have suffered from society's isolation. Therefore, they suffer from 
low quality of life and state of mind during the COVID-19 pandemic.26

In recent research by Ulsan Centre for Developmental Disabilities, 87.6% of ‘people with 
disabilities’ (n = 766) have reported the effect on their everyday lives because their health 
worsened.27 Respondents also said they are feeling frustration (n = 434), anger (n = 269), 
incompetence (n = 174) and nervousness (n = 155) after COVID-19 started.27 Especially, autistics 
are more impacted by ‘voluntary’ self-isolation and showing more negative emotional behaviours. 
For example, in the survey, parents of autistic and autistic-intellectual people reported an increase 
in stimming, self-injury, violence, impulsive, nervous, and binge eating behaviours.5,27

Furthermore, the parents' deep parenting burden for people with ‘Developmental Disabilities,’ 
created by the Double Empathy Problem between autistics and neurotypicals,28,29 affects the 
quality of the lives of people with disabilities15 and makes parents' lives harder. For example, 
after COVID-19 started, several parents with autistics in Korea committed suicide because of the 
severe psychological pressure of caring for their children.5,30

Third, according to their living status, the discrimination of people with disabilities is 
discriminative and a violation of international laws. UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), Article 19(b), obliged state parties not to make people 
with disabilities live in a ‘particular living arrangement.’31 However, the Korean government 
excluded the people with disabilities in the community from vaccination priority by 
prioritising people with disabilities locked in the ‘congregated or overcrowded setting’9: 
psychic wards and institutions that article 19 prohibits. It seemed inevitable to the KDCA 
and health professionals when they thought of the mass infection in Cheongdo. However, 
the decision showed a clear signal: the Korean government keep people with disabilities into 
institutions before releasing them into a safer environment.

Moreover, CRPD article 25 requires state parties to ‘Provide those health services needed 
by persons with disabilities’ (b) and ‘prevent discriminatory denial of health care or health 
services’ (f ), which applies in the COVID-19 vaccination.31 However, as the former minister 
Park Neung-hoo insisted, “the making people with disabilities as the category of vulnerable 
[to the COVID] are discriminative,” 30 the Korean government does not regard the existing 
health inequity of Korean people with disabilities.32

So, what would change if all people with disabilities received vaccines in the early stage? Many 
people with disabilities, especially autistics, could quickly normalise their lives, keeping 
their routine or outside activities, and receive essential health services. Also, the stress and 
psychological burden on families would reduce. Schools and hospitals also could provide 
services, which is not entirely possible via remote communication. Therefore, the satisfaction 
and the quality of life of people with disabilities would improve.

Most of all, vaccination for people with disabilities would help them maintain or seek new 
employment. The employment rate of Korean people with disabilities in 2020 was 48.0%, 
which lowered by 2.0% in a year. Moreover, the rate of Korean autistics in 2020 was 23.2%, 
lowered by 3.8%.33 Therefore, if vaccinations are early, people with disabilities and autistics 
could get a decent job and earn money to live in a pandemic crisis and integrate into society.
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Now we should admit the truth: Many governments, which include the Korean government, 
have left behind people with disabilities, especially autistics, during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The current status is quite different from the address of President Moon Jae-in, which argued 
that “Made a principle … leave no vulnerable persons behind.”34 We cannot change the 
current result on people with disabilities: the late vaccination and ignore of high demand. 
However, the constant and systemic exclusion of disabilities from pandemic policies and 
strategies should not repeat.

Therefore, the following implications throughout this article are still valid. First, governments 
should prioritise autistics and people with psychological disabilities as a vaccination priority 
as soon as possible and consider people with disabilities for all pandemic policies like self-
quarantine.26 Second, countries may make channels that give all people with disabilities, 
including autistic and neurodivergent people, access regular or on-demand psychological 
services regardless of the enrolment. At last, governments may fund all people with disabilities 
based on the social model of disability and give them enough high education and decent jobs to 
get out of the crisis that autistics and other people with disabilities face every day.
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