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S H O R T  S U M M A R Y

The COVID-19 pandemic drastically impacted the lives of young people, 
leaving them uncertain of their prospects. This uncertainty lingers on, 
accentuated by ongoing crises. In parallel, the pandemic also revealed 
examples of resilience and solidarity by youth mobilising to support their 
communities. Understanding the lessons of the pandemic is fundamental to 
address youth concerns and to develop lasting solutions with them. 

This publication intends to inform responses to youth challenges 
aggravated since the pandemic and through subsequent crises. It uses 
youth-led research to unveil evidence of the pandemic’s impact on youth, 
and their actions, in response. 

The ten featured studies were developed under 
UNESCO’s Youth As Researchers initiative on 
‘Exploring the impact of COVID-19 on youth’ 
(2020-2022) which engaged over 10,000 
young people across all regions. 

UNESCO is committed to bringing the ideas 
of youth to policy-makers and practitioners 
to generate lasting solutions.

Youth voices on the impact and lessons from  
the pandemic 

of young people  
surveyed  

worldwide attested that  
the pandemic has left them  

uncertain of their future 
prospects

38%

‘Since wars begin in the minds of men and 
women it is in the minds of men and women 
that the defences of peace must be constructed‘
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The COVID-19 pandemic marked a turning point 
for the current generation of youth, leaving them 
uncertain of their prospects, as attested by 38% of 
young people surveyed globally¹. The challenges 
generated by the pandemic linger on beyond 
the emergency phase and are compounded by 
overlapping crises, conflicts, and polarization. 
Indeed, those who were 15 years old when the 
pandemic broke are coming of age in a continuously 
challenging environment. In parallel, the pandemic 
allowed many young people around the world to 
show resilience and solidarity in the face of adversity, 
as showcased by the levels of civic activity during 
COVID-19 (74% of young respondents in South 
Asia and 65% of respondents in Brazil engaged in 
relief projects)². 

Grasping the impact and lessons of the pandemic is 
a necessary foundation to understand the younger 
generation’s needs, post-COVID-19. This publication 
presents evidence of the pandemic’s impact on 
youth, as well as of impactful actions by young 
people, in response. It recognizes and honours ten 
studies designed and authored by youth throughout 
the pandemic. These were developed under 
UNESCO’s Youth as Researchers (YAR) initiative on 

‘Exploring the impact of COVID-19 on youth’ (2020-
2022). The initiative was co-led with the UNESCO 
Chairs at the University of Galway (Ireland) and the 
Pennsylvania State University (United States of 
America) and engaging over 10,000 young people 
across all regions.  

The ten studies – three global, four regional and 
three national – showcase shared and context-
specific youth experiences around the globe. They 
also present examples of youth-led adaptation on 
challenges that remain relevant today. For example, 
on youth mental health the global study (pp.37-57) 
reports an alarming increase in youth loneliness. It 
also reveals a lack of access to information about 
mental health policies and services at country level 
(60% of respondents). These findings are enriched 
through the studies in Asia - Pacific (pp.75-93) and 
in Europe and North America (pp.115-137). These 
identify context-specific barriers to accessing such 
services while also discussing the role of stigma 
and traditional belief systems in dealing with youth 
mental health. Finally, the national study in Haiti 
(pp.161-174) showcases youth using social media to 
endure the pandemic, through learning, recreational 
and social activities beneficial to their mental health. 

FOREWORD
By Gabriela Ramos, Assistant Director-General for Social and Human Sciences, UNESCO

https://www.universityofgalway.ie/our-research/people/political-science-and-sociology/patdolan/
https://agsci.psu.edu/unesco
https://agsci.psu.edu/unesco
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1 ILO. 2020. Youth & COVID-19: Impacts on jobs, 
education, rights and mental well-being.  
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_
emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf
2 UNESCO. 2022. Global Policy Brief, Youth as 
Researchers Exploring the Impact of COVID-19 
on Youth, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000381506 

This publication ultimately aims to provide youth-led research the 
visibility it deserves. Youth-led research is undoubtedly a stepping 
stone to understanding youth realities and advancing concrete 
solutions. After all, who can better understand and express the realities 
of young people than youth themselves? As one young author stated: 
‘The Youth as Researchers has the potential to illuminate inspirational 
stories and narratives about young people's struggles and triumphs’.

We are grateful to all the young authors for their laborious work and 
for sharing with UNESCO the views of the young respondents who 
engaged in their research. We are equally grateful to the YAR Editorial 
Board and peer reviewers for their important contributions. UNESCO 
is committed to bringing the ideas of youth to decision-makers, to 
make them count and to generate policy solutions. UNESCO will also 
continue supporting decision-makers in integrating this knowledge 
into tangible policy reform and action.  

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381506
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381506
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Between 2020 and 2023, the COVID-19 pandemic 
drastically impacted the lives of young people. 
Anxiety and depression increased by 200% among 
youth,1 and young women experienced a ‘shadow 
pandemic’ of domestic violence, increased care-
giving work, and risk of early marriage2. The 
concept of a ‘COVID-19’ or ‘lockdown’ generation 
has emerged in the media to describe how youth 
may be scarred for decades to come3. Yet, youth 
have also been proving their resilience in the 
face of adversity, through social activism (global 
31% volunteering for pandemic response)4 and 
supporting relief projects (e.g. 74% South Asia, 
65% in Brazil)5.  

While May 2023 marked the end of COVID-19 
as a public health emergency, the pandemic’s 
imprint on societies remains. Social scientists will 
spend decades unravelling its consequences6 that 
are further compounded by subsequent crises, 
conflicts, disasters and polarization. Current 
literature is already reporting radical shifts in health, 
social vulnerability, education, social capital, social 
relationships, social mobility, and social welfare. 
Such shifts involve dramatic psychological and 
emotional effects, exacerbation of segregation and 
poverty, disruption in educational systems and an 
information divide7. These consequences frame 
the  heavy toll on the lives and prospects of youth 
today which can no longer remain unattended. At 
the same time, the pandemic also offered stories 
of youth resilience that need to serve as lessons to 
enhance social resilience and inspire future policy 
and action.

This publication is intended to inform responses to 
contemporary challenges that have been generated 
through the pandemic and further aggravated as 
a result of crises, conflict and disasters. It uses 
youth-led research to unveil what the COVID-19 
pandemic signified for young people and what 
lessons can be drawn on the capacity of youth to 
rise above crises, adapt, and devise solutions. The 
ten featured studies8  (three global, four regional, 
three national) were developed under UNESCO’s 
Youth as Researchers  (YAR) on ‘Exploring the 
impact of COVID-19 on youth’ (2020-2022), 
designed and implemented with youth, by the 
UNESCO Social and Human Sciences Sector and 
the UNESCO Chairs at the University of Galway 
(Ireland) and the Pennsylvania State University 
(United States of America).  

The global studies’ section (pp.1-57) provides 
insights around the universally reported challenges 
on access and quality of higher education  
(pp.1-19), and on youth mental health (pp.37-57). 
A third study in this section (pp.19-37) sheds 
light on the pandemic’s toll on youth sexual and 
reproductive health and rights (SRHR) – an issue 
that had not been significantly reported during the 
pandemic.  

All three studies point to systemic factors that 
currently affect, and unless properly addressed 
will continue to affect, the experience of being 
young. Chief among those are the gender disparity 
- with young women facing greater disruptions in 
accessing remote learning or quality sexual and 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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reproductive health services (SRH) - and the digital divide, with most 
students reporting having an unstable internet connection. The 
deterioration of social relations emerges as another important factor, 
with an alarming number of young respondents becoming lonelier 
since the onset of COVID-19 (44.3%) or seeing their relationships 
worsen with teachers (43.6%) and fellow students (44%) during 
remote learning. In addition, the absence, defunding, or lack of 
information about national policies on mental health and on SRHR 
further aggravated the pandemic’s impact on youth.

The regional studies’ section (pp.57-137) offers a more 
contextualized exploration of the pandemic’s lessons. The studies on 
Higher Education in the Arab-States (pp.57-75) and in East Asia and 
Australia (pp.93-115) reconfirm the globally reported digital divide 
and challenges in the quality of education and in interactions with 
professors and peers. They also showcase specific experiences of 
youth in the respective regions. For example, while youth in the Arab-
States felt that online learning increased their procrastination level 
(69%) and worsened their sleep patterns (47%), they also recognized 
that online learning (52%) and exams (47%) were less stressful than 
in-person ones and acknowledged that they were quickly able to 
adapt their lifestyle to the online learning system (62%). On their 
end, youth in East Asia and Australia asserted that the student's 
surrounding circumstances9 were important components to their 
learning and that reduction in tuition fees (71%), access to free 
internet (62%) and library (51%), and flexibility to do assignments 
individually or in groups (43%) were the most demanded support 
needed by students overall. 

1 Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD). (2020). Youth and 
COVID-19: Response, recovery and resilience. 
Retrieved from https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/
policy-responses/youth-and-covid-19-response-
recovery-and-resilience-c40e61c6/
2 United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2022). Global 
Policy Brief, Youth as Researchers. Exploring 
the Impact of COVID-19 on Youth. Retrieved 
from https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000381506 and International Labour 
Organization (ILO). (2021). Youth Employment in 
Times of COVID. A global review of COVID-19 
policy responses to tackle (un)employment and 
disadvantage among young people. Retrieved from 
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_
emp/documents/publication/wcms_823751.pdf 
3 International Labour Organization (ILO). (2021). 
Youth Employment in Times of COVID. A global 
review of COVID-19 policy responses to tackle 
(un)employment and disadvantage among young 
people. Retrieved from https://www.ilo.org/
wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/
publication/wcms_823751.pdf
4 International Labour Organization (ILO). (2020). 
Youth & COVID-19: Impacts on jobs, education, 
rights and mental well-being. Retrieved from 
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_
emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf
5 United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2022). Global 
Policy Brief, Youth as Researchers Exploring 
the Impact of COVID-19 on Youth. Retrieved 
from https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000381506
6 Redbird, B., Harbridge-Yong, L. and Mersey, 
R.D. (2022). The Social and Political Impact of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic: An Introduction. RSF: The 
Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social 
Sciences 8(8), 1-29. Retrieved from https://www.
muse.jhu.edu/article/875585.
7 Alizadeh, H., Sharifi, A., Damanbagh, S., 
Nazarnia, H. and Nazarnia, M. (2023). Impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on the social sphere and 
lessons for crisis management: a literature review. 
Nat Hazards 117, 2139–2164 (2023). Retrieved 
from https://doi.org/10.1007/s11069-023-05959-2
8 Three global studies, four regional and three 
country studies.
9 For example, their financial situation, study 
environment, internet access, and disconnection 
from learning communities.

https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/youth-and-covid-19-response-recovery-and-resilience-c40e61c6/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/youth-and-covid-19-response-recovery-and-resilience-c40e61c6/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/youth-and-covid-19-response-recovery-and-resilience-c40e61c6/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381506
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381506
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_823751.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_823751.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_823751.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_823751.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_823751.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf
https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/875585
https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/875585
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11069-023-05959-2
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Similarly, the regional studies on well-being and 
mental health in Asia-Pacific (pp.75-93) and Europe 
and North America (pp.115-137) deepen the 
understanding of the experiences of youth. While 
reconfirming the globally perceived lack of access 
to mental health policies and services, the study 
in Asia-Pacific identifies the top three barriers to 
accessing such services10 while also suggesting 
that ‘traditional belief systems’, stigmas and 
insufficient mental health services exacerbate those 
barriers. Adding one more piece to the puzzle, the 
study on youth mental health in Europe and North 
America explores both the stress sources for youth 
in that region and the factors that youth perceive 
as beneficial for their mental health. The study also 
reveals the most trustworthy information mediums 
for young people during the pandemic, with online 
news sources (83%) and verified social media 
accounts (82%) at the top of the list.

The national studies’ section (pp.137-205) 
provides three country-specific examples (Nigeria, 
Haiti, The Philippines) of the pandemic’s impact 
on learning, mental health, and civic action, 
respectively. These studies reveal commonalities 
with the experiences reported globally and 
regionally, while also adding country-relevant data 
categories. For example, the study on Higher 
Education in Nigeria (pp.137-161) reveals that 
young Nigerians had similar experiences to those 
of the young respondents of the global and regional 
studies (Arab States; East Asia and Australia) on 
the same subject. It also expands the exploration 
of the subject by looking at the percentage of urban 
(57%) and rural (45%) youth engaging in online 
learning, and the sources of funding to access 
online learning platforms (47% personal funding, 
4% government-funded). 

The national studies in Haiti (pp.161-174) and 
The Philippines (pp.175-204) introduce new 
angles to the exploration of youth experiences 
and showcase how youth responded creatively 
to the restrictions imposed. The study in Haiti 
reveals an increased use of social media by youth 
to better endure the pandemic, whether through 
learning or recreational and social activities11. 
The study in The Philippines explores youth-led 
action, highlighting how young leaders mobilized 
to design and implement pandemic responses in 
spite the limited mobility and the lack of financial 
resources and support.

Overall, this publication exemplifies the 
engagement of youth in trying to understand the 
issues they face while inviting practitioners and 
policymakers to implement the policy messages 
that they put forward (pp.209-212).  

Though academically supervised, the studies have 
notable limitations, induced by the evolution of the 
pandemic and its constantly changing protocols. 
Most of the studies used a mixed methods 
approach. Data collection was conducted remotely, 
thereby excluding communities who are at the 
lower end of the global connectivity scale. Young 
researchers often faced unforeseen circumstances 
that shifted initial plans. Finally, these studies also 
need to be read with the understanding of the 
YAR approach, underpinning the initiative. YAR 
is a youth development programme, building 
capacities of youth to design and lead research 
that captures grassroots perspectives. It is not a 
scientific scholar research programme, nor does it 
intend to replace one. Rather, it seeks to contribute 
with grassroots insights to inspiring further scholar 
research.
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Moving forward, UNESCO commits to using the insights, lessons 
and policy messages from these studies to inform its own work 
through taking action to: 

	� Channel the content of the studies into policy reform and 
action, particularly in the context of technical support 
programmes using UNESCO’s Toolbox for Youth Policy and 
Programming.

	� Mobilise public and private investment in supporting and 
upscaling youth-led research and youth-led innovation, 
particularly through the dedicated UNESCO Youth Grant 
Scheme.

	� Mobilise multi-stakeholder, intergenerational and inclusive 
partnerships to address the impact of the pandemic, notably 
on youth mental health, learning, livelihoods, and access to 
technology.  

	� Expand the knowledge base on youth mental health and on 
comprehensive sexuality education post-pandemic to inform 
related policy.

	� Build capacities of youth and youth organizations on media 
and information literacy and digital solutions to address 
misinformation and disinformation. 

	� Collaborate with media organizations and youth to combat 
disinformation and fake news.

	� Promote the creation of gender-sensitive, inclusive, and safe 
spaces to allow youth to engage and influence decision-
making, legislation, and public policies and programmes.

	� Support the development of inclusive institutional frameworks 
to build capacities, support, upscale and ensure the policy 
uptake of youth-led research.

10 Fear of confidentiality and trust; lack of social 
support systems; and embarrassment to seek 
treatment.
11 32.95% of respondents said that social media 
had helped them a great deal, while 23.29% of 
them considered that their contribution to enduring 
the constraints imposed during the pandemic was 
enormous.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387755
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387755
 https://www.unesco.org/en/youth/matter
 https://www.unesco.org/en/youth/matter
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

Established in 2010, the Youth as Researchers 
(YAR) programme provides a platform for youth 
development and ensures that youth have a voice 
in programme and policy development, through the 
medium of their participation in social research. It 
was first conceived as a model to engage youth in 
redesigning their own futures. It is premised on the 
belief that no one knows better than young people 
themselves about their problems, and the solutions 
that will work for them. It gained traction as 
UNESCO Member States are looking for innovative 
ways to address the challenges youth are facing. 
In engaging with the Social and Human Sciences 
Sector and UNESCO field offices, the youth-led 
research agenda delivers a strong message on the 
need to underpin policy decisions with scientific 
facts, and to ensure civil society is consulted on the 
issues at hand. 

From its early beginnings, the YAR programme was 
not about youth, but for youth. Currently over half of 
the planet is under age 25. This is the audience to 
engage and enable to lead. Youth have historically 
been agents of change and their voice is critical to 
advancing the human condition. YAR amplified the 
voice of youth by enabling them to bring data and 
knowledge to the table that are valuable to all. 

YAR also provides a practical contribution to 
address the need to engage youth – a social 
group that is often at risk of being excluded from 
community development, policy, and power. 
Youth are valuable members of our societies with 
important contributions to make to the well-being 
of their peers and society. They are on the ground in 
their communities and provide better insights and 
information that could not otherwise be obtained. 

In short, young people are far more in touch with 
the realities of the world and the conditions they 
encounter than are ‘experts’ from afar. To better 
understand youth issues, we need to engage 
youth as research practitioners (e.g. youth 
consulting, initiating, and facilitating research 
and programming) and active communicators of 
research and awareness-raising activities (through 
social media and digital media).

Finally, supporting youth to lead on research projects 
contributes to their development, enhancing their 
skill sets and enabling them to investigate issues 
that can be used as a launching pad to drive change. 
It makes them active citizens now, not adult citizens 
in waiting. Youth-led research is important because 
it encourages and allows young people to find out 
about the issues that interest and influence them 
so that policymakers can make positive changes in 
those areas.

By  
Professor Pat Dolan, UNESCO Chair in Children, Youth and Civic Engagement, University 
of Galway, Ireland
And 
Dr Mark Brennan, UNESCO Chair for Community, Leadership, and Youth Development, 
Pennsylvania State University, United States of America.

Amplifying and Valuing Youth Voices:  
an International Imperative

INTRODUCTION
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The effectiveness of  
Youth as Researchers

The YAR Programme has been applied in a variety 
of settings. It is supported by a range of research 
and theoretical perspectives that provide a rigorous 
structure, assessments of the reliability/validity 
of core concepts, and justification for the utility 
of the programme. Similarly, the YAR programme 
has been evaluated several times utilizing internal 
and external researchers. All showed YAR’s 
effectiveness on youth development and youth 
voice which was further asserted through the 
publication of the results of individual YAR cohorts 
and of the overall programme, in peer-reviewed 
academic journals and book chapters.

How it has worked

While YAR has worked in many ways with different 
applications, one example highlights the importance 
of youth voice and the place of young people in 
decision-making that impacts them. In early 2020, 
the UNESCO Chairs and the UNESCO Social and 
Human Sciences’ Sector came together to help 
address the disruptions to youth resulting from the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

In times of crisis, youth are often forgotten, not 
recognized as individuals with agency who can 
contribute to crisis response. We saw YAR as 
a mechanism to ensure that youth voice was 
included in programmes and policies responding to 
the pandemic. We were not disappointed, as youth 
were eager to contribute and become engaged. We 
like to note that at the height of the pandemic, when 
the world was paralysed with fear and uncertainty, 
it was youth that stepped up. We issued a general 
call on a Thursday hoping for a few dozen youth 
to volunteer. By the following Sunday evening, we 
had over 6,000 applicants. The message was clear. 
Youth were already engaged and ready to lead a 
path out of the uncertainty we were facing.

The utility of YAR was proven in this work. During 
the pandemic most policymakers saw structural 
challenges (lack of access to schooling, disruptions 
for service delivery) as major concerns. Emerging 
from the pandemic, these structural challenges 
could be quickly resolved. However, youth told 
a very different story of personal, social, and 
psychological challenges that would take far longer 
to rectify than structural conditions. 

Youth made our blind spots clear. They pointed out 
to us that life for them would not be simply turned 
back on, with the end of the pandemic. For them, 
fundamental educational, social, psychological, and 
personal development were stunted. Globally, youth 
had waited for this critical developmental period in 
their lives. Whether in academic or employment 
settings, they had been planning for their entry into 
the world as their own individual person. They had 
plans about how this would happen and knew very 
well what the development outcomes would be 
(personal, social, psychological, professional). For 
adults, time was halted. For youth, critical years of 
life and human experience were denied.

Youth voices were critical during the pandemic and 
remain so as we continue to feel its repercussions 
which will unfold over the coming decade. 
Nonetheless, the pandemic showed us again that 
youth are still doing what they have always done. 
They are looking after families, continuing their 
schooling, being adaptive, and remaining aware of 
the issues impacting them and their communities. 

We hope that the YAR programme will continue 
supporting youth in having a voice in programme 
and policy development. We also hope that it serves 
as a basis for informed action and engagement 
among youth themselves.
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Abstract

This research aimed to assess the impact 
of COVID-19 on how young people exercise 
their sexual and reproductive health and rights 
(SRHR). The study focused on individuals aged  
18–34  years and took a global perspective, 
spanning 27 countries across five continents 
(Africa, Asia, Europe, North America and South 
America). 

The study employed a mixed-methods approach, 
utilizing both qualitative and quantitative measures 
to conduct an online survey as well as online 
interviews. The survey questions were based 
on the essential SRHR package proposed by 
the Guttmacher–Lancet Commission during the 
United Nations Population Fund’s (UNFPA) Nairobi 
Summit of 2019. The interviews were conducted 
with key informants (aged 18–34 years) working in 
the domain of SRHR advocacy, communications 
or youth programmes in order to gain deeper 
insights on the changes revealed by the survey.

The findings from this research revealed that 
36.16% of young respondents in the sample did not 
receive any information regarding SRHR services 
during the pandemic. Moreover, the services 
causing the most significant delays for participants 
to access (greater than 75% of the cases) were 
related to abortion care, antenatal, childbirth and 
postnatal care and contraception. In addition, more 
than 50% of the respondents also experienced 
delays in accessing Human immunodeficiency 
virus (HIV) and sexually transmitted infection (STI) 
treatment and antiretroviral medication during the 
pandemic, as well as prevention and management 
of reproductive cancers. The findings from the 
key informant interviews shed light on the rise in 
unplanned pregnancies, obstetric emergencies 
and obstetric violence stemming from negative 
changes in safe access to abortion care. Informants 
in seven countries explained that clinics and centres 
offering sexual health services shut down or were 
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Figure 2. SRH services that youth felt safe 
accessing more than 50% of the time

Figure 3. Youth-led interventions to advance 
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unavailable due to travel restrictions, exacerbating 
the lack of access to services. In Lebanon, Mexico 
and Peru, there was defunding due to economic 
crises reducing budgets assigned to sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH). For all informants, 
sexuality education for youth was the working 
area they had to adapt the most to and where 
they faced the greatest number of challenges and 
obstacles.

Overall, it is concluded that the pandemic caused 
serious disruptions and delays among young 
participants across the globe in accessing quality 
SRH information and services, notably for women. 
Despite this, the pandemic also created the need 
to adapt to the new digital reality, leading to 
additional innovations in the health sector, such 
as telemedicine. Furthermore, there is a need 
to address the stigma associated with youth 
accessing SRH services in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America, and increasing access to SRH education 
would be an effective way to combat this stigma.

*�Source of all figures: UNESCO Youth As Researchers  
on COVID-19 initiative (2020-2022)
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Introduction
The extensive impacts of COVID-19 continue 
around the globe, including the impacts on physical 
and mental health, hospitalizations and death 
(ECDC, 2021). As governments and international 
organizations focused on their COVID-19 crisis 
decision-making within dramatically changing 
global and national health governance contexts, 
it is important to note that the social and political 
determinants of sexual and reproductive health 
and rights (SRHR) were also changing (Schaaf et 
al., 2020). SRHR are among the most complex, 
sensitive, controversial but important issues in 
human rights law, and the obstacles preventing 
individuals from achieving sexual and reproductive 
health are often interrelated and entrenched (Hunt 
and Bueno de Mesquita, 2007). 

Previous large-scale disruptions, such as the Ebola 
outbreak, natural disasters and global economic 
crises, have shown to affect SRHR, such as 
women’s reproductive lives. COVID-19 has already 
altered the landscape and realities of social and 
intimate lives (Lindberg et al., 2020), because 
outbreaks like COVID-19 can impact SRHR at the 
individual, system and societal levels (Hussein, 
2020). Decreased access to and increased 
violations of SRHR during the COVID-19 pandemic 
have been seen in many countries (Endler et al., 
2021). However, it is important to recognize that 
the pandemic affected SRHR in both positive and 
negative ways. For example, there was a decreased 
uptake in sexual and reproductive health (SRH) 
services due to isolation and fears of contracting 
the virus. Despite this, in some countries, new 
policies, practices and laws have removed barriers 
which could otherwise take years to overturn 
(Bateson et al., 2020). 

SRH is a vital part of the health and development 
of adolescents, and before the pandemic, the 
provision of SRH services to adolescents varied in 
many countries (Michaud et al., 2020). Thomson-
Glover et al. (2020) emphasized the importance 
of prioritizing accessibility to youth by providing 
sexual health care services as part of the response 
to COVID-19. However, it has been difficult to 
assess amid the pandemic. This research aims to 
provide quantitative and qualitative data on the 
impact of the pandemic on SRH services during 
2020 through the voices of the youth accessing 
these services, as well as from organizations on 
the ground providing SRH services and support for 
youth. The aim was to provide a global overview 
of changes in access to SRH services during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, how this impacted youth 
in different contexts around the world, as well as 
to understand what was done and experienced 
in relation to the access and utilization of SRH 
services.

In this report, the key literature unpinning the issue 
of youth access to SRH services is examined. The 
methods and sources of data collection and analysis 
are then exemplified. The following sections, 
present the findings and the critical analysis. Finally, 
there is a conclusion, and recommendations for 
youth access to SRH services are offered.
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This section explores existing literature on ‘SRH 
as a human right’, ‘Youth access to SRH’, and 
the process of eliciting ‘Youth perspectives in 
research’. 

SRH as a human right

Everyone is entitled to human rights without 
discrimination. They are fundamental, affirm the 
dignity and worth of all human beings and must 
be universally protected (Ott et al.,2020). Health is 
part of human rights and is a prerequisite for the 
ability to exercise other human rights, including 
the rights to life, bodily integrity, autonomy, legal 
capacity, information and privacy (Khosla and 
Say, 2015). Sexual health and reproductive health 
are an indisputable key element of health and 
vital for individuals, couples and families and for 
the development of community and nations both 
socially and economically (Temmerman et al.,2014). 
SRH as a human right involves people of all ages 
having safe and satisfying sexual relationships by 
addressing barriers such as gender discrimination, 
inequalities in access to services, restrictive laws, 
sexual coercion, exploitation and gender-based 
violence (UNFPA, 2014).

Youth and SRH services
SRH is a core part of the health and development 
of young people, and sexual behaviour during 
adolescence can have major health consequences 
(Michaud et al.,2019). Additionally, it is further 
important to note that young adults have worse 
clinical outcomes than adolescents on a variety 
of health issues, including SRH (Barney et al., 
2020). COVID-19 has highlighted the vulnerability 
of SRH services, which have often been the most 
difficult to establish and institutionalize, and in 
times of crisis, they seem to be the first to be cut 
or are insufficiently protected; the results of this 
disproportionately affect women and youth (Clark 
and Gruending, 2020). 

There are often barriers young people face in 
accessing SRH services. The lack of availability of 
services is most commonly noted, but additionally, 
the lack of access to reproductive health 
knowledge is a clear barrier (Shaw, 2009). More 
recently, research has focused on improving the 
delivery of SRH services for young people through 
the development, implementation and assessment 
of youth-friendly health services, although often 
without a clear consensus on how best to measure, 
track and evaluate these (Mazur et al.,2018). 
Research demonstrates that it is vital to attend to 
the perceptions and needs of young people, not 
only for the development and delivery of services, 
but also for related policies and programmes 
(Braeken and Rondinelli, 2018). 

Literature 
Review

Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World
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Moreover, in times of crisis, including the COVID-19 
pandemic, disproportionate SRH inequities are 
often exacerbated for vulnerable populations, 
including women, girls and youth (Goulds, 2020). 

In a similar vein, young people’s SRH is often 
viewed as non-essential during pandemics, thereby 
decreasing their already limited access. Indeed, it 
has been noted that SRH clinical providers were 
urged to contribute to the pandemic response and 
COVID-19 relief efforts, and therefore could not 
allocate significant time to their usual SRH service 
provision (Hall et al., 2020).

During the pandemic, it was clear that youth access 
to SRHR did not figure among top global priorities, 
leading to exacerbated inequities and devastating 
outcomes for young people.

Youth perspectives in research 

Feilding (2003), in Bahou (2012), cautions 
researchers speaking on behalf of others, and warns 
that by default or by design, it is easy to mistake the 
realities they share. Accordingly, the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) (2008) 
highlights that young people are best positioned 
to speak to their lived experiences, and therefore, 
should share their insights to provide a more 
valuable perspective as it relates to youth issues. 
In addition, young people should be perceived as 
principal stakeholders in the development of SRH 
programmes within their communities to ensure 
that the implementation of activities, services and 
sharing of information are useful, relevant and 
youth-friendly (IPPF, 2008). Therefore, involving 
youth at the centre of the research process is 
not only good practice, but also quintessential to 
driving greater and more sustainable impact in the 
issues that affect them most.
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Methodology
In order to answer the research question 'How is 
COVID-19 changing the way young people exercise 
their SRHR?', the Global YAR Human Rights team 
used a mixed method approach, utilizing both 
qualitative and quantitative measures to perform 
an online survey and conduct online interviews. 

The questionnaire of the online survey was open for 
three weeks for young respondents aged between 
18 and 34 years worldwide. Data were gathered 
through a non-probabilistic randomized method, 
and the survey was shared through the team 
members’ and the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and the Cultural Organization's (UNESCO) 
social media. The survey requested participants to 
read and agree to the participant information sheet 
before answering it, and it filtered out those who 
were outside the age range. The survey included 
73 questions, it was available in six languages and 
promotional material was produced in English, 
Spanish and French to share on social media. 
Questions were based on the essential SRHR 
package proposed by the Guttmacher–Lancet 
Commission during the UNFPA Nairobi Summit of 
2019: sexuality education; counselling and services 
for sexual health and well-being; antenatal; childbirth 
and postnatal care; counselling and services for 
infertility; detecting; preventing and managing 
reproductive cancers; prevention and treatment 
of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs); comprehensive abortion care, detecting and 
preventing sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) 
as well as counselling and services for modern 
contraceptives. 

Besides the sociodemographic profile, the 
survey asked five large questions around these 
SRH packages: illegal or negatively impacted 

use of any of these SRH services; information 
on SRH provided during the pandemic; delay or 
obstruction in accessing any of these services; 
safety in accessing any of these services and ways 
the youth organized to stay resilient and exercise 
their SRHR. 

The online interviews were based on a semi-
structured questionnaire with 10 questions, which 
lasted around 30 minutes. Besides getting a 
general profile of the organizations, they focused 
on the present and future work of the organizations: 
general changes in SRH services provision; their 
adaptation to provide youth-friendly services 
through COVID-19; challenges and obstacles 
they faced providing services; improvement 
programmes they deemed necessary for global 
youth to access SRH services and policy requests 
to achieve access. Interviewees were members 
of civil society organizations who worked on SRH 
and who had a particular focus on youth. 

All interviews were transcribed and translated 
to English. Each member of the research team 
conducted at least two interviews, and all of the 
participants were informed about the purpose of 
the research, as well as the protection of their data. 
Participants who wanted to be kept anonymous 
from the beginning were not registered under their 
legal name, and the final analysis included quotes 
only by those who consented to it. 

By using exclusively online data collection 
methods, it was possible to appeal to a global 
audience. At a time where in-person work can be 
unsafe, and online work is a new reality, adapting 
the research methods to solely online collection 
allowed us to interact and reach a greater and more 
geographically diverse number of participants. 

Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World
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Method of analysis
The survey data were shared with the research 
team through Qualtrics. The software does not 
gather personal information that could individually 
track any participant. Results were collated and 
analysed with Stata 12.0. Due to the heterogeneous 
composition of the sample and the non-probabilistic 
method to collect data, the results should be seen 
as a sample, for which the conclusions can only be 
focused on the participants and not be generalized 
to the larger population without further research. 
The interviews were coded and systematized 
using NVivo. Cases were labelled according to 
the country and the number of participants as 
a way to keep them anonymous, to the extent 
possible. The coding was twofold: the SRH service 
listed above and the topic from the questionnaire 
(adaptations, changes, challenges, improvements 
needed, programmes suggested and policy 
recommendations). A crosstab matrix allowed us 
to compare the coding frequency for each SRH 
service and each topic of interest.

Ethical safeguarding
To ensure the ethical safeguarding of the research 
and all research participants, the principles of the 
YAR Distressed Person Protocol were applied, 
which emphasizes the concept of ‘Do No Harm’ 
while completing any research involving human 
participants. Potential risks were identified and 
anticipated prior to conducting the interviews and 
the surveys, and a plan to mitigate this risk was 
implemented. To mitigate risk during the interviews, 
only stakeholders who were already involved in the 
SRH space were spoken to, rather than individuals 
coming from the general population. Thus, it was 
found to be unlikely that professionals whose 
agenda is centred in these services will require or 
request from us any further help to access these 
services in their respective geographies. Regardless, 
consent was secured prior to conducting all 
interviews, anonymity remained guaranteed and 
all interviewees had the option to opt out from the 
interview at any time.

To mitigate all risk for those who filled out the survey, 
logic flows were produced that opened or closed 
certain options for further questions in terms of 
what was inquired about SRH services which may 
be illegal in certain country contexts (i.e. abortion, 
contraception). If any of these services were illegal 
in their respective contexts, no further questions 
related to these services showed up throughout the 
remainder of the survey. In addition to this logic flow, 
all respondents’ data were kept anonymous and 
confidential and were stored within the UNESCO 
YAR programme’s database until the completion of 
the project.

Limitations
Due to the composition of the sample, an in-depth 
analysis was not possible. Digital divides worldwide 
and the network outreach of UNESCO and the 
research team’s social media made it hard to reach 
certain geographic areas. With these limitations, 
the sample was mainly centred on the countries of 
the research participants (in order of participation): 
Mexico, Peru, Bangladesh, Viet Nam, Senegal and 
the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland.

Since qualitative research measures and online 
surveys can have limitations, the team decided 
to conduct interviews as a way to balance those 
limitations. While the interviews served as an 
important base for analysis, their limitations 
include: not being representative to a population, 
as only two participants per country from the 
research team were interviewed, and verifying the 
information said in the interview can sometimes be 
difficult and time-consuming. 

For future research, a look at diversifying the 
participants should be considered. This includes 
ensuring that the survey is spread widely and equally 
among regions, targeting different geographical 
locations, gender and age groups; including more 
interviewees with different backgrounds and 
professional knowledge.
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Findings
Two non-probabilistic samples were collected: 
from the survey, 361 responses from 27 countries 
were gathered; from the interviews, responses 
from 13  key informants in seven countries were 
collected. People answering the survey ranged from 
18 to 34 years old and were mostly concentrated 
in the age bracket of 22–26 (40% of respondents). 
Most of them were women, living in urban settings, 
without any form of disability, and enrolled in 
higher education. Most of the responses stemmed 
from Latin America – 43% between Mexico and 
Peru –, followed by Asia – Bangladesh and Viet 
Nam added up to 30% of the sample. To answer 
how access to SRH services changed for young 
participants since the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic, five main questions were asked. 

First, participants were asked which services 
were illegal or had negative consequences to 
distinguish barriers existing prior to the pandemic. 
Despite a third of the young respondents in 
the sample reporting having faced no negative 
legal consequences when accessing any SRH 
service, counselling and services for abortion 
care were most frequently illegal or had 
negative legal consequences out of all of them. 
It is not possible to report major differences 
between regions or countries, as in most cases, 
participants reported both positive and negative 
consequences for abortion care. This may be due 
to the reasoning behind requesting the service or 
counselling, which may vary within countries. 

Second, participants were asked which SRH care 
and services they received information about 
during the pandemic. Out of 495 responses (due 
to possible combinations), 36.16% of young 
participants in the sample did not receive any 
information during the pandemic. Data in the 

study showed people within the same country had 
different answers about information access. After 
looking at individual countries, it was concluded 
that this was a global phenomenon rather than 
specific to a region or country. From the small 
percentages of participants who did receive 
information on SRH, they were mostly focused on 
treatment of HIV and other STIs and some form 
of sexuality education. The care and services they 
received the least information about were infertility 
and abortion.

Third, participants were asked which SRH 
counselling and services were delayed. 

The services that were delayed, in more than 75% of 
the cases, were related to abortion care, antenatal, 
childbirth and postnatal care and contraception. 
In more than 50% of the cases, respondents also 
included HIV and STIs treatment and antiretroviral 
medication, as well as prevention and management 
of reproductive cancers. 

Fourth, participants were asked which SRH 
counselling and services they felt safe accessing 
during the pandemic, and when looking at the 
only ones they felt safe accessing, more than 
75% of the cases were external condoms. In 50% 
of the cases, respondents reported feeling safe 
accessing some abortion care services and some 
other modern contraceptive services.

While our study has found that more than three-
quarters (75%) of the respondents felt safe 
accessing external condoms, the vast majority of 
SRH services were delayed and thereby difficult 
to access during the COVID-19 pandemic. This is 
in line with the key findings outlined by Clark and 
Gruending (2020), who cite that SRH services tend 
to be neglected during times of hardship or crisis, 
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Figure 1. SRH services in which youth faced delays more than 50% of the time

Figure 2. SRH services that youth felt safe accessing more than 50% of the time
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often due to a lack of prioritization at the institutional 
level. Moreover, these authors highlight that women 
and youth generally bear the brunt of this burden. 
This claim is supported by our research, which 
not only depicts the bulk of SRH services being 
delayed for youth, but also those which primarily 
affect women. Indeed, these services include 

access to abortion care, and antenatal, childbirth 
and postnatal care. Our findings also align with 
Hall et al. (2020), who stressed that SRH clinical 
providers were encouraged to reallocate their 
time, energy and efforts towards COVID-19, thus 
decreasing availability to SRH services. 
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Finally, participants were asked about ways 
in which young people organized during the 
pandemic to advance access and care of SRH for 
youth. Only 14% answered they had organized, 
centred around three main interventions. Mainly, 
they shared practical advice on how to deal with 

different aspects of youth’s SRH; secondly, they 
ran information campaigns to keep youth informed 
on ways to exercise their SRH rights, and third, 
they provided online activities, workshops, and/
or dialogue sessions to bring forth access to SRH 
information for youth.

Figure 3. Youth-led interventions to advance access and care of SRH for youth during the COVID-19 
pandemic
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The key informant interviews were structured 
in three parts to answer the same overarching 
question. However, the target was not SRH 
services’ users, but rather, providers from civil 
society organizations. 

First, participants were asked about the 
organization’s experience with SRH services and 
the populations they serve. All 13 of them worked 
with youth as their main audience or a key group 
within their activities. Some of them worked with 
refugees and forcibly displaced people. The 
13  organizations offered some form of sexuality 
education, and none of them offered services 
on prevention and management of reproductive 
cancers or counselling and services for infertility. 

The second group of questions focused on the 
changes in SRH services for youth that the different 
organizations observed during the pandemic. The 
SRH service activists found most changes in access 
was observed with abortion care. Five informants 

in Mexico, Peru and the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland argued that the 
pandemic complicated access to safe abortion 
care, even of cases that fall within the permissible 
according to local legislation. They identified a rise 
in unplanned pregnancies, obstetric emergencies 
and obstetric violence stemming from negative 
changes in safe access to abortion care. 

Also, the pandemic changed access to information, 
counselling and services for sexual health and  
well-being. Informants in seven countries explained 
clinics and centres offering sexual health services 
shut down or were unavailable due to travel 
restrictions. In Lebanon, Mexico and Peru, they 
also referred to reducing assigned budgets to SRH 
due to economic crises. 

For all informants, sexuality education for youth 
was the working area to which they had to adapt the 
most and where they faced most of the challenges 
and obstacles. Four informants explained the main 
adaptation they implemented was transferring 

Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World
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information on SRH to digital platforms, creating 
e-campaigns, or offering instructions for young 
people to access de-stigmatized SRH services. In 
Mexico and Peru, they created new infographics 
and brochures that are easy to read and distributed 
them online on different topics like comprehensive 
sexuality education, sexual health, contraception 
and abortion care. In most cases, young people 
told activists that challenges included information 
not being fact-based, that it became difficult to 
access it for those without the internet, and that 
outreach services faced more difficulties due to 
prevailing stigma and taboos. For example, in 
Senegal, the Syrian Arab Republic and the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 
lockdown restrictions made it harder for activities 
of sensitization to reach people.

The third group of questions centred on the future 
of access to SRH services for young people that 
informants envisioned. Activists from most of the 
countries agreed that sexuality education needed 
improvements, better public policies, and new 
programmes. Informants suggested governments 
improve sexuality education programmes, both 
inside and outside school. Informants from Latin 
America, Asia and Africa emphasized the need to 

better train health care providers against taboos and 
stigma, as well as towards updated and fact-based 
information that is youth-friendly. All suggestions 
on public policy and sexuality education focused 
on enforcing syllabi on the topic in elementary 
school, and new programmes focused on two 
dimensions: the first was telemedicine and 
telecommunication as a new method to inform 
and provide SRH services to youth; the second 
was new educational programmes that are truly 
comprehensive on sexuality, including SGBV; HIV 
new prevention therapies and treatments and a 
youth-friendly perspective.

Additional barriers to accessing SRH information 
or services during the pandemic, identified 
through the KIIs, included fear of contracting the 
novel coronavirus, internet restrictions limiting the 
flow of information, prevailing stigma and taboo 
surrounding SRHR, and limited economic flexibility 
among youth. The perspectives of these young 
key informants echo previous findings published 
by PLAN International (2021), which underscored 
through its report that SRH inequities are often 
exacerbated in times of crisis for vulnerable 
populations, including women, girls and youth.
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This study has obvious limitations due the sample size 
inhibiting the ability to make global generalizations; however, 

some clear conclusions about access to SRH services 
during the COVID-19 pandemic for young participants 

can be drawn. This study concluded that, although many 
young respondents across the globe felt safe to access 

SRH services during the pandemic, they often faced delays 
in doing so, and many had no access to these essential 

services. 
Additionally, this study recorded that abortion 
care seemed to be a significantly affected service 
which has impacted young women in particular. 
The findings have shown that digital services 

became more frequent to enable youth to access 
SRH information and services. Furthermore, 
numerous participants highlighted that the 
stigma of accessing SRH services was prevalent 
across several contexts, and improved access to 
SRH education was frequently cited as a way of 
addressing this stigma. 

Analysis and 
discussion

Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World
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Based on the data collected and the surrounding 
literature, the researchers agree that the following 
recommendations for research, policy and practice 
may benefit youth access to SRH services: 

Policy

	� Governments should mandate the inclusion 
of ‘gender-sensitive and rights-based’ SRH 
education in school curricula. 

	� Governments should adapt their contingency 
plans for health emergencies to ensure that they 
do not significantly impact the essential services 
of SRH by allocating budgetary resources to 
SRH clinical service delivery. 

	� Governments in Latin America, Asia and Africa 
should invest in training health care providers 
on youth/adolescent SRHR to combat related 
taboos and stigma.

Research

	� Further research into women’s experience of 
abortion care during the pandemic should be 
conducted to better understand the barriers for 
women during this period. 

	� Studies should be carried out to ascertain how 
youth would prefer to access SRH services in 
the future since experiencing digital options 
during the pandemic. 

	� Reviewing existing SRH education curricula and 
the teaching of SRH in school contexts could 
help ascertain if/how stigma is addressed and 
identify gaps in educational provision of SRH. 

Practice 

	� Facilitate partnerships between education 
facilities and civil society to provide 
comprehensive sexuality education in schools 
and expand youth access to SRHR information.

	� Invest in digital infrastructure and training for 
youth programmes to facilitate peer-to-peer 
knowledge sharing and SRHR information 
campaigns.

	� Diversify outreach mechanisms to ensure 
youth can access SRH services by proactively 
bringing information and services to them. 

Finally, this report aims to emphasize that youth’s 
experiences and voices should consistently be 
included in the research, policies and practices 
which serve them with respect to their access to 
SRH services. Although youth are not a global 
homogeneous group and have considerable 
diversity in their needs and perspectives, SRH has 
a significant impact on their health and well-being, 
and their access to services should be ensured 
and developed to support their diverse needs and 
voices. 

This research aimed to provide quantitative and 
qualitative data to understand the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on SRH services through 
the voices of the youth accessing these services, 
as well as from organizations on the ground 
providing SRH services and support for youth. 
The study enabled us to provide a global overview 
of changes in access to SRH services during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, how this impacted youth 
in different contexts around the world, as well as 
generating an understanding of what has been 
done and experienced in relation to the access to 
SRH services.

Recommendations
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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the well-
being of people all over the world in several ways, 
including education, health and financial condition. 
In public health emergencies, young people are 
a population of interest for study, being faced 
with multifaceted risks relating to these areas. To 
address this, comprehensive and inclusive policies 
are needed to ensure youth in the post-COVID-19 
world can resume their education, find employment 
and live healthy, balanced and fulfilling lives. 

This paper investigates how young respondents' 
was impacted during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
identifies recommendations for timely interventions 
to address the adverse effects and enhance 
preparedness for possible future pandemics, 
epidemics and other crises.

A cross-sectional questionnaire-based survey was 
designed to understand (1) the extent to which the 
COVID-19 pandemic influenced the education and 
livelihoods of youth, and (2) the changes in terms of 
mental health and behaviour before and during the 
pandemic. The study focused on current tertiary 
students and recent graduates (within 5 years of 
graduation) aged 18–35 years and was open to 
people in different regions of the world.

The findings shed light on the extent to which the 
pandemic affected young participants’ well-being, 
especially in relation to education, health and 
livelihoods. It was found that some of the changes 
were consistent with existing studies while others 
filled the information gap identified in a review of 
the literature. 

The top three areas for which respondents were 
most worried about, should the pandemic continue, 
were education (65.4%), mental health (64.4%) and 
social life (61.4%). These were followed by income 
and employment (nearly 50%).

The recommendations propose ideas to support 
youth in facing the adverse effects of the pandemic 
on their mental health and social life, as well as 
dealing with financial difficulties and challenges 
surrounding online education.
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Introduction and 
literature review
On 30 January 2020, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) announced that an unprecedented new 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) was a public 
health emergency of international concern. As of 
3 November 2021, around 250 million people had 
been infected with COVID-19, causing 5,012,337 
deaths globally (WHO, 2021). The outbreak of 
COVID-19 not only posed a global health risk, but 
also created public anxiety around the world (Bao 
et al., 2020).

Well-being is a positive outcome which combines 
both physical and mental health (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2018) and 
is measured by how people perceive their lives 
from their own point of view. It can be considered 
an indicator that can measure beyond morbidity 
and mortality (Diener et al., 2009). Communicable 
illnesses are among the major dangers to global 
well-being (Mak et al., 2010), affecting both 
physiological and mental health (Xiang et al., 2014). 
The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the well-
being of people all over the world in several ways, 
including education, health and financial condition. 

Young people may be at risk due to their insecure 
developmental phase, fear of infection, confinement/
distancing requirements, interruptions to schooling 
and extracurricular activities and the impacts 
of fiscal recessions and related consequences 
(Aknin et al., 2022). During the pandemic, WHO 
identified youth as a priority ‘target audience with 
specific concerns, experiences and behaviours’. 

Their assessment concluded that, although by the 
mid-teen years, youth’s cognitive decision-making 
operations are like those of adults, behavioural 
elements that are associated with dangerous or 
insecure behaviours are especially applicable to 
youth (WHO, 2021). 

Numerous studies have argued the effect of 
infectious disease outbreaks on mental well-being, 
including those of the severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) in 2003 (Peng et al., 2010), 
and the 2009 novel influenza A (H1N1) epidemic 
(Yeung et al., 2017). Studies prior to the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic indicated that youth 
mental health was already a critical concern. For 
example, mental health conditions impacted one 
in five young persons in Canada (Zahn-Waxler et 
al., 2008). More recently, a study in China revealed 
that youth aged less than 35 years go through 
more intense mental health effects and experience 
a higher level of anxiety and depression symptoms 
compared to adults (Huang and Zhao, 2020). More 
and more investigations on the mental well-being 
of young people during the COVID-19 pandemic 
have shown increasing issues/concerns in many 
parts of the world.

In public health emergencies, young people are 
a population of interest for study, (Holmes et al., 
2020) as key life progressive milestones may 
be negatively affected, such as education and 
employment (Arnett, 2014). COVID-19 lockdowns 
significantly disrupted the daily lives of children and 
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adolescents. With increased time at home, online 
learning and limited physical social interaction, 
young people have experienced increased 
stress, anxiety and depressive symptoms, and in 
some cases, increased alcohol and substance use 
and externalizing behavioural problems (UNICEF, 
2021). Though some studies discovered that the 
COVID-19 pandemic stay-at-home regulations 
offered protective effects for youth mental health 
(Biel and Hamrah, 2021), evidence is now emerging 
from a number of studies, which consistently point 
to increased levels of stress and anxiety among 
young people. The COVID-19 health crisis has 
turned into a mental health crisis for young people 
with reported mental health significantly worsening 
from 2020 to 2021 (OECD, 2021). Economic 
stressors, physical illness and changes in daily 
life were found to be positive predictors of mental 
health problems (Nathiya et al., 2020).

It has also been observed that young people 
developed more negative feelings during the 
pandemic, as they generally had little control over 
their situation (EU, 2022). According to a University 
of Calgary study published in the medical 
journal JAMA Pediatrics in 2021, there is an 
alarming percentage of young people world-wide 
experiencing mental health issues, with depression 
and anxiety symptoms doubling compared to pre-
pandemic.

There was remarkable evidence that infectious 
diseases, such as COVID-19, may have an 
immense influence on youth mental health (Liang 
et al., 2020). A recent review found that COVID-
19-related anxiety observed in young people 
particularly affects older youth, girls and those who 
suffered neuro diversities and/or chronic physical 
illnesses. Additionally, the review denoted that 
COVID-19 control measures have the potential to 
impact young people’s well-being. Physical activity, 
access to recreation, positive family relations and 
societal assistance were linked to better mental 
health results (Samji et al., 2022). 

Research has indicated that good coping 
mechanisms could protect persons from mental 
health difficulties during crises (Xu and He, 2012); 
however, these coping mechanisms can lead to 
positive and negative consequences (Chesney 
et al., 2006). Research has also pointed out that 
negative coping mechanisms, like abstaining, are 
linked to mental issues like depression (Liang et 
al., 2020). 

Over the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, over 
55 million learners were affected by the closure 
of educational institutions (UNESCO, 2021). The  
education system, ranging from preschool to 
university, of both developed and developing 
countries, has been going through a deep crisis, 
generating unique challenges along with increased 
inequalities (Abdulkareem and Eidan, 2020). All 
countries of the world have tried their best to 
prevent the disruption of learning by introducing 
distance learning, using different mixes of 
technologies. The internet is by far the most used 
platform for distance learning (Chang and Yano, 
2020). Education systems have been rapidly 
adapting to the online realm to enable continuity 
during the pandemic. This creates additional 
challenges relating to finance and infrastructure 
(Abdulkareem and Eidan, 2020; Crawford et al., 
2020). Both teachers and students face problems 
related to the internet, software or other difficulties. 
(Dhawan S., 2020), such as low-quality audio and 
video that impacts lesson quality. Furthermore, 
mediocre course content and lack of understanding 
of instructional goals are some challenges faced 
by youth while learning online (Dhawan S., 2020; 
Song et al., 2004).

According to the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), the impact of the pandemic on young people 
is systematic, deep and disproportionate. It has 
been particularly hard on young women, younger 
youth and youth in lower-income countries. Among 
workers worldwide, about 93% experienced some 
form of workplace closure up until January 2021 
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(ILO, 2021). About 114 million people have lost their 
jobs (ILO, 2021) and youth were more affected by 
such job losses, with youth employment falling by 
8.7% whilst the decrease for adults was only 3.7% 
(Fleming, 2021).

Evidence showed that youth were vulnerable in the 
labour market prior to the pandemic, and that the 
massive job loss induced by the pandemic, along 
with ongoing insecurity, is projected to affect youth 
employment for a long time (Blustein et al., 2020; 
ILO, 2020). The current unemployment condition 
among youth may have an impact on their 
psychological health, and this may be long-term. 
Studies show that unemployed people exhibit 
more distress compared to employed people 
(Jefferis et al., 2011). In addition, unemployment 
has a psychological cost that can include loss of 
meaning in life, suffering from identity crisis as well 
as loss of self-esteem (Helliwell et al., 2012). 

For youth, social support acts as a buffer against 
stress and any other types of behavioural and 
emotional problems (Pössel et al., 2017). Due to 
the closure of educational institutions, confinement 
and unemployment, many youth lost social touch 
with peers, and family members became their 

principal company (Campione-Barr et al., 2021). 
Many also faced cancellation of significant life 
events. This may trigger anxiety, isolation and 
disappointment (UNICEF, 2021). Family members 
can play a significant role in this regard through 
providing positive relationships to combat stress 
and other behavioural and emotional concerns 
(Campione-Barr et al., 2021), but, when and where 
this is lacking, there could be a detrimental effect 
on family relationships and well-being. 

Anxiety and health concerns, school closures, 
loss of livelihoods and reduced social outlets have 
put youth in a very vulnerable situation (United 
Nations, 2020). To address this, comprehensive 
and inclusive policies are needed to ensure that 
youth in the post COVID-19 world can resume 
their education, find employment and lead healthy, 
balanced and fulfilling lives. 

This paper investigates how young respondents' 
well-being has been impacted during the COVID-19 
pandemic and identifies recommendations for 
timely interventions to decrease the negative 
effects and enhance the preparedness for 
upcoming crises.
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Methodology 

Survey design

A cross-sectional questionnaire-based survey was 
designed to understand (1) the extent to which the 
COVID-19 pandemic influenced the education and 
livelihoods of youth, and (2) the changes in terms of 
mental health and behaviour before and during the 
pandemic. The study focused on current tertiary 
students and recent graduates (within 5 years 
of graduation) aged 18–35 years from different 
regions of the world. The survey instrument was 
developed based on the information gathered 
from a detailed review of literature and discussions 
with relevant experts. The final questionnaire was 
divided into 11 sections that had 65 questions in 
total, including 12 ranking questions, two open-
ended questions and 51 closed-ended questions. 
Topics covered by the questions included 
COVID-19-related health status, mobility, 
relationships, financial status, physical activity 
and sleep, media use, education, employment, 
emotions and substance use. No personal 
information was obtained to maintain anonymity.

Outreach strategy

This study was conducted during the COVID-19 
pandemic and lockdown periods in most of the 
countries; therefore, face-to-face interviews were 
not possible. An online version of the questionnaire 
was created using the Google forms platforms at 
Google.com. The data were collected between 
April and July 2021, with the survey being 
disseminated through social media platforms; 
mailing lists of universities; youth organizations 
and networks; the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
offices at regional and country levels as well 
as through the YAR website. To obtain a higher 
response rate, in addition to English, the survey 
was translated into Urdu, Chinese and Arabic. 
A total of 397 respondents (male 36.5%, female 
62.7%, preferred-not-to-say 0.8%) participated in 
the study. The majority of the respondents were 
from the Asia-Pacific region (54.9%), while others 
were spread across other regions of the world: 
17.9% were from Africa, 6.3% were from the Arab 
States, 16.1% were from Europe and 4.8% were 
from Latin America and the Caribbean (Figure 1).
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Ethics

Before the data collection, an informed consent 
that included a brief introduction to the youth-
led research team, the purpose and scope of the 
study and the data confidentiality statement was 
obtained from each participant. The participants 
had the option to leave the study at any stage 
during the survey. To mitigate risks for distress of 
respondents (that could lead to a crisis), the YAR 
Distress Person Protocol sheet was included in the 
survey, informing respondents of options available 
to them.

Data processing and analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to capture the 
potential effect of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the respondents with respect to different 
variables related to well-being. Demographic and 
spatial distribution of the study respondents was 
presented in frequency tables and bar charts along 
with simple percentages. Cross-tabulation was 
performed with multiple variables and Cramér’s V 
and Pearson’s χ2 tests were used to assess the 
association between various qualitative variables. 
The data were cleaned using Pandas (Python 
library) and analysed using Stata (version 17.0).

Assumptions/limitations

The time and resource constraint in data collection 
might have introduced a potential bias in the study, 
as only those respondents who have access to 
the internet and frequently use social networking 
service (SNS) platforms were able to answer, 
which might have potentially excluded a number 
of relevant respondents, including those most 
marginalized. Also, not including the French 
version of the survey might have left significant 
populations in Africa out of the picture. Although 
the sample size and data collection (sampling) 
strategy of the study does not allow the findings 
to be generalized to other youth populations, this 
still provides a picture (albeit blurred) of how the 
COVID-19 pandemic affected youth well-being, 
particularly in terms of education, livelihoods and 
mental health of youth globally.
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Findings, analysis 
and discussion
The findings shed light on the extent to which 
the pandemic affected the well-being of young  
participants, especially with regard to education, 
mental health and livelihoods. It was found that 
some of the changes were consistent with existing 
studies while others filled the information gap 
identified through the literature review. 

Figure 1. Issues respondents worry about in the next few months, should the pandemic continue

The top three areas for which respondents were 
most worried about, should the pandemic continue, 
were education (65.4%), mental health (64.4%) and 
social life (61.4%). These were followed by income 
and employment (nearly 50%) (see Figure 2).

Education

Mental Health

Social life

Income

Employment

Physical Health

Family

Housing

Other

259

260

243

189

189

175

174

61

5

Education

327 out of the total 397 respondents experienced 
school closures. Despite the fact that many 
schools closed during the pandemic, over 40% 
of  the respondents said they still needed to 
physically attend university or take exams on-site, 
which not only increased the risk of contracting the 
virus, but also resulted in increased anxiety among 
respondents. 39% of those who had to attend 

university and take exams in-person stated that 
they were very worried about getting infected at 
the university or on the way. 

To avoid education disruptions and minimize 
physical interactions, educational institutions had 
to adapt to online learning within a short amount of 
time. However, as Abdulkareem and Eidan (2020) 
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48.4
40.9

69.2

12.5

16.2

17.6
30

7.5

Figure 2. A lack of access to internet and devices for e-learning across regions and areas when 
educational buildings were closed

N.B: It was not possible to acquire data 
from respondents in Latin America and 
the Caribbean as well as those living 
in towns/suburbs or rural areas in the 
Arab states and Europe and North 
America.

Close to 60% of the respondents 
said their educational outcomes were 
adversely impacted by virtual learning. 
The finding is different from findings 
of a study carried out in the Republic 
of Korea and India by Baber (2020) 
on the impact of online learning on 
students’ perceived learning outcomes 
and satisfaction, in which the author 
discovered no significant differences. 

City Town &/or suburb Rural area

Africa

Arab States

Asia & the Pacific

Europe & North America

Latin America & the 
Caribbean

noted, the transition to online learning had become 
a hurdle for faculties with limited information 
technology resources and learners living in 
regions with unstable internet connections or 
even electricity. In the study, a lack of accessibility 
to the internet and devices for online learning 
was widespread. Overall, 21% of the students 

said they could not access stable internet and/or 
devices for e-learning. The lack of accessibility to 
the internet or devices was particularly noticeable 
in Africa, where more respondents answered 
negatively, whereas, in the other four regions, fewer 
respondents reported such problems.

In addition, online learning took a toll on the respondents’ health, as 60% stated their mental health was 
affected by online learning in a slightly or significantly negative way (see Figure 3). Some respondents 
reported extra assignments and assessments due to the switch to online learning; some reported also 
health concerns associated with a sedentary lifestyle and staring at a computer for a long time.
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Figure 3. Impact of virtual learning on respondents’ mental health and educational outcomes

That said, there were also positive changes. One 
respondent said:

COVID-19 brought out the best in me. During the 
lockdown in my country Ghana, schools were 
closed so I was at home. I started learning about 
graphic design, digital and social media market-
ing. I used these skills to help my friends who 
could have access to mobile phones and network 
connectivity. I formed an online platform where

we discussed issues affecting young people, and 
how to address them. I started advocating for 
people’s rights using some of the skills I learned 
during the lockdown on social media.

Others also mentioned that the pandemic 
presented an opportunity for them to improve their 
digital skills through online courses, spend more 
time with friends and family due to a decrease 
in commute or travel, and learn more about their 
surroundings, the environment and themselves. 

Educational Outcomes Mental Health

Significantly negative

Slightly negative

No effect

Slightly positive

Significantly positive

Not sure

Not Applicable

No answer

23.7
24.9

36
35.5

8.1
12.1
12.3

7.6
6

4.3
1.3
1.5

1
1.8

11.6
12.3

Mental health

The survey results showed a decline in self-
reported mental health by youth from all regions. 
This trend is in line with other literature showing 
a high prevalence of COVID-19-related fear noted 
among younger age groups, as well as more 
depressive and anxious symptoms, compared with 
pre-pandemic estimates (Samji et al., 2021).

The mental health of participants was impacted 
negatively during the pandemic in many ways. As 
briefly mentioned in the previous section, changes, 

such as in pedagogy and learning, can influence 
students’ mental health. But there are also other 
factors that are directly linked to rising anxiety and 
stress. For example, Figure 4 shows how stressed 
respondents felt about precautions needed or 
required to leave their household. One third of 
participants were extremely or very stressed due 
to the precautions needed when leaving home (like 
wearing masks and using sanitizers and alcohol), 
while 1 in 4 respondents found such precautions 
moderately stressful.
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Figure 4. ‘How stressful have the precautions of leaving home been for you? (wearing masks, using 
alcohol and sanitizers)’

A main issue was youth’s concern about the 
effect of COVID-19 on family members. Having 
a family member being put in self-quarantine 
with COVID-19 symptoms was associated with a 
decline in mental health. This concern is followed 
by concerns stemming from the loss of the job 
of a family member or their death. The latter’s 
effect on mental health, as per the survey, can be 

interpreted by the fact that family death was less 
common among participants.

The difference in media consumption among young 
participants during the pandemic was also noted. 
Two in three respondents reported an increase in 
using media, including social media, the news and 
entertainment, as shown in Figure 5.

Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Very

Extremely

15.4

25.7

25.4

21.4

12.1

Figure 5. Changes in respondent media use during the pandemic (including social media, the news, 
and entertainment – movies/series or video games)

Not only did people spend more time using media, 
but they also invested more time reading, listening 
and talking about COVID-19, as nearly 60% of 

them said they did so often or most of the time 
(Figure 6).

8.3

7.6

17.1

31

36

Major decrease

Minor decrease

No change in media use

Minor increase

Major increase
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Figure 6. ‘How often do you read, listen, watch, or talk about COVID-19?’

While using media more 
frequently made respondents 
feel more informed (almost 
70%), most respondents 
reported that it also resulted in 
them becoming more worried 
(around 60%). The changes 
in media consumption did not 
help to address anxiety, with 
more than half reporting it did 
not help to reduce stress.

0.8

9.8

31

42.3

16.1

Never

Rarely

Occasionally

Often

Most of the time

Social life

Social life was reported to be the third issue 
of concern for youth participants, should the 
pandemic continue for a few months. An alarming 

Figure 7. The extent to which respondents agreed with the statement ‘I am lonely’ before and since 
the pandemic

The cancellation of important events in life (such 
as graduation, prom, vacation, gatherings, etc.) 
was said to be very and extremely difficult by 
more than half of participants (50.3%). A decrease 
in gatherings could mean fewer opportunities to 

socialize in public. 73% of respondents had less 
contact with people outside their household since 
the start of the pandemic, which brought about 
preventive measures like school closures and 
lockdowns (see Figure 8).

Before COVID-19 Since COVID-19

30.5
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21.2

16.4

25.4

21.4

14.1

22.7
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rate of youth reported becoming lonelier since the 
onset of COVID-19 (from 22.9% before COVID-19 
to 44.3% since COVID-19 as shown in Figure 7). 
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32

The COVID-19 Pandemic and Youth Well-being: a Global Study

Figure 8. Changes in contact with people outside home/accommodation since the start of the pandemic
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As for the more intimate relationships, such 
as friends and family, while nearly half of the 
respondents said the quality of the relationship 
remained the same, it was interesting to see the 
difference in answers with friends and family. For 
40% of the respondents, the relationship with 
friends had worsened, whereas only 14% said it 
had improved. In contrast, 28% of the respondents 
had had a better relationship with their family, and 
22% said otherwise (see Figure 9).

The findings on the changing relationship with 
family members is in line with studies such as 
the one carried out by Hermanto et al. (2021) on 
students in Indonesia. They stated that studying at 
home had a positive influence on the relationship 
between students and their families because they 
had more time interacting with each other. 

Towner et al. (2022) pointed out a significant effect of 
household size on respondents’ sense of loneliness, 
whereby participants with a higher number of 
household members reported a lower level of  
loneliness. However, in the cohort, a strong  
correlation between household size and loneliness 
was not identified.

Financial difficulties

In terms of COVID-19’s impact on livelihood, 
many respondents reported significant changes 
in their income. 27.7% of the respondents noted 
that the pandemic had created significant financial 
hardships for them and their families. One third 
(32.9%) were concerned about the stability of 
their living situation. 

Should the pandemic continue, close to one third 
of the respondents (31.2%) explicitly said they 
were very and extremely worried about covering 
the costs of their basic needs, and a quarter 
(25.9%) mentioned that they had to borrow money 
as a result of increasing financial pressure. 

Fifty-three respondents had lost their jobs since 
the start of the pandemic. Among them, a change 
in them resonating with statements such as, ‘I 
am anxious about things in my life’ and ‘I am 
depressed about my life’, before and after the 
start of the pandemic was noted. 17 people were 
anxious before, and the number increased to 38 
since the onset of the pandemic. Similarly, before 
the pandemic, only seven people said they felt 
depressed, and then the number jumped to 23 after 
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Figure 9. Changes in the quality of relationships with friends and family
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the pandemic broke out. Furthermore, 22 out of 34 
participants who did not agree with the statement,  
‘I am depressed about my life’, before the pandemic 
later changed this view when asked about the 
same statement since the pandemic.

It is believed that these findings and analyses 
warrant more attention from both educational 
institutions and researchers who can potentially 
work together and further investigate the areas 
presented above.
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Conclusion and 
recommendations
Based on the data collected and analysed in this 
paper, the authors propose three recommendations 
for decision-makers. It is understood that these 
recommendations must be contextualized to reach 
optimum impact. But in these findings, a number of 
common issues faced by youth, beyond borders, 
have been identified, and it is believed that this 
paper and these data-driven recommendations 
can not only serve as a reference, but also become 
an incentive for action.

1.	 During the COVID-19 crisis, many respondents 
indicated their mental health was adversely 
affected, and the majority were not aware of any 
national mental health policy in their country. 
As a result, it is recommended that Ministries 
of Health and Education should collaborate 
with youth to develop mental health policies for 
youth and students that would not only tackle 
mental health issues, but also restore faith in 
youth about government intervention, given 
that many respondents said ‘no’ to the need for 
governments to provide mental health support.

2.	 Respondents’ mental health was also affected 
by the inflexibility of some educational 
establishments in terms of physical attendance 
and subsequent exposure to COVID-19 when 
attending classes in-person. Therefore, it is 
recommended that educational institutions 
acknowledge young people’s mental health 
struggles and create motivation and counselling 
sessions accessible face-to-face or online to 
help students cope with mental health-related 
issues.

3.	 Finally, globally, student learning has been 
most affected due to school closures during 
the pandemic. From the survey, over 21% of 
respondents, especially those from African 
countries, reported a lack of access to 
technological devices and stable internet, as 
most institutions moved to online learning. It is 
recommended that governments, international 
bodies and stakeholders (e.g. school 
administrators and local community leaders) 
join hands to ensure adequate educational 
funding that guarantees equitable access to 
technology and education in developing and 
less developed countries.
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Abstract

The abrupt changes caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic to the educational opportunities of 
youth warrant investigation to establish the global 
consequences of the pandemic on access to and 
quality of higher education. Through a survey 
with open and closed questions, responses were 
collected from 359 students and teachers from 
27 countries across all five of the UNESCO regions. 
It was found that remote learning experiences 
varied according to gender. Respondents who 
shared their internet device within a household 
were mostly women. Both teachers and students 
reported a sharp decline in their relationships with 
each other. Most of the respondents reflected 
on the impact on mental health. In conclusion, 
it is recommended to extend financial and 
psycho-social support, especially to marginalized 
communities and female students, addressing 
mental health education in undergraduate curricula, 
reviewing methods of learning and assessment 
and strengthening teacher-student relationships 
through extracurricular sessions online. 

Keywords: higher education, COVID-19, 
inequality 
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Introduction
Classified by the World Health Organization (WHO) 
as a pandemic, the new coronavirus has caused 
social, political, economic and cultural disruptions 
all over the world. Education has been one of the 
most greatly impacted sectors, with school and 
university closures affecting an estimated 89.4% of 
enrolled learners in schools and higher education 
institutions globally (Marinoni et al., 2020). 

In any crisis, whether natural or human-made, the 
impact on the most vulnerable – women, youth 
and the elderly – is significant in most areas of 
their lives and will continue to be long after the 
pandemic is contained. As evidenced by natural 
crises (e.g.  tsunami, floods, earthquakes), human-
made crises (e.g. conflicts, wars) or health crises 
(e.g. Ebola, Zika) it is the most marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups that suffer the greatest. 
Whether through exclusion, cramped living 
conditions or lack of resources, this cohort is 
at a heightened risk of vulnerability to multiple 
deprivations, psychological stress and exploitation, 
both before the pandemic and in its aftermath 
(Berman et al., 2020). The additional ‘cost’ to the 
disadvantaged communities, such as severe illness 
or death, amalgamates the economic insecurity 
and restricted access to resources like formal 
education, further compounding social inequalities 
(Waller et al., 2020). Crises have a long-lasting 
impact on education.

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused the largest 
disruption of education in history, having essentially 
a universal impact on learners and teachers 
around the world. The crisis further exacerbates 
pre-existing educational disparity by reducing 
educational opportunities for the disadvantaged 
and the marginalized. According to the United 
Nations (2020) some 23.8 million additional 
children and youth (from pre-primary to tertiary) 
may drop out or not have access to school due 
to the pandemic’s economic impact alone. The 
transition to virtual learning has exacerbated 
existing inequalities in access to education, but 
also affected its quality. For instance, only 29% of 
higher education institutions in Africa were able to 
switch to remote learning immediately, compared 
to 85% in Europe (Koninckx et al., 2021). 

It becomes crucial to understand how those 
abrupt changes caused by the pandemic have 
affected the future prospects of youth, which are 
closely aligned to their educational achievements. 
The unprecedented threatening situation of the 
pandemic worldwide also creates an urgent 
need for critical reflection and new knowledge 
production. Hence, the study investigated the 
consequences of COVID-19 on access and quality 
of higher education. As shown in Figure 1, the 
aim is to understand not just access in terms of 
electricity, internet connection and devices, but 
also about quality in terms of learning outcomes 
and relationship with teachers and peers. 
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ACCESS

Electricity
Internet 

connection

Devices

QUALITY

Relationship 
with peers

Learning 
outcomes

Relationship 
with teachers

This paper presents the literature review of the 
study, where the literature on the status of higher 
education during the pandemic is discussed. This 
section also addresses the nuances of access and 
quality of higher education across the globe. It is 
followed by the methodology and the data analysis 
plan for the study. The next section focuses on the 

Figure 1. Access and quality

findings and analysis. Here, both the positive and 
negative impacts of the transition to virtual learning 
caused by the pandemic is acknowledged. Finally, 
keeping in mind to not let perfect be the enemy of 
the good in extraordinarily challenging times, the 
recommendations for the study are presented.
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Literature 
review
The COVID-19 pandemic forced the educational 
institutions to re-look at digitalization of learning. 
The pandemic exacerbated pre-existing 
vulnerabilities and shortcomings of the higher 
education systems by questioning quality of 
education, mode of delivery and accessibility. 
Since March 2020, significant losses in learning 
have been observed due to disruptions to the 
systems of education. Compromised flexibility and 
mobility, limited access to resources and fewer 
in-person development opportunities have led to 
reinforcement of inequalities (Hassan et al., 2021).

Globally, a move to online education has been a 
prominent response. However, most low- and 
middle-income countries struggled to ensure 
digitalization for all. Postponement of classes or 
rearrangement of the academic calendar became 
a common trend in these countries. For example, 
stating problems faced by students in accessing 
the internet, the Hyderabad Central University in 
India opted not to implement virtual learning (Salmi, 
2020). Similarly, in Bangladesh, public universities 
waited at least 4–5 months before shifting to virtual 
learning, citing lack of internet connection and 
capacity to teach remotely (Wadud, 2020). 

In the countries where online education was 
mandated by the government, student protests 
erupted. ‘Arguing that it was elitist and out of 
reach for poor students without proper internet 

access’, Student Unions of Ghana, South Africa 
and Zimbabwe led such protests (Mukeredzi et al., 
2020). The exorbitant costs of internet connection 
posed a challenge for many in countries like the 
Syrian Arab Republic where most students and 
teachers relied on 3G connections rather than Wi-
Fi. A study done by Cambridge University identified 
that online learning costs are one of many financial 
burdens for students as ‘(s)ome students are also 
left wrestling with a responsibility to financially 
support their families during another wave of 
crippling price inflation caused by COVID-19’ (Hajir 
and Salem, 2020). In a study conducted by Hayashi 
et al. (2020) in Sri Lanka, connectivity difficulties are 
prevalent. In a large-scale survey, it was found that 
almost half of students said that mobile data plans 
were not affordable or only somewhat affordable. 
In Colombia, students complained to the Ministry 
of Education about internet connections, and 
some professors supported their agenda (Salmi, 
2020). For professors, too, the switch to online 
led to over-work and stress. They had to rethink 
the curriculum, create e-content and revise modes 
of assessment without having sufficient time to 
plan or adjust (Rashid and Yadav, 2020). Further, 
a study conducted by El Said (2021) investigating 
overall learning experiences in universities in Egypt 
interviewed professors, where one complained, 
‘Teaching and working from home increased 
working hours and interfered with family life.’ 
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In order to ensure an equitable student experience, 
students from less privileged socio-economic 
backgrounds need special attention. ‘Low-income 
and first-generation students, immigrants, and 
people of colour will be more likely to delay going 
to college or to drop out’ (Salmi, 2020). 

In terms of quality of learning during the pandemic, 
attainment of learning outcomes has been a major 
concern among educators. One study mentions 
the challenges faced by students in a professional 
degree like medicine or biotechnology. Malcolm 
Reed, Dean of Brighton and Sussex Medical 
School, Brighton, United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland argued that ‘there is no simple 
answer as to how to deal with students who have 
missed 6 months of their clinical experience’ (Burki, 
2020). On the other hand, students struggled with 
virtual learning because of significant barriers 
such as isolation, lack of time and routine, and 
self-organizing capabilities (García-Morales et al., 
2021).

One of the key features of face-to-face learning 
has been student engagement. With a transition 
to online learning, student-teacher and student-
student relationships have been strained. A study 
conducted in Australia by Smith et al. (2021) found 
that 57% of the respondents agreed that web-based 
technologies hindered their interaction with the 
instructor. From the point of view of the professors, 
‘it was more difficult for the teachers to see the 
differences between students and, therefore, they 
are not able to anticipate the individual needs of 
students to the appropriate extent’. 

In the context of higher education, it is common 
knowledge that decisions made today will have 
future consequences. Governments, policy-makers 
and universities, among others, must make 
informed decisions, keeping in mind the high 
stakes for the future generations. 
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Methodology
Design 

The nature of the study is exploratory and aims to 
investigate the effects of COVID-19 on access to 
and quality of higher education around the world. 
The design adopted uses quantitative methods 
with both open and closed questions. The 
closed-ended questions generated figures and 
data analysis and interpretations using statistical 
measures, and the open-ended questions 
involved analysis and interpretations in terms of 
perceptions, values and opinions of respondents of 
the study. To complement the findings of the study, 
a literature review was conducted focusing on 
global studies by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the 
World Bank, as well as country-specific studies, 
via various academic journals and news reports, 
among others. 

Sample

Undergraduate students and professors/academic 
staff in all five UNESCO regions (Africa, Arab 
States, Asia and the Pacific, Europe and North 
America, and Latin America and the Caribbean) 
were targeted. The goal was to capture voices 
from a diverse group across regions and gender, 
among students aged 18–35 years and professors/
academic staff aged over 18 years. Since only 
undergraduate students were targeted, students 
who already had completed a degree before 
March 2020, or who were already in a distance 
programme, were excluded along with students 
already enrolled in a postgraduate degree before 
March 2020. 

Of the 359 responses collected, 275 were from 
undergraduates and 49 were from professors/
academic staff members. The remaining 35 were 
discarded during data cleaning, as they did not 
fit the targeted categories. While it was intended 
to reach respondents from both urban and rural 
areas, the respondents from rural areas were 
significantly low, at 12%; the universities of rural 
areas were also under-represented at 8%. More 
than half of the respondents identified themselves 
as female. Responses from 27 countries across the 
five UNESCO regions were collected; however, the 
Asia-Pacific region was over-represented, and only 
a few responses from Europe and North America 
could be collected. 

Tools

The study was conducted using an online survey 
with both open and closed questions via Google 
Forms. The figures and graphs contained in this 
study are sourced from the answers to the online 
survey. The survey had separate sections for 
undergraduates and professors/academic staff 
members. Questions addressed access, in terms 
of electricity, internet connection, devices, and 
quality of learning outcomes and relationships with 
teachers and peers.

Methodology and research 
experience 

The dissemination of the survey form lasted for 
two months (19 March 2021 to 31 May 2021). It 
was promoted through the personal networks 
of the researchers of the Global Learning Team, 
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Youth as Researchers (YAR), various universities 
and youth organizations across the world, but also 
through the networks of the YAR community and 
UNESCO. As the study was global in nature, the 
survey was circulated in six languages: English, 
French, Portuguese, Arabic, Chinese and Spanish. 
The highest number of responses were collected in 
English (280 responses), and the fewest in Arabic 
(4 responses); however, many native speakers 
of the aforementioned languages also chose to 
respond in English. As the tool of data collection 
was Google Forms, it was not possible to collect 
responses from China.3

Data analysis plan 

For data analysis, the responses collected in the 
other five languages (French, Portuguese, Arabic, 
Chinese and Spanish) were first translated to English. 
From the combined list of responses, the data 
were cleaned by discarding the responses that did 
not fit in the targeted categories of undergraduates 
and professors/academic staff members. The data 
for the closed-ended questions were then coded 
and fed into IBM Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS). Using descriptive frequencies 
and cross-tabulation, the data were analysed. The 
qualitative narratives of the open-ended questions 
were analysed using thematic analysis to find 
common themes. The final part of the analysis 
included tabulation, organization and presentation 
of the data to support the recommendations. 

Ethics

The unprecedented threatening situation of the 
pandemic worldwide created an urgent need for 
critical reflection and new knowledge production. 
Further, the ethics of academic writing concerns 
itself with whether the objectives of the study 
for which data are collected benefits the larger 
society. Hence, as part of the introductory section 
of the Google form, a consent form along with the 
motivation behind this research were attached 
requesting the agreement of participants to the 
study and also mentioning their choice to withdraw 
their participation at any moment. It was ensured 
that the survey was anonymous and no sensitive 
data regarding the participants’ identities were 
collected. 

Limitations

While it was possible to collect responses from a 
diverse population across the world, the pandemic 
itself and its constantly changing protocols posed 
limitations to the study. For example, the research 
was conducted remotely instead of a mixed 
approach of both in-person and remote, which 
would have helped to reach out to communities 
who are at the lower end of the global connectivity 
scale. Further, an in-depth analysis would have 
complemented the responses from the survey 
form, and although it was intended to conduct 
interviews, due to unforeseen circumstances, it 
was not possible. 

3 Google services are not available in China. 
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Findings
The survey analysis was based on 359 responses, 
out of which 275 were undergraduates and 49 were 
professors/academic staff members. In tandem 
with the global nature of the study, responses were 
collected from 27 countries across five UNESCO 
regions (Figure 2). While most responses were 
from the Asia-Pacific region, especially from 
India, Bangladesh and Malaysia, there was an  

under-representation of the Europe and North 
America region with responses as low as one from a 
few countries. Interestingly, while all the Malaysian 
respondents responded using the survey form 
in Chinese, no responses from China could be 
collected as Google services are not available in 
China. 

359
total responses

275
undergrads

49
academic staff

27
countries

5
UNESCO regions

In reference to the gender dynamic, while 52% of 
the respondents used the pronouns ‘she/her/
hers’, 1.5% used the pronouns ‘they/them/theirs’. 
For the age breakdown, 88.4% of undergraduate 
respondents were aged 18–25 years, 9.5% were 
aged 26–30 years and 2.1% were aged 31–35 
years. For professors/academic staff members, 
31.5% were aged 26–30 years, 29.5% were aged 
31–35 years, and 39% were aged 36 years. The 
classification of the professor/academic staff 

Figure 2. Snapshot of participant representation

employment status was 40% contract professors, 
while 22% and 38% were tenured professors and 
tutor/teaching staff members, respectively (Figure 
3). The objective of the research was to reach out 
to students and professors in both urban and rural 
settings. However, as illustrated in Figure 4, only 
12% of all respondents lived in rural areas. The 
universities located in rural areas were also under-
represented, at only 8%.
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Figure 3. Professor respondents Figure 4. Responses by area

A UNESCO study found that as many as 89.4% of 
enrolled learners in schools and higher education 
institutions were affected globally (cited in 
Marinoni et al., 2020).

Similarly, in this study, it was found that 94% of 
undergraduate respondents reported that their 
degree pre-COVID-19 was completely face-to-
face, which post-COVID-19 reduced to merely 
11%. 63% of students reported a complete 
transition to online learning, while 23% had part 
face-to-face and part online education since the 
onset of COVID-19. 

In relation to access to education during the 
pandemic, the majority of students and about half 
of the teachers reported having an unstable internet 
connection, while 18.9% of students and 24.5% of 
teachers experienced power outages. Likewise, a 
large-scale survey in Sri Lanka resonated similar 
findings, where both the students and the faculty 
agreed that poor internet connection was their 
topmost challenge during online learning and 
teaching. More than 70% of students, 68% of 
faculty in state institutions and 76% of faculty in 
non-state institutions faced connection issues 
during online teaching and learning (Salmi,2020). 
But not all experiences of online learning were 
negative. One respondent studying in Germany 
appreciated the time and energy saved by cutting 
out his daily commute: ‘you don’t have to wake 

up 1.5 hours prior to the lecture in order to have 
a breakfast and to take a shower before leaving 
for a commute of 40 minutes’. El Said (2021) also 
highlights the positive impact of online learning 
where all the professors who were interviewed 
‘agreed that sharing the link of the recorded online 
lectures provided students with the ability to replay 
videos, revise materials, and skip unneeded parts 
of the lecture’.

Women and girls’ access to education was more 
affected by the pandemic. A ‘young lives’ study, 
by Moore and Marshall (2020), highlighted the 
gender dimension of accessing technology and 
quality learning environments. They found that 
young men in India were much more likely to 
regularly use a computer and the internet along 
with other forms of technology – like smartphones 
– than their female counterparts. The study also 
mentioned that ‘four in five (80%) girls in our India 
sample (based in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana) 
have never accessed the internet, and more than 
three in five (62%) have never used a computer’ 
(Moore and Marshall, 2020). Further, another study 
by Attfield et al. (2021) found alarming evidence 
from South Asia. For example, despite high access 
rates to mobile phone technology in Pakistan 
(78%), Bangladesh (86%) and Afghanistan (84%), 
comparatively few women and girls have access to 
their own devices. In terms of internet access, girls 
and women are as high as 70% less likely to access 

Tenured Urban

Contract Rural

Tutor/Teaching Staff
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Figure 4. Responses by area

Figure 5. Access to internet devices across genders
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content online, as compared to boys and men. 
Similar concerns were echoed in the findings from 
this study as well, where, as shown in Figure 5, the 
19.3% of respondents who shared their internet 
device within a household were mostly women. 

Further, a female respondent from Brazil remarked 
on not having a conducive learning environment at 
home: ‘I had difficulty concentrating at home, there 
were more household tasks than before’.

Many students reported learning during the 
pandemic to be stressful and fatiguing. ‘I was 
worried about my future’, commented a student 
from Haiti. A Latvian respondent also observed 
‘spending lots of time in front of a screen for days in 
an enclosed studio apartment’ affected his mental 
stability. The UNESCO YAR paper exploring the 
impact of COVID-19 on youth well-being globally, 
echoed the same results: the top two areas of 
concern rated by students were mental health and 
education, which were far outranking concerns for 
physical health, income and employment (Amanu 
et al., 2024). A UNICEF (2021) study conducted in 
Latin America and the Caribbean to understand the 
crisis of mental health of adolescents and young 
people due to COVID-19, found that 43% of women 
felt pessimistic about their future, compared to 31% 
of the men participating in the study.

In addition to isolation and uncertainties about the 
future, concerns around focus and concentration 
were also raised. For example, a respondent 
from the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland, studying in France, disclosed 
‘being able to use the university’s studios for an 
audio engineering degree was indispensable 
for me. Plus, I was sharing a house with a lot of 
people including my now ex-boyfriend, a young 
mother, a baby, and two teenagers. This made 
it impossible to focus…’. Further, as a study 
conducted by Furman and Moldwin (2021) argued, 
‘many returned to family homes, where they were 
isolated from friends and lost the autonomy they 
had been cultivating while living independently’. 
Ironically, while establishments expected the 
students to be mature adults and keep up with 
the academic responsibilities as if ‘nothing has 
changed’, they were put under house rules by 
parents or guardians essentially ‘infantilizing’ 
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It got a lot better

It got worse

It got better

It got a lot worse

Same as before

Figure 6. Impact of online education on teacher-student relationship

As shown in Figure 6, both the students (43.6%) 
and teachers (53.1%) agreed that their relationships 
worsened, while a similar proportion of students 
(44%) reported deterioration of student-student 
relationships as well. A professor from India 
remarked, ‘I don’t even know who my students 
are in online mode’. Echoing similar concerns, El 
Said (2021) conferred that only half of the student 

respondents agreed that online learning methods 
ensured student-student and student-instructor 
interactions. Illustrating an important issue, a 
professor from India commented that ‘lack of 
face-to-face interaction has adversely affected the 
academic relationship with students, especially the 
newly admitted students in 2020’.

them during the pandemic. The rapidly evolving 
pandemic protocols and the endless instructions 
and Frequently-Asked-Questions (FAQ) pages from 
universities added an extra burden to students, 
especially international students dependent on a 
visa. Furthermore, meeting student mental health 
needs has also been demanding for teachers, as 
one Bangladeshi professor participating in the 
study reflected, ‘I am more than a teacher now’. She 
mentioned how ‘before pandemic, I used to take the 
class as a whole within 1 hour, but since pandemic 
I am taking classes over 2 hours, talking with them, 
giving lessons, listening to their problems, any 
support for mobile data or financial effort, etc.’

‘How can we possibly study medicine online? We 
are clearly not able to understand the practical’, 
reflected a concerned respondent from India. On 
the contrary, a professor from India called attention 
to the difficulty in analysing progress of individual 
students as ‘most students copy each other’s work 
and send it across as their own’. El Said (2021) also 
found that students with a low cumulative grade 
point average were more disadvantaged as they 
were deprived of support mechanisms provided 
on-campus, such as the support of the Mentoring 
Unit for students with learning difficulties.

In terms of the quality, more than half of the students reported that the quality of learning declined 
considerably since the start of the pandemic. Only 6.1% of teachers reported that all learning outcomes 
were attained, and this was especially low in Bangladesh, Brazil, Haiti and Nigeria.
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A student from Malaysia

‘Tuition fees must be reduced ... Our students 
were forced to stay at home for class, were forced 
to stop school facilities, and did not step into the 
school half an inch! Facilities, electricity, water, 
air-conditioning, internet, library, laboratory, 
and computer fees are all inaccessible to us, so 
why don’t they refund a penny? Let us also pay 
our own money to upgrade our own network in 
order to attend classes ... This is not what we 
want online! Where’s the logic?’

Youth voices from the ground

A professor from India

‘The quality of online teaching is not at par 
with offline teaching. The main reason is that 
students are not ready for this kind of teaching 
and secondly for teachers it’s required to have 
some essential skills for online teaching.’

A student from Bangladesh studying in 
Saudi Arabia

‘Faculties tend to teach the class like a meeting/
conference rather than like a class. Some tries 
[sic] innovative techniques but most of those 
techniques fail due slow internet connections of 
our country.’

A student from the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 
studying in France

‘Please open libraries. Not only the university 
libraries but the public ones too. Some people 
live in crowded houses, which make it extremely 
hard for them to study and work, making their 
financial situation, and their hope for a brighter 
future considerably worse.’

A professor from Bangladesh 

‘Students are randomly remaining absent – some 
due to network problems, some got involved 
in income generating activities due to financial 
struggle of families, some are going through 
long-term sickness.’

A student from India

‘Mental Aspect is a very important part that 
has been ignored (in this survey). While 
staying at home and not being able to go out 
makes you a bit too stressed and mentally 
breaks you down and with that mental space 
to study and try to cope up with the classes 
and courses is a very difficult thing to do.’
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There are many stakeholders involved when it 
comes to higher education, including governments, 
non-governmental bodies, universities, parents 
and the community at large. Thus, keeping in line 
with the findings of the study, the recommendations 
are primarily addressed to governments and 
universities. 

Governments

a. Develop financial assistance schemes for 
marginalized communities and female students 
– scholarships, awards and subsidies for renting 
and purchasing of devices

As one of the findings of this study discussed 
the disparity in access to internet devices, the 
development of a financial assistance scheme, 
especially for the marginalized, first-generation 
learners and women, is recommended. In tandem 
with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
specifically SDG4, and the 2030 Agenda for 
equitable and affordable access to education, the 
focus should not only be on improving the digital 
infrastructure in general, but also on ownership 
of internet devices. Italy, France and Germany, 
among others, which are considered ‘industrial 
countries’ with a good broadband network, also 
felt the need to upgrade their digital infrastructure. 
Acknowledging the unequal access to internet, 
they invested more than €50 million each in their 
respective areas to improve connectivity, especially 
in the isolated pockets (Salmi, 2020).

b. Arrange awareness programmes – social and 
media campaigns encouraging guardians to 
support virtual learning

In line with the literature and the findings of students 
struggling to find a conducive learning environment 
at home, social and media campaigns targeted at 
parents and guardians to raise awareness about 
continuation of education should be organised. 
The importance of a balance between academic 
and household chores, designated space to study 
and digital infrastructure needs, among others, are 
key issues that should be addressed. 

c. Include compulsory courses on mental health 
and well-being in undergraduate curriculum

To address mental health concerns, it is requested 
that governments introduce compulsory courses on 
mental health care, stress management, personal 
well-being, among others, in the undergraduate 
curriculum. The content of courses needs to be 
designed keeping in mind the various contexts, 
faiths, local heritage, and related factors. 

Universities

d. Review methods of examination and develop 
new methods suitable for online learning

Based on the research findings, a review of learning 
and assessment methods is crucial. Taking lessons 
from the pandemic, it is proposed to adopt a 
flexible approach to learning and assessments. 

Conclusion and 
recommendations
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The varied situations and contexts need to be taken 
into account to set realistic learning outcomes 
emphasizing critical understanding and analysis. 

e. Arrange online extracurricular sessions to 
strengthen and maintain student-teacher and 
student-student relationships

It is recommended to encourage interaction and 
set-up mechanisms to facilitate peer-to-peer 
discussions within the virtual space. Universities 
should design simulations of social interactions 
online, lunch hours, ice-breaking activities, small 
group discussions, among others, to maintain 
student-teacher and student-student relationships. 

Conclusion

This study, aiming to understand the perception of 
students and teachers on the impact of COVID-19 on 
access and quality of higher education, uncovered 
inequalities, especially in the Global South. With 
the help of survey forms in six languages, data 
were collected across five UNESCO regions. 
The research found that the pandemic reinforced 
gender disparities that exist in accessing higher 
education while also discussing the deteriorating 
teacher-student relationship and declining quality 
of learning during the pandemic. Further, the 
majority of responses received for open-ended 
questions revolved around concerns about mental 
health among both students and professors. In the 
end, recommendations for both governments and 
universities to support access to, and reassess 
quality of, learning and promote mental health care 
were identified. 
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Abstract

In this study, the research team examines the 
factors impacting the successful implementation 
of online learning in Arab universities during the 
COVID-19 pandemic while highlighting how this 
transition affects learning and student well-being. 
This study showcases the main challenges that 
were identified by students in Arab universities 
during their education in the pandemic period. It 
then shows how digital technologies were used to 
respond to these challenges and the main benefits 
they had on students’ learning. The study ends 
with recommendations shared by participants and 
the team for stakeholders to improve education 
and digital use in universities accordingly.
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The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic urged 
governments around the world to adopt preventive 
measures in order to decrease its spread. This 
caused daily life to be disrupted. A global survey in 
2020 assessed youth concerns during the pandemic 
and identified education disruption as one of the 
top three challenges globally, especially in low- 
and middle-income countries (Rogobete, 2020). 
Education institutions were obliged to interrupt 
conventional education methods, like teaching in 
classrooms (UNESCO, 2021). Many educational 
institutions began to use distance/hybrid learning 
instead, which mainly relies on using technological 
tools in teaching and communication (UNESCO, 
2021).

Online learning and technology use in education 
can be traced back to the 1980s (Adedoyin and 
Soykan, 2020). Educational institutions regularly 
considered online learning as a good-to-have 
alternative (Ribeiro, 2021). With the World 
Health Organization (WHO) and governments 
recommending and imposing social distancing 
measures, online learning became an emergency 
migration obligation (Adedoyin and Soykan, 2020). 

University students in the Arab region have been 
adapting to several educational challenges caused 
by this disruption. It is necessary to identify the 
main challenges that students had to go through 
during the pandemic and to source best practices 
and solutions that different universities and 
students utilized to overcome these challenges; 
this is precisely what this study investigates.

Introduction
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Literature review

The pandemic affected higher education and 
raised multiple challenges for students and their 
universities. The United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
conducted a global survey in April 2020 to assess 
that impact (UNESCO, 2021). The survey had valid 
responses from 57 countries and identified multiple 
findings. It was found that international mobility 
suffered a major setback. Moreover, research 
and extension activities were disrupted. With the 
reduction of job opportunities, the transition from 
higher education to the job market became more 
difficult for students. The pandemic had a varied 
impact on the student enrolment rate across 
countries of different income levels. According 
to responding governments, major concerns for 
students were first the disruption of study/campus/
research activities, followed by financial concerns 
and then health (physical and mental well-being) 
concerns. 

The report explained how the pandemic widened 
inequities and disparities between and within 
countries, especially in low-income countries, 
such as the Syrian Arab Republic and Yemen, who 
need to improve infrastructure, connectivity and 
protective measures for students in vulnerable 
situations. The report also highlighted the 
digitization of education as a major trend, as 
more and more countries switched to online or 
hybrid modes of teaching. The latter was the most 
popular model that universities adopted. The crisis 
spurred innovation within the education sector, 
leading to new ways of sustaining education and 
training: from radio and television to home-based 

educational packages. Distance learning solutions 
have been developed thanks to rapid responses 
by governments and partners around the world 
in support of education continuity, including the 
Global Education Alliance advocated by UNESCO.

Multiple studies identified challenges faced by 
students during their online or hybrid education 
in the pandemic period. A study in Romania 
surveying 152 students mentioned that 74% of 
them faced different types of difficulties related to 
competences needed to operate online platforms, 
different malfunctions of the platforms and 
poor internet connection. The same percentage 
expressed fear of the freezing of the school year 
(Sălceanu, 2020). A study in the Russian Federation 
by Almazova et al. (2020) investigating challenges 
facing university teachers during the pandemic 
period surveyed 87 teachers. The main challenges 
identified were computer literacy levels and the 
readiness of students and academic staff for online 
learning. It raised concerns that methodological 
work in a digital educational environment differs 
from conventional teaching methods. Another 
study in Malaysia surveyed 284 university students 
to understand their experiences and difficulties 
during their studies in the pandemic period. 
Respondents expressed lack of readiness to 
adapt to the new situation and concerns about 
the implications of lockdowns on their academic 
performance (Nassr et al., 2020). Considering 
these different challenges, it is essential to assess 
the current situation for university students in the 
Arab region and identify the main issues faced by 
students during the pandemic. 
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With the shift of educational methods and systems, 
several opportunities have emerged, mainly 
related to technology use to curb the challenges 
faced during the pandemic. A study at the college 
of medicine of Alfaisal University in Riyadh, Saudi 
Arabia surveyed 209 students and 13 faculty 
members. Two thirds of students surveyed 
preferred either blended or online courses. Further, 
several advantages were associated with online 
learning, such as having access to recorded 
learning materials on the intranet platform, and the 
possibility to learn at the students’ pace (Arain et 
al., 2022). A study on COVID-19 and management 
education shared reflections around challenges 
and opportunities for business schools and 
students during and after the pandemic (Brammer 
and Clark, 2020). This study noted significant 
innovation in their universities concerning 
the processes and timetables of academic 

governance. This introduced greater agility and 
capacity for innovation into their programmes. The 
study findings also highlighted the importance of 
staff willingness to deploy new technologies and 
use of a variety of alternative ways to help students 
continue their learning. Witnessing the scale, 
scope, speed and quality of staff’s adaptation, as 
well as students’ receptivity to experiment with 
new ways of teaching and research, was one of the 
most positive experiences, as the study indicated.

With the identified potential that modern technology 
has to improve higher education and solve different 
challenges, this study aims to study the factors 
impacting the successful implementation of online 
learning in Arab universities during the COVID-19 
pandemic while highlighting how this transition 
affects learning and student well-being.
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This study uses both qualitative and quantitative 
methods to collect data. The quantitative section 
of this study was conducted using a questionnaire 
designed to assess the experience of university 
students concerning various aspects of online 
education during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
responses were then analysed using Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences – Version 21. 

Following that, the qualitative part consisted of 
conducting semi-structured interviews of university 
students from the Arab region who had participated 
in the quantitative part of this study and were 

willing to participate in the additional segment. A 
total of 10 interviews were conducted, recorded 
and transcribed and were then later qualitatively 
analysed to determine if they complemented or 
negated the results derived from the questionnaire. 
The interviews were also scrutinized to extract 
any new information that would contribute to the 
understanding of university student’s experience 
of online education during the pandemic.

Methodology
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Sampling and data 
analysis tools
The sample consisted of 448 university students 
from the Arab region with an age range between 
18 and 35 years, with a mean age of 22.74 years and 
standard deviation of 3.78. It should be noted that 
originally the sample consisted of 472 participants; 
however, 24 participants fell out of the inclusion 

criteria for age and were thus excluded from the 
study. Furthermore, the sample consisted of 59% 
female and 38.8% male university students, while 
around 2.2% preferred not to disclose their gender. 
A breakdown of the demographic profile of the 
sample is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Demographic profile of the sample (N = 448)

Variables Categories N %

Gender
Male participants 174 38.8
Female participants 264 59
Undisclosed 10 2.2

Country of  
residence

Algeria 2 0.5
Bahrain 12 2.7
Egypt 74 16.5
India 1 0.2
Jordan 70 15.6
Lebanon 57 12.7
Libya 14 3.1
Morocco 32 7.1
Oman 88 19.6
State of Palestine 11 2.5
Qatar 20 4.5
Saudi Arabia 7 1.6
Syrian Arab Republic 2 0.5
Tunisia 5 1.1
United Arab Emirates 26 5.8
Yemen 27 6.0



66

University Students in the Era of COVID-19: Using Technology to Overcome Challenges in Higher Education in the Arab Region

The analysis focused mainly on determining the 
frequency and percentages of responses on each 
answer reported by respondents. To generate a 
graphical representation of these results, Microsoft 
Excel was used. The data were also analysed 
with the intention to make comparisons between 
various categories of variables, such as gender, 

age, university type, among others. However, 
since these comparisons failed to generate 
any significant differences, possibly indicating 
homogeneity in the data, the final paper consists 
of results of the analysis conducted on the sample 
as a whole.

Variables Categories N %

Residential  
status

Citizen 389 86.8

Expatriate 43 9.6

Immigrant 7 1.6

Student visa holder 8 1.8

Refugee 1 0.2

 Living  
arrangement

Alone 25 5.6

With family 409 91.3

With friends/roommates 14 3.1

 
 University type

Public 313 69.9

Private 135 30.1

Education  
level

Undergraduate 296 66.1

Graduate 152 33.9
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The quantitative and qualitative findings of this 
study can be divided into the following themes:

Technology proficiency of the 
university students

The questionnaire employed in this study consisted 
of items that were designed to assess the degree 
to which university students in the Arab region are 
proficient in use of technology for online education. 

According to the responses gathered, around 90% 
of students rated their technology proficiency 
as either advanced or intermediate, while the 
remaining minority of 10% rated it as basic (see 
Figure 1). In addition to that, around 95% of 
students reported that since the implementation of 
the online medium of education, their technological 
abilities and internet research skills were enhanced 
even more.

Findings and 
analysis

Advanced Intermediate Basic
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Figure 1. Technology use proficiency level (in percentages)



Upon exploring this theme in the semi-structured 
interviews, it was found that some students initially 
perceived the prospect of online learning as difficult; 
however, they were able to adapt and get better 
at it with time. For example, a first-year science 
student after being asked, ‘How could you manage 
to adapt to technology usage and online learning?’, 
said: ‘We took time to adapt to technology use, 
since we didn’t have online learning before; we 
needed more skills for technology use. We needed 
time to manage our time in the new lifestyle…’.

Another student enrolled in a chemistry programme 
reported that their internet research skills improved 
since the implementation of online learning, stating: 
‘I was able to find more information online and get 
a better base and knowledge about topics. I now 
have my own personal resources.’

Adaptability of educational 
institutions to online education
Another theme that emerged in this study was the 
adaptability of universities to the online education 
system. The questionnaire explored Arab university 
students’ perception of how well and how quickly 
their respective universities were able to transition 
from an in-person/face-to-face mode of instruction 
to an online mode of instruction. According to the 
results, the majority of students, around 70%, 
reported that their universities were able to have a 
quick transition. However, around 30% described 
their university having a slow transition.

On the other hand, only around 40% of respondents 
noted that their universities provided them with 
adequate training to help them adapt to online 
classes. However, it should be considered that 
universities that were already technologically well-
equipped have been better prepared to assist 
their students, as a student from Jordan studying 
energy engineering reported in his interview: ‘With 
the start of COVID-19… the university made 
sessions to teach us to use online platforms. Our 
university is a technical one so they are used to 
using technology…’ Apart from that, universities 
with good financial resources were also able to 
better assist their students, as one interviewee 
stated: 

‘Some students had low internet or no access to 
devices. The university provided over 100 tablets/
laptops… they also provided internet credit for 
students. For students with low quality laptops, 
the university linked them with existing high level 
laptops in the university.’

Furthermore, more than half of the respondents, 
around 57%, reported that their faculty members 
were only somewhat proficient in using the 
technology related to online education (Figure 2). 
According to the information gathered through 
the interviews, it was also found that some faculty 
members relied on their students to help them use 
said technologies: ‘... for professors it differs, they 
had to catch up on technology use, some needed 
training and support from students.’

University Students in the Era of COVID-19: Using Technology to Overcome Challenges in Higher Education in the Arab Region
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Figure 2. Universities’ faculty members’ preparedness level to use technology in teaching according 
to participants (in percentages)

While some professors managed to adequately 
teach using an online system, some were still 
lacking in other areas, as another student noted 
in their interview: ‘My professors used technology 
and explained in a good way. They made an effort 
to make things easy for us… They weren’t prepared 
for the exam procedure, they didn’t accept to do 
online exams.’ 

Online learning support systems: 
professors, colleagues and internet 
access

Having an understanding and a caring professor 
was very important, according to the answers of 
the survey. Almost 87% of the students answered 
that it was very important. Through the interviews, 
there were mixed reviews about the students’ 
experiences with their professors. For example, 
a first-year from Oman noted: ‘Some professors 
were good, others didn’t know how to explain 
properly online.’

As for having collaborative colleagues, more than 
half the students felt it was very important. A 
student explained in an interview that seeing other 
students studying in the library pre-COVID-19 was 
motivating, and that interacting through social 
media was not the same. Another student said: 
‘Online, I can’t connect with my colleagues … but 
face-to-face, you interact with other students and 
get to know them better.’ 

Being motivated to study was also an important 
factor in online learning for 82% of the students 
that filled the survey, with only 0.2% thinking it was 
not important to be motivated to study. Another 
factor that affected the quality of online learning 
was having a suitable learning environment at 
home. Almost 75% of the students stated that it 
was very important. One student explained that 
the ‘ability to concentrate decreased for many 
students as it is not easy for everyone to provide 
an optimal study environment at home.’
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Extracurricular activities
33% of the students stated that during COVID-19, 
their universities organized extracurricular 
activities online, but almost 22% did not organize 
any activities at all. Lack of interaction caused a 
decrease in the frequency of activities, as stated 
by a student in an interview. He noted: ‘…we had 
competitions online, we had no field visits, we still 
had talks… but with less people attending them. 
There are activities by clubs but there is a lack of 
interaction.’ More than half of the students said 
that in the future, they would like extracurricular 
activities to be conducted through a hybrid system, 
with some conducted online and others conducted 
face-to-face.

Internet connection
According to the survey, internet connection played 
a huge role in the students’ experience with online 
learning. 88.6% of the students who filled out the 
survey said that it was very important to have a good 
internet connection. A business student from Yemen 
stated through an interview: ‘Internet connection 
is essential for online learning, and universities 
should accommodate that all their students have 
a good internet connection.’ Some students faced 
difficulties such as poor internet connection. 
For example, an engineering student from the  
Syrian Arab Republic said: ‘In Syria during corona 
it was also hard because we had war as well, it was 
hard to deal with technology because internet is 
slow so we couldn’t deal with online learning, most 

of our professors are old and have no experience in 
technology which didn’t make it easy, the doctors 
used to record videos in the university and send it 
to us’. Other students were more concerned about 
technical issues occurring during exams, which 
made it more stressful for them.

Adaptation to and satisfaction with 
online learning
43% of students adapted quickly to the online 
learning system, but around 10% were not able to 
adapt. A graduate student from Oman said, ‘For me 
it wasn’t very difficult to switch to online learning 
because even before the pandemic we also used 
to have online discussion rooms’, while other 
students discussed the difficulties of switching 
to online learning with no previous training for the 
students or professors. Almost 40% of the students 
felt that their participation in class decreased with 
online learning, while 41% stated that it stayed the 
same. One student stated: ‘… I usually like to give 
my opinion and participate, and at the beginning 
of university I was excited and eager to study, but 
eventually my participation slowly decreased due 
to stress.’

Respondents had different levels of satisfaction 
with online learning (Figure 3). 37.7% were satisfied 
while 35% were dissatisfied. One participant 
explained: ‘I felt I am losing my passion, felt 
pressure and responsibility, also sometimes felt 
good with the new experience.’
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Figure 3. Participants’ level of satisfaction with online learning (in percentages)

University Students in the Era of COVID-19: Using Technology to Overcome Challenges in Higher Education in the Arab Region



71

Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World

Impact on personal life and mental 
health

Respondents had different time management 
plans. 53% mentioned being able to better manage 
their time while learning online compared to in-
person studies, while 46% indicated the opposite. 
70% of respondents spent three to seven hours 
a day on online learning, while 13% spent over 
seven hours, and 18% spent less than three hours. 
A participant explained that time management was 
challenging, as they lacked estimation on when 
to finish studying for their courses, and levels of 
concentration and comprehension decreased. 
Another participant indicated that not needing 
transportation gave them more time and flexibility 
during the day.

Online learning seemed to have a positive impact 
on students’ stress levels, and a negative influence 
on their procrastination and sleep pattern: 52% of 
respondents found online classes less stressful 
than in-person ones, while 27% disagreed. As 
for online exams, 47% found them less stressful 
than in-person ones, while 23% disagreed, and 
11% had not had exams yet. 69% of respondents 
felt that online classes increased their levels of 
procrastination, compared to in-person ones, 
and only 13% disagreed. Online/hybrid learning 
also had different effects on students’ sleeping  
patterns (Figure 4). 47% felt their sleeping patterns  
worsened, and only 20% felt they improved.

Figure 4. Effect of online learning on student participants’ sleeping patterns (in percentages)

A respondent explained how the constant 
availability of courses and lack of in-person 
interaction and control of professors contributed 
to the increase in procrastination in online learning 
settings. Another respondent detailed how stress 
levels increased during online exams for them 

because of internet instability, technical mistakes 
in questions and lack of professors’ support due to 
low technology proficiency. A couple of participants 
also complained about the ease of cheating for 
students during online exams, which made it less 
fair for others.
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This study found that online learning in the 
COVID-19 pandemic had more of a negative effect 
on students’ perceived quality of education, level 
of understanding of coursework, grades and their 
attendance and participation in class. This is in line 
with main findings from the literature which indicate 
a decrease in the level of course completion (Bird 
et al., 2020) and grades. A study by Kofoed et al. 
(2021) randomly assigned students to in-person 
or online modes of learning during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The study found that online learning 
reduced students’ final grades and made them feel 
less connected to their instructors and peers. These 
results can be explained by the surprising nature 
of the pandemic pushing for an abrupt switch to 
online learning without much time to prepare. In 
respect to that, 56% of respondents indicated that 
their universities were somewhat prepared to use 
technology in teaching, while 18% felt they were 
poorly prepared and 20% said that they were very 
prepared. 

Other challenges facing students that were 
identified in this study were the lack of interaction 
with both professors and peers, technical platform 

and internet problems, challenges in concentration 
and challenges in time management. Around half 
of respondents (53%) felt they could manage 
their time better during online learning settings. A 
considerable percentage of respondents also felt 
online learning increased their procrastination level 
(69%) and worsened their sleep pattern (47%). 

Even with the sudden shift to online learning, 
respondents indicated several benefits and 
positive notes. These included saving time and 
spending on transportation (69%), learning 
materials being accessible from anywhere (60%) 
and learning being more flexible (40%). According 
to respondents, online learning (52%) and exams 
(47%) were less stressful than in-person ones. 
Participants were quickly able to adapt their 
lifestyle to the online learning system (62%).

Respondents felt that online learning brought an 
added value but was not enough on its own. They 
preferred having hybrid learning (62%) compared to 
online learning on its own (6%) after the pandemic 
(see Figure 5).

Discussion
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Participants also shared some recommendations 
to improve the quality of online learning. 
These concerned professors, the educational 
system, and the online learning system. For 
professors, respondents suggested capacity-
building programmes relevant to digital tools 
and technology use, adopting engaging and 
interactive learning methods, such as inverted 
classes, and having regular evaluation systems 
of professors by students. For the educational 
system, participants suggested an optimal 

study time, ensuring students enjoy the learning 
experience, taking care of students’ mental 
health and implementing online learning in the 
universities’ and ministry’s programmes along with 
adequate regulations to ensure its quality. As for 
online learning, recommendations were to update 
learning platforms and make them user-friendly, to 
ensure adequate and affordable internet access 
for students and to offer access to appropriate 
devices, especially for those in need.

Figure 5. How respondents would want lectures to function in the future (in percentages)
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This study aimed to investigate the factors 
impacting the successful implementation of 
online learning in Arab universities during the 
COVID-19 pandemic while highlighting how this 
transition affected learning and student well-
being. Quantitative data were collected through an 
anonymous online survey shared on social media, 
as well as qualitative data collection by conducting 
interviews with a sample of students who agreed 
to be interviewed in the survey and shared their 
contact information. 

Students in Arab universities faced multiple 
challenges in their education and lifestyle due to the 
pandemic. It negatively affected their education, 
including grades, level of comprehension and 
participation. It reduced their interactions with 
peers and professors and affected their personal 
life, including poor time and sleep management. 
On the other hand, most students agreed that 
online exams were less stressful than in-person 
exams. 

Internet connection played a large role in the quality 
of education of students, differing from region to 
region. For example, students in the United Arab 
Emirates did not face any connectivity problems, 
while students in the Syrian Arab Republic suffered 
greatly from it. In the future, different indicators of 
internet quality, such as internet speed and access 
to the internet, could be studied to analyse the 
different internet connections in different countries 
and their influence on students.

As for those who had practical aspects in their 
studies, such as medicine, most of the students 
interviewed mentioned that their universities either 
postponed these practical lessons, or they were 
conducted through videos and hybrid systems. 
Students had mixed opinions on whether this was 
suitable or not, but most were not satisfied with the 
delay or compromise in laboratory work, as it did 
not give them the full experience. 

Online learning and technologies proved to 
have some positive benefits tackling some of 
these challenges. It reduced time and money 
consumption on transport and offered more 
flexibility and access to education for students. It 
was also less stressful for students. Yet, several 
challenges were raised which limited optimal 
access and use of online learning technologies. 
These included lack of internet or appropriate 
devices, absence of appropriate learning spaces, 
absence of a supporting environment at home, 
lack of interactivity during classes, longer study 
times and lack of preparedness of professors and 
technical platforms to offer a suitable learning 
experience to students.

This study found that online learning can be a useful 
tool to improve the quality of education, especially 
in times of crisis. In order for this to occur, though, 
universities must tackle the challenges raised 
and improve education quality while combining it 
with in-person sessions to offer a comprehensive 
hybrid learning experience that is able to offer 

Conclusion and 
recommendations
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social interactions for students, and at the same 
time, build on the benefits of digital technologies. 
To achieve that, the YAR research team wants to 
share this set of recommendations with Ministries, 
universities in the Arab States region, and other 
relevant stakeholders, such as youth organizations 
and student councils:

	� Adopt adequate policies that regulate online 
learning in universities in the Arab States region, 
and ensure its quality and equitable access

	� Establish capacity-building programmes for 
professors to ensure their preparedness to 
optimally use digital technologies and offer 
students an interactive learning experience

	� Build on best practices to establish a balanced 
hybrid learning programme for students 
allowing both engagement and remote access 
to education

	� Establish regular evaluation systems for 
professors by students

	� Take measures to ensure care and support for 
students’ mental health

	� Offer affordable access to good quality internet 
and devices for students 

In the end, digital technologies have a valuable 
addition to offer if included in the educational 
system of universities in the Arab States region, 
and adopting a balanced hybrid method of 
learning. As one of the participants said: ‘Online 
learning should be a well-prepared systemic tool, 
not a crisis management solution.’ With adequate 
preparation for professors, infrastructure and 
curriculum, online learning can successfully have 
its added value in Arab universities.
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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has negatively affected 
the mental health and general well-being of 
many, including university students in the Asia-
Pacific region. Accessing professional mental 
health services can help alleviate the problem. 
However, a variety of barriers exist, from within 
the individual and the community at large. This 
research serves as a pilot study to understand 
the impact of COVID-19 on the mental health and 
general well-being of university students in the 
Asia-Pacific region. The most potent perceived 
barriers in accessing professional mental health 
services have also been identified. The method 
employed was an online questionnaire which 
recruited youth in the Asia-Pacific region (aged 
18–25 years) through convenience sampling. The 
sample included 349  youth from 12 countries. 
The quantitative results suggest that the top three 
barriers to accessing mental health services were as 
follows: (1) fear of confidentiality and trust, (2) lack 
of social support systems and (3) embarrassment 
to seek treatment. For respondents previously 
diagnosed with mental health challenges but who 
could not access mental health services during the 
pandemic, the top three barriers were: (1) ‘Fear 
or stress of the act of seeking help’, (2) ‘Believe 
that I could overcome by myself’ and (3) ‘Cost of 
mental health treatment’. The qualitative findings 
suggest that ‘traditional belief systems’, stigmas 
and insufficient mental health services pose a 
barrier as well. Based on these findings, the team 
has formulated four policy recommendations for 
governments, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and educational institutions. 

*�Source of table: UNESCO Youth As Researchers  
on COVID-19 initiative (2020-2022)
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Introduction
Statement of problem

What are the perceived barriers faced by university 
students in Asia-Pacific in accessing mental health 
services?

The Asia-Pacific region has some notable 
characteristics such as complex sociocultural 
and economic environments, rise in forced 
displacement, migration, inequalities and violence 
that shape the general state of mental health of its 
population (WHO, 2020). In addition, certain areas 
like South Asia have disjointed and inaccessible 
health care systems (Nambiar et al., 2017), which 
extends to mental health care infrastructure. 

Youth are most vulnerable to mental health 
problems (WHO, 2020). Over 60% of the world’s 
youth lives in the Asia-Pacific region (UNESCAP, 
2012). This translates to more than 750 million 
young women and men aged 15 to 24 years 
(UN Youth, 2012). A significant number of these 
individuals are university students in the 18–24 age 
group. Numerous lockdowns since COVID-19 hit, 
caused them to be confined to their homes and 
resulted in severe disruption in their education, 
thereby having an adverse impact on their mental 
health and well-being. 

One year into the pandemic, it was found that of 
the 65% of students who reported having fair or 
poor mental health, only 15% engaged in college-
offered counselling (Ezarik, 2021). In the Asian 
context, this is evident from the findings of a study 
conducted across two countries in East and South-
East Asia that said there was a distinct hesitance 
among young adults to seek counselling for mental 
health conditions (Shi et al., 2020).

Research objectives

The primary objective of this research is to 
identify the perceived barriers among youth 
(aged 18–25  years) in the Asia-Pacific region in 
accessing mental health services and the degree 
of effect the pandemic has had on their mental 
health and mental health-related infrastructure 
(UNESCAP, 2020). By supplementing primary data 
with secondary data, the secondary objective is 
to propose policy recommendations for greater 
accessibility of mental health care for youth that 
promotes their general mental well-being.

Contextual information

The research shed light on perceived barriers  
relevant to affordability and sociocultural stigma. 
Presently, it is imperative that these be mitigated 
to remedy the fissures in accessing mental health 
services. Further, in the future, this pilot study can 
be extended by conducting a stratified study. This 
research has implications in the realm of public 
health as well as for the professional knowledge, 
practice and development of the researchers.

Report structure

The second section of the study provides a review 
of relevant literature, whereas the third section 
presents the methodological approach adopted. 
The fourth section presents the main findings, which 
are then discussed and analyzed in a subsequent 
fifth section. Section six presents the YAR team's 
recommendations and the final, seventh, sections 
provides the overall conclusions of the study.
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Literature 
review
Varied studies have been conducted to explicate 
the impact of the pandemic on people’s health and 
health care provisions worldwide. This review will 
focus on the impact of COVID-19 on mental health 
and the perceived barriers in accessing mental 
health services. These two themes have been 
studied in diverse geographical contexts, but this 
paper is focused on the Asia-Pacific region. 

Impact of COVID-19 on mental 
health

Despite the escalating need for mental health 
services in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
93% of the countries suspended these services 
(COVID-19 disrupting mental health services in 
most countries, WHO survey, 2020). Mental health 
disorders, such as stress, anxiety, insomnia and 
depressive symptoms were suggested to be linked 
to the COVID-19 pandemic (Torales et al., 2020). 
Prior to the pandemic, there prevailed a high 
occurrence of mental health disorders such as 
anxiety and depression in certain Asian countries 
(Hossain et al., 2021). The increased prevalence of 

anxiety and depression in countries such as those 
in South Asia during the pandemic was suggestive 
of the heavy psychosocial burden they have had 
to bear (Hossain et al., 2021). A study conducted 
during the COVID-19 pandemic across four South-
East and East Asian countries on higher education 
students suggested that 38% of the respondents 
reported mild to moderate depression, anxiety 
and stress (Jiang et al., 2021). Given this is one 
of the few studies focused on assessing youth 
mental health in relation to the pandemic, this is 
particularly significant to the research.

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic severely 
impacted those with pre-existing mental health 
disorders due to the attached stigma, risk of 
infection and the previously low priority accorded 
to morbidities of mental health, which triggered or 
worsened pre-existing psychological conditions 
(Roy et al., 2020). Further, an article published 
in JAMA Psychiatry proposed that COVID-19 
may be associated with a colossal risk of suicide 
(Xiang et al., 2020). These findings are particularly 
noteworthy for this study.
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Perceived barriers in accessing 
mental health services

The existing related literature mostly concerns 
perceived barriers that can be classified as 
attitudinal, cultural, low perceived need and 
structural barriers (Shi et al., 2020). These include 
negative attitudes associated with seeking help 
for mental health, preference to resolve problems 
themselves, fears pertaining to discrimination, 
choice for alternative treatments, self-stigma, 
family’s opposition to seeking help, the denial 
of the psychological needs or the gravity of the 
illness, lack of confidentiality, cost, insurance 
and deficient access to psychological health 
information and resources (Shi et al., 2020). Several 
studies across geographical contexts focused on 
attitudinal and structural barriers, such as stigma 
associated with mental health and the insufficient 
dissemination of information, affordability, the 
inability to recognize mental health problems 
and the inadequate acceptance of mental health 
problems in accessing mental health services 

(Devkota, 2021; Tristiana et al., 2018; Memon et 
al., 2016). These barriers can also manifest in the 
insufficient coverage of psychological resources 
by insurance, opposition by family, social 
ostracization and the massive social stigma 
attached to mental health (Tristiana et al., 2018). 
Given the recurring emergence of these barriers 
across geographical contexts, these are markedly 
important for this study.

Overall, existing literature corroborates that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has led to the increasing 
prevalence of anxiety and depression. Further, 
there is consistent evidence that attitudinal and 
structural barriers to accessing mental health 
facilities exist. Nonetheless, there is a lack of robust 
research on the mental health impact of COVID-19 
and the barriers to seeking professional help 
during the pandemic for the specific demographic 
of university students in the Asia-Pacific region. 
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Methodology
The questionnaire

The anonymous online questionnaire combined 
closed and open-ended questions, mostly of 
quantitative type. The questions were designed to 
gather data on general mental health conditions 
and perceived barriers to accessing mental health 
services. The questionnaire was divided into four 
sections: General Information, Understanding You, 
Understanding Support Systems and Structural 
Systems impacting Mental Health and Well-being. 
Demographic information was collected alongside 
self-reporting of respondents’ mental health 
disposition, the level of social support systems 
available and access to any professional mental 
health services during the pandemic. Views on 
psychological support services at their university 
and the levels of internalized stigma around mental 
health were also gathered. The total number 
of questions varied depending on whether the 
respondent reported that their mental health was 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, whether 
they were clinically diagnosed and whether they 
accessed professional mental health services 
during the pandemic. 

The survey was open for two weeks from 25 
February 2021 to 10 March 2021. Respondents 
were recruited through convenience sampling. 
Each member of the team disseminated the survey 
link to all their networks through social media and 
encouraged peers to supplement the study. The 
survey link was also shared on the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) Youth as Researchers (YAR) website 
alongside surveys from other YAR teams. 

Ethical safeguarding

Before dissemination, the survey instrument was 
reviewed and approved by the UNESCO Ethics 
Committee. Detailed information about the study 
was provided and only after consent was the 
survey conducted. Participants were allowed to 
skip any questions they did not want to answer or 
stop answering the questions entirely at any point. 

The survey sample

A total of 349 individuals from 12 countries across 
the Asia-Pacific region filled out the questionnaire. 
Region-wise, most of the respondents were from 
South Asia (62%). The majority (82%) originated 
from India, Bangladesh and Indonesia. The sample 
included 210 women (60.2%), 118 men (33.8%), 
3 non-binary (0.860%), 4 who preferred not say 
(1.15%) and 14 of unknown gender (4.01%). 71.6% 
of the 250 respondents were aged 19–21 years, 
while 83 respondents were aged 22–25 years 
(23.8%). The age of 16 respondents was unknown. 
By type of residence, 75.5% of respondents lived 
in urban areas while 17% lived in suburban areas. 
Most (n=260, 74.5%) respondents were studying 
at the time, whereas a small proportion (n= 24, 
6.88%) had recently graduated and the remainder 
(n=65, 18.6%) were unknown.
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Table 1. Study participants' categorized responses

Category of survey respondent Number Total

Reported that COVID-19 negatively affected well-being 156

Did not access mental health services and not clinically diagnosed 
during the pandemic 144

Accessed mental health services and diagnosed with mental health 
challenges during the pandemic 12

Clinically diagnosed with mental health challenges before COVID-19 38

Accessed mental health services during the pandemic 15

Did not access mental health services during the pandemic 23

Neither diagnosed nor reported that COVD-19 negatively affected their 
well-being 89

Inadequate data to fall under any category 66

Methods of analysis

MATLAB was used to analyse and visualize the 
quantitative data set. The multiple variables 
(inclusive of age, gender, region of residence, 
country of residence, country where university is 
situated, level of support systems, prominence 
of stigmas by location, community perspectives 
on mental health and the services available) were 
correlated with each other. The common perceived 
reasons for not seeking help on mental health 
challenges were thereby ranked in order. 

Thematic analysis was applied for the final two 
survey questions. These answers pertained to the 
respondents’ lived experiences and subjective 
opinion. Respondent answers were correlated by 
region, gender, age and area of residence. 

Limitations

This methodology has several limitations. The 
survey was offered in English to people with internet 
access. The sample size was small considering the 
large population of youth aged 18–25 within the 
Asia-Pacific region. While the region comprised 
46  countries, respondents were from only 
12  countries. The survey may not be adequately 
representative, as the sample was recruited through 
convenience sampling, not random sampling. 
With regard to the qualitative questions, many 
answers were subjective by design (for example, 
if the mental health services at the respondent’s 
university improved, declined or stayed the same 
during the pandemic), as the research question 
seeks to measure perceived barriers. Furthermore, 
it is difficult to isolate the degree of impact different 
barriers had when respondents tried accessing 
mental health services. Lastly, there is limited 
existing  literature on barriers to mental health 
service access for the specific target demographic 
(university students and recent graduates in the 
Asia-Pacific region) to compare the data set with. 
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Findings
Quantitative results

Self-reported mental health and well-being 
status:

COVID-19 and its implications have negatively 
affected the majority of the respondents. 63.7% of 
respondents who answered the question ‘Do you 
think the onset of COVID-19 and its implications 
negatively affected your mental health and well-
being?’ selected ‘Yes’.

For participants who reported that the onset of 
COVID-19 and its implications ‘did not’ negatively 
affect their mental health and well-being (n=89), a 
question was posed further if they ‘experienced 
any depressive symptoms listed on Patient Health 
Questionnaire 9’. Many of those respondents 
answered that they experienced at least one 
mild depressive symptom more often during the 
pandemic.

Barriers to accessing mental health services:

The top five reported barriers for university 
students to seeking help for mental health 
challenges were: (1) fear of confidentiality and 
trust (45.27%), (2) lack of social support systems 
(44.98%), (3) embarrassment (44.13%), (4) not 
wanting to be labelled crazy or weak (42.97%) and 
(5) denial that the problem exists (41.83%).

Least-reported barriers emerged as (1) not 
wanting to be prescribed medication (14.32%),  
(2) lack of insurance (19.19%) and (3) fear of being 
institutionalized (20.91%). 

For respondents who were previously diagnosed 
with mental health challenges but could not 
access it during the pandemic, the top 5 barriers 
were (1) ‘Fear or stress of the act of seeking help’, 
(2) ‘Believe that I could overcome it by myself’, 
(3) ‘Cost of mental health treatment’, (4) ‘Lack of 
family support’ and (5) ‘Lack of privacy’. Concerns 
related to the characteristics of the provider was 
the lowest-ranked barrier. 

Perceived stigma was a key barrier. In the section of 
‘Mental Health and Well-being’ (Part 2), the scores 
reflected the level of perceived mental health 
stigma adapted from the validated survey ‘STIG-9’ 
(Gierk et al., 2018). The higher the score, the less 
the perceived mental health stigma. Predictors 
for higher perceived stigma were being a man 
and attending public universities. The statistical 
parameters did not vary significantly among roots 
(rural, suburban, urban), current academic status 
and age. 

Similarly, internalized stigma prevents respondents 
who reported having their mental health and well-
being negatively affected by the pandemic, but 
were not clinically diagnosed, from seeking help. 
This was reflected in the questions based on the 
ISMI 29 questionnaire to measure internalized 
stigma. Predictors for higher internalized stigma 
were belonging to the 22–25-year age group 
(compared to the 18–21-year age group), attending 
public universities, identifying as non-binary and 
being a recent college graduate (compared to 
currently studying or just enrolled). 
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Availability and awareness of professional 
mental health services was another barrier. 
Among psychological support systems offered at 
university level, one-on-one counselling, one-on-
one conversations with teachers and workshops/
wellness campaigns were the top three options 
reported. About 60 respondents reported having no 
mental health services at their university, whereas 
about half (n=127) had one-on-one counselling 
available at their university. Nearly 100 respondents 
were ‘unaware’ of the psychological services 
available at their university. About 40 reported 
‘improved’ psychological services at their 
university during the pandemic while only a few 
(n=15) reported ‘worsened services’. 

Qualitative results

In the question pertaining to cultural barriers 
faced by those undergoing mental health 
challenges, region of residence was a significant 
marker. For responses from South Asia, the 
key words and phrases present were ‘stigma’, 
‘taboo’, ‘ostracization’, ‘lack of awareness’, ‘lack 
of affordable and professional mental health 
services’, ‘misconceptions’ and ‘trivialization of 
mental health’. To quote a respondent, ‘Patients of 
mental illnesses are mostly, if not always, shunned, 
shamed and laughed at by society.’ Respondents 
from South-East and East Asia repeatedly stated 
that their community viewed mental health 
problems as a result of a lack of faith or religious 
belief. They reported that their community labelled 
people struggling with mental health as ‘crazy’, 
‘does not pray enough’ and ‘weak on the surface.’ 
Respondents viewed ‘traditional belief systems’ as 
barriers in the way of their seeking help. 

Common themes arose in responses regardless 
of gender. Respondents repeatedly mentioned 
that patriarchal setups and sexism were part of 
the problem. Some respondents expressed that 
societal norms acted as a deterrent to seeking 
mental health care. Many respondents raised 
concerns about the lack of adequate mental health 
infrastructure and affordable medical assistance to 
youth to cope with mental health problems. 

In the next question about requisite mental health 
support in the community, responses had three 
common themes irrespective of demographic. 
First, it was to improve the state apparatus 
and infrastructure for mental health services. 
These included ‘narrative or group therapy’, 
‘psychoanalysis’ and establishing ‘suicide and crisis 
helplines, particularly in semi-urban and rural areas’. 
Affordable institutional counselling services, as 
indicated by the keywords ‘free’ and ‘subsidized’, 
were deemed necessary by several respondents 
across all demographics. Second, holistic systems 
of care in society were called for. A desire for greater 
‘understanding’ of mental health was expressed 
as participants stated needing more awareness-
raising initiatives, ‘social acceptance’ and ‘de-
stigmatization’ (an oft-repeated word). Normalization 
of conversations regarding individuality and sexual, 
political and cultural identity was also desired. Third, 
marginalized representation in psychological studies 
was also mentioned. A respondent suggested 
stepping out of ‘elite’ enclaves of learning. Another 
said, ‘The eastern culture and its implications have 
not been studied by Freud, Lacan or anybody for 
that matter.’ 
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Analysis and 
discussion
The findings have multiple implications for 
mental health service providers. The fact that 
a large number of respondents are unaware of 
whether mental health resources exist within their 
universities implies that they are not adequately 
advertised. Youth do not access these services, 
if available, primarily due to ‘fear of confidentiality 
and trust’. The inadequate trust is connected 
to existing stigmas around mental illness and 
seeking help. The stigmas are also furthered in 
structural systems within larger society where 
laws may discriminate against people who have 
been diagnosed with mental illness and delay their 
course of treatment or disadvantage them in a 
financial capacity. 

For instance, the Indian Mental Health Care Act of 
2017 empowers affordable and quality accessibility 
to mental health services for all by directing 
mental health services to be established across 
all districts in India (Mishra and Galhotra, 2018). 
Yet, the existing deficiencies in mental health 
infrastructure at the district level demand that the 
financial burden be carried by the state, despite 
there being no mention of budgetary allocations for 
the same (Math et al., 2019). The Act fails to map 
the division and allocation of funds between the 
centre and state governments and how this is to 
be implemented to help consumers access mental 
health services (Mishra and Galhotra, 2018). 

Prior research in four countries in the Asia-Pacific 
region aligns with the finding that most youth 
reported that their mental health was negatively 
impacted by COVID-19. In the Asia-Pacific 
region, ‘up to 38% of the students reported mild 
or moderate depression, anxiety, and stress, 
while 20.5% reported severe or extremely severe 
anxiety’ (Jiang et al., 2021). Prior literature (Xiong 
et al., 2020) corresponds with the survey findings 
about high rates of depressive symptoms among 
the general population during COVID-19. The 
same research found that being a student and of a 
younger age group are also risk factors for distress. 

Existing literature supports that higher levels of 
stigma towards mental health exist among men 
compared to women (Chatmon et al., 2020). 
They persist due to traditional cultural norms in 
broader society and are enforced with gendered 
expectations around toxic masculinity and 
hegemonic masculinity (Ran et al. 2021).

A published research piece that does not concur 
with the findings suggests that mental health 
services at universities in Asia-Pacific were 
reported mostly to be about the same during 
COVID-19 compared to before. Only 4.3% of 
respondents reported that their university’s mental 
health services got worse, whereas according to 
a previous UNESCO study, 78% reported at least 
partial disruptions to school mental health services 
(COVID-19 disrupting mental health services in 
most countries, WHO survey, 2020). 
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Top perceived barriers differ depending on the 
demographics. Prior literature (Tristiana et al., 
2018) on families of patients with mental illness 
in Indonesia found that affordability, availability 
and stigma were key barriers to accessing 
mental health services. Affordability aligned with 
the top barriers (third highest barrier) for survey 
respondents who were previously diagnosed with 
mental health challenges but could not access 
services during the pandemic. Stigma also aligns 
with the findings since ‘fear of confidentiality and 
trust’, ‘embarrassment’ and ‘not wanting to be 
labelled crazy or weak’ were closely correlated 

with stigmas surrounding mental health. On the 
other hand, a meta-analysis of literature around 
the barrier for Chinese adults showed that wanting 
to deal with the issue by oneself and seeking 
alternative support (beside professional mental 
health services) were among the top barriers to 
accessing mental health services. This does not 
align with the findings about barriers to university 
students. However, wanting to deal with the issue 
by oneself is a top barrier, as stated by respondents 
who were previously diagnosed with mental health 
challenges but could not access services during 
the pandemic. 
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Recommendations
This study has shown that the concept of access 
is much more nuanced than the provision of 
needed services. Inadequate mental health literacy 
manifests as a notable barrier to accessing mental 
health services, as proven by persistent stigmas and 
how ‘embarrassment’ and ‘fear of being labelled 
crazy or weak’ are among top-ranked barriers. 
Trust in service providers about confidentiality is 
also a major barrier. To address the challenges, 
identified through the research, on mental health, 
the following recommendations are proposed:

1.	 A minimum of 4% of the national budget 
to be dedicated to the mental health care 
sector specifically. This calls for establishing a 
Ministry of Mental Health and Research in each 
country to regulate state bodies and ensure 
that they have requisite funds to invest in early 
detection and quality treatment. This shall 
reduce the financial burden on respondents as 
a barrier to access the needed service.

2.	 Greater funding must also be provided 
for ground research and equitable policy 
development such that scaling up of priority 
areas provides for better understanding of 
context and support supervisions and manifest 
long-term sustainability. 

a.	Future research in this particular context can 
be conducted through a survey addressing 
the availability of professional mental health 
services at tertiary education institutions 
across the region. It can also identify the 
behaviour, descriptive and injunctive norms 
and self-efficacy in reluctance to seek 
professional help. It is to be noted here 

that the research should be conducted in 
vernacular languages to assess the cultural 
variations in data collected.

b.	Additionally, the research must holistically 
examine the internal and external factors 
impacting the youth respondents’ mental 
health, inclusive of economic, social and 
political considerations. 

3.	 Advocacy efforts must aim at ending 
stigmatization: Mental Health literacy was 
an under-recognized barrier indicated by this 
study. To combat this, governance measures 
must incorporate the following:

a.	The Ministry of Health (or similar institution) 
working in coordination with the Ministry 
of Information Technology (or similar 
institution) to combine technological-based 
advocacy and awareness.

b.	Synchronizing institutional mental 
health services with the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals so 
that technological innovations can help 
evidence-based measures on improving 
mental health regulation and promotion.

c.	Facilitating collaboration between grass-
roots mental health groups to increase 
accessibility and monitoring of prescription 
medication for youth in Asia-Pacific. 

d.	Creating and disseminating a curriculum 
to equalize youth-oriented mental health 
services.
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e.	In rural and suburban areas, supporting 
community leaders in promoting mental 
health literacy and prevention of mental 
health challenges, improving knowledge 
and developing positive attitudes towards 
services.

4.	 Combine existing health care and mental 
health resources: The development of health 
care policies can be provided with primary 
screening at the university level through 
technology and can be linked to national health 
care plans. This shall provide comprehensive 
patient autonomy and care. 

5.	 Develop evidence-based quality reports to 
ensure quality assurance (measures to ensure 
quality of services), control and monitoring 
(using indicators to ensure the said recourse 
is of benefit to the patient) and evaluation 
through previous consumers of the services to 
ultimately improve the trust deficit.
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Conclusion
While the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have 
been felt worldwide, the lived experiences of 
different regions have evinced distinct responses. 
Not only has the pandemic caused a decline in the 
mental health of youth, it has also exacerbated the 
fissures in the already under-funded and deficient 
mental health structures in the Asia-Pacific region. 
Cultural stigma around accessing mental health 
services and having mental health problems 
persists. 

This pilot study aimed to bring to the fore the 
amplification of mental health challenges in youth 
of the Asia-Pacific region during the pandemic 
and the perceived barriers faced by university 
students in accessing mental health resources. 
This was achieved through an online questionnaire  
disseminated through social media networks. 
The top barriers found were embarrassment, 
lack of social support systems and the fear of 
breach of confidentiality and trust. Affordability of 
mental health services and resources are further 
deterrents, in addition to the belief of being able to 

overcome this adversity through one’s own effort 
and willpower, and the fear or stress associated 
with seeking help. 

In light of this, the recommendations include the 
allocation of a minimum of 4% of the national 
budget for developing mental health infrastructure, 
advocating for mental health awareness to 
overcome mental health illiteracy and stigmas, 
introducing community-based interventions with 
sectoral collaborations to promote improved 
knowledge, implementing mental health legislative 
policies furthered by research and synchronizing 
existing health care and university mental health 
resources into a single social security plan. 
Although the respondents had differing opinions 
on what mental health support is needed that 
their community lacks, they unanimously agreed 
that the willingness to help others, coupled with 
empathy and mutual respect, were integral to 
circumventing, or at least mitigating, the looming 
‘mental health pandemic’.
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Abstract

Higher education institutions (HEIs) globally have 
shifted to emergency remote teaching (ERT) due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Consequently, students 
have faced various challenges in adjusting to this 
situation. This study investigated their experiences 
of transitioning to online learning and their needs. 
327 students aged between 18 and 35 years who 
were enrolled in HEIs in Australia, China, Japan, 
Mongolia and the Republic of Korea anytime 
between January 2020 and April 2021 completed 
an online questionnaire. The preliminary analysis 
suggested that the majority of students (80%) faced 
issues during ERT. The most prominent issues were 
lack of personal space to learn at home (38%), 
heavy workload (35%) and no opportunity for lab 
or practicum work (32%). Reduction in tuition fees 
(71%), access to free internet (62%) and library 
(51%) and flexibility to do assignments individually 
or in groups (43%) were the most demanded support 
needed by students overall. During ERT, student’s 
surrounding circumstances (e.g. student’s financial 
situation, study environment, internet access, 
disconnection from learning communities) are 
important components to their learning. Therefore, 
it is important for HEIs and relevant stakeholders to 
design student support services to respond to the 
students’ most critical needs. 

Keywords: higher education, online learning, 
emergency remote teaching, challenges 
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Introduction
The sudden outbreak of COVID-19 led to global 
school closures, with higher education institutions 
(HEIs) being no exception (World Bank, 2020b). 
HEIs had to shift to emergency remote teaching 
(ERT), urging all parties – administrators, instructors, 
students – to adapt to the unique challenges of 
COVID-19 (Hodges et al., 2020). Students, in 
particular, were one of the most affected groups 
during ERT, wherein their learning outcomes may 
be adversely affected (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020). 
Existing studies illustrate the complex situation 
where students struggle with learning online despite 
their daily use of digital tools (e.g. Nambiar, 2020). 
Consequently, HEIs are requested to address 
reported issues to ensure the quality of students’ 
learning experiences (Hodges et al., 2020). 
Improving ERT requires students’ perspectives, as 
they are its primary recipients (Aguilera-Hermida, 
2020). Especially for education practice involving 
technology, students’ perspectives are informative 
in bettering instruction and other university 
practices (Hämäläinen et al., 2017); nevertheless, 
students still end up becoming passive recipients 
of mandates without being given the opportunity to 
contribute to decision-making processes (Lac and 
Mansfield, 2018). Considering this issue of youth 
engagement, this study highlights higher education 
student voices. 

Substantial studies have investigated student 
perspectives at HEIs during ERT. However, it 
is still meaningful to explore the student voice 
because their views change as they experience 
ERT for a sustained period (Shim and Lee, 2020). 
This study was conducted between February 
and April 2021, which was almost one year into 
ERT since the first COVID-19 outbreak; thus, the 
findings can extend earlier investigations of 2020. 
Furthermore, this study investigated five countries 
in the East Asia and Australia region: Australia, 
China, Japan, Mongolia and the Republic of 
Korea. These countries emerged as worthy of 
study for two reasons. First, they are located in the 
first-identified region of COVID-19 cases where 
HEIs implemented immediate measures and 
experienced the longest transition period (Table 1). 
Second, Butler-Henderson et al. (2021) indicated 
the uneven research attention paid to different 
countries and limited collaborative research 
concerning more than two countries. Therefore, 
this study is conducted with the international 
collaboration of six young researchers, including 
under-researched countries. 
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Table 1. COVID-19 situations and HEIs’ responses in the researched countries

1(TEQSA, 2020), 2(Crawford et al., 2020),3 (Nae, 2020),4 (Bozkurt et al., 2020)

Taken together, this study sought to understand 
how the rapid transition to online learning during 
COVID-19 affected students’ learning processes 
in East Asia and Australia. By exemplifying their 
struggles, it is hoped to identify crucial support 
areas that need to be addressed, informing 
HEIs and relevant stakeholders to devise future 
support provision for their students. In this paper, 
the existing literature is reviewed to discuss ERT 
transitions at HEIs, followed by the methodology 
section. Findings and a discussion are then 
presented. Based on the analysis, this study 
concludes with several recommendations for HEIs 
and relevant stakeholders. 

In detail, this study seeks to answer the 
following questions: 

1.	 How are students’ experiences of online 
learning during COVID-19? 

2.	 What kinds of challenges have they faced in 
adopting online learning and how have these 
challenges affected their learning during 
COVID-19? 

3.	 How do the international students experience 
the challenges compared to local students? 

4.	 What kinds of support are available for the 
students, and how accessible are these 
supports? 

5.	 What kinds of further support do students want 
to improve their online learning experience? 

Country First confirmed case HEIs’ responses

Australia 25 January 2020 Temporary school closures & ERT started in mid-March, 20201

China 10 December 2019 Temporary school closures & ERT started in January, 20202

Japan 16 January 2020 Temporary school closures & ERT started in mid-February, 20203

Mongolia 10 March 2020 ERT as a preventive measure started in February, 20202

Republic 
of Korea 20 January 2020 Postponed the beginning of semester by two weeks, shifted to ERT 

from mid-March (2020)4
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Literature review
COVID-19 and ERT 
Online education has long been an integral part 
of education prior to COVID-19. It has been 
well-recognized as enabling cognitive and 
socio-affective activities that are key to learning 
(Harasim, 2000). Its forms have diversified since 
the 1980s, and today’s examples range from 
online degree programmes to blended learning 
(Harasim, 2000; Hodges et al., 2020). However, 
ongoing online education amid COVID-19 
considerably differed from the typical well-planned 
online education models. As such, Hodges et al. 
(2020) defined it as emergency remote teaching 
(ERT). ERT ensures access to learning during the 
crisis by temporarily using the fully online delivery 
mode, with the intent to eventually return to the 
face-to-face approach once the crisis is averted. 
To serve this purpose, implementation of ERT 
had to be achieved quickly by utilizing the limited 
resources at hand, putting the quality of offered 
programmes at risk. Considering this situation, 
involved stakeholders and researchers have been 
exploring issues of ERT to improve the current  
students’ learning experience and prepare for 
future crises requiring ERT. 

Students’ experiences of challenges 
during ERT 
Ample studies have explored the challenges 
students face when transitioning to ERT during 
COVID-19. Identifying these challenges is important 
in fostering a learning environment where online 
technologies progressively dominate students’ 
learning. Specifically, Adnan and Anwar (2020) and 
Shim and Lee (2020) found that limited internet 
access was one major technical challenge students 
faced, with signal unavailability and instability 
being the most prominent barrier in some countries, 

such as Pakistan and the Republic of Korea. 
While most youth are comfortable with digital 
communication, given the current generation’s 
competency in using it, the majority still struggle in 
using online learning channels and tools effectively 
under ERT (Aguilera-Herminda, 2020). Most studies 
have found the dearth of proper interaction between 
instructors and students to be a universal academic 
challenge that has hindered students’ learning 
(Adnan and Anwar, 2020; Nambiar, 2020; Shim and 
Lee, 2020). The lack of academic interaction and 
support of HEIs potentially begets unfamiliarities 
in the learning context wherein students are left to 
fill in the gaps in understanding materials on their 
own. In particular, Shim and Lee (2020) found that 
students struggled with understanding practical 
subjects without practicum opportunities (Nambiar, 
2020). Furthermore, there arise challenges such as 
increased workload and difficulties in completing 
coursework, leading to poorer learning outcomes; 
the insufficient socialization with peers has also 
created difficulties in group projects and class 
participation (Adnan and Anwar, 2020). 

Psychological challenges – lack of motivation and 
connectedness, which generally stem from face-
to-face engagement – have also been reported 
under ERT (Adnan and Anwar, 2020; Dembereldorj, 
2020; Nambiar, 2020). Nambiar (2020) found that 
students struggled to manage multiple subjects 
scheduled on the same day for a long period of 
time, leading to them experiencing information 
overload, fatigue and reduced concentration during 
online learning. Concurrently, this precipitates 
physical challenges, with headache, backache 
and eye strain being the most commonly reported 
(Nambiar, 2020). Furthermore, as homes have 
become a common location for learning, this also 
means lack of privacy and more home distractions; 
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environmental challenges such as family issues, 
poor digital infrastructure and lack of supportive 
home environments can make it harder for students 
to engage in online learning (Nambiar, 2020). While 
these challenges are universal, some challenges 
are experienced more profoundly by certain 
groups. Financial challenges, for instance, are felt 
more by students who come from international 
backgrounds, socio-economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds or less developed countries (Day et 
al., 2021; Nambiar, 2020). At the bare minimum, 
these students need to be able to afford constant 
internet accessibility and appropriate digital 
devices for online learning. The challenge is further 
compounded by the lack of reduction in tuition 
fees whereas the quality of classes has decreased 
(Dembereldorj, 2020). Many international students 
were forced to return home following the campus 
closure while enduring the uncertainties of 
international travel and immigration policies. 
Considering the recent efforts of internationalization 
at HEIs, international students should be supported 
to endure both short- and long-term impacts of 
ERT measures (World Bank, 2020a; 2020b). Taken 
together, these challenges create immense stress 
for all students globally, affecting their motivation 
and participation. 

Student support during ERT 
Given the diverse nature of reported challenges, it 
is decisive that student support provision reaches 
various aspects of their lives. This is because all 
these areas can influence the effectiveness of 
students’ online learning experiences (Hodges et al., 
2020). Some studies investigated student support 
availability, usefulness and needs for adapting to 
online learning during ERT. For instance, Mollenkopf 
and Gasskill (2020) identified certain useful support 
from instructors such as flexibility with assignments 
and awareness of students’ workload. Shim and 
Lee (2020) focused on students’ needs, reporting 
network stabilization and activating interaction with 
professors and peers as among the most desired 
improvements in the Republic of Korea. Student 
support was also provided by institutions and 
other educational services as Bozkurt et al. 

(2020) introduced examples of some Japanese 
universities, planning to help with students’ remote 
learning expenses and to offer tuition reduction or 
emergency scholarships. Effective ERT, however, 
still requires student support applied to even 
wider students’ surroundings (Aguilera-Herminda, 
2020). In contrast with ERT, students’ face-to-face 
learning is successful owing to diverse support 
such as library resources, housing conditions, 
careers and health services (Hodges et al., 2020). 
Hence, the student support system in ERT should 
reach different areas of students’ lives, rather than 
merely their learning. Therefore, student support, 
surrounding their learning, was further explored to 
fill the notch in the literature concerning kinds of 
available student support. 

To address support for students’ varied needs in 
ERT, support needs to come from multiple players, 
rather than just instructors. Kouzkurt et al. (2020) 
signify building support communities and sharing 
tools and knowledge as essential in surviving 
during COVID-19, and highlight support examples 
of for-profit educational companies, such as 
Pearson and Google, offering their services for 
free. Alongside private sectors, public sectors 
supporting HEIs are also key support providers. 
In the Republic of Korea, for example, there is a 
government organization that instilled a server 
space for HEIs as well as a device rental scheme 
and financial support for students; conversely, 
the Australian Federal Government arranged 
emergency funding for universities which were 
only sufficient to support domestic students but 
not internationals (Bozkurt et al., 2020). These 
examples illustrate that HEIs require external 
support to implement student support. Likewise, it 
is unrealistic for instructors to improve the current 
ERT practice on their own as they cannot be the 
dominant provider of support schemes in HEIs 
(Aguilera-Herminda, 2020; Shim and Lee, 2020). 
Despite this emerging understanding that student 
support needs different contributors beyond HEIs, 
many studies have focused on how instructors 
should do better during ERT. Thus, this research 
explores broadly how different parties should be 
involved. 
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Methodology
A quantitative approach was used to answer the 
research questions, considering its advantage in 
learning and understanding the trends that happen 
in a large group of people (Goertzen, 2017). This 
study employed online survey questionnaires for two 
reasons. First, surveys can uncover unobservable 
data such as people’s perspectives and beliefs 
(Bhattacherjee, 2012), allowing to understand 
challenges that participants experienced and their 
ideas for future support under ERT. Second, online 
surveys, in particular, offer cost efficiency and pose 
no need for direct human contact (Toepoel, 2017), 
which were pivotal strengths in conducting youth-
led research amid COVID-19. Figure 1 shows the 
data generation flow. 

A common pitfall in survey research is the lack 
of careful development of instruments, and the 
consequent failure to collect meaningful data 
(Toepoel, 2017). To address this potential issue, all 
questions were reviewed multiple times to ensure 
they were designed around the research questions. 
The answers employed various formats including yes/
no, Likert-scale and checkboxes. The draft survey 
was assessed by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) YAR 
Ethics Committee and further piloted with fellow 
youth researchers, meeting the research criteria. 

Instructions and question formats were modified 
based on the pilot outcomes. The finalized survey 
in English was translated into four languages: 
Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Mongolian, 
extending this research to more participants with 
different language preferences, and then inspected 
by bilingual colleagues to render reliability. 

The surveys were disseminated between 7 March 
and 30 April 2021. They incorporated the detailed 
research information and a stage to consent to 
voluntary participation before moving forward 
to the questions. Participants were informed of 
their rights, including that of withdrawing from 
the research at any stage. A total of 342 students 
participated in the surveys. Participant criteria were 
youth aged between 18 and 35 years enrolled in 
HEIs in Australia, China, Japan, Mongolia and the 
Republic of Korea anytime between January 2020 
to April 2021. Only 327 matched these criteria and 
completed the surveys (Table 2), thus their data 
were analysed.
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Table 2. Participants’ demographic information

The surveys were initially disseminated on multiple 
online platforms (e.g. LinkedIn, Facebook, WeChat) 
along with short copyable URLs and a research 
poster. Using the convenience sampling method, 
the research team and YAR network were used to 
engage students’ participation. The convenience 
sampling method was chosen considering the 
research purpose, researchers’ availability of 
time, resources and access to respondents. This 
sampling strategy allowed students to participate 
based on their accessibility and eligibility to the 
specific research criteria and served exploratory 
purposes (Bornstein et al., 2013). Furthermore, 
student associations and HEIs were contacted to 
increase the survey take-up rate, particularly in 
Australia and China. With surveys closed, all data 
in five languages were transferred from Google 
Forms to a comma-separated values (CSV) file. 
The data sets in non-English languages were then 
translated into English (including the translation of 
options of ‘other’) and cleaned from missing input. 
All five different data sets were then merged into 
central data. The R. Package was used for the data 
cleaning and analysis process. 

Ethics approval was granted by the UNESCO 
YAR Ethics Committee before data collection 
proceeded, including the pilot stage. This study 
presented minimal risk to participants without 
inquiring about sensitive information that might 
cause discomfort to them. The surveys did not 
ask for any identifiable information such as name 
and school, safeguarding participants’ anonymity. 
Data confidentiality was also ensured, as only the 
researchers had access to the survey results. 

Despite the careful research design, some 
limitations need to be acknowledged. First, the 
sample sizes for all five countries were different, 
leading to an unbalanced representation of each 
group. However, the differing sample size did not 
detract from the research aim since its purpose was 
not to generalize the findings to a larger population 
but to exemplify varied students’ perspectives 
to understand their experiences of transitioning 
to online. Second, online surveys present a 
disadvantage such that they can be dominatingly 
accessed by those who are available online 
(Bryman, 2012). Thus, it is likely that this research 
could not reach a population with disabilities that 
may obstruct them from using online tools as well 
as those with limited internet stability.

Demographic 
information Variable Number %

Institution 
locations

Australia 48 14.7

China 46 14

Japan 65 19.8

Mongolia 117 35.8
Republic of 
Korea 51 15.7

Gender

Male 106 32.4

Female 216 66.1

Other 5 1.5

Demographic 
information Variable Number %

Age
18-24 252 77
25-35 75 23

Student  
group

Domestic 246 75.2

International 81 24.8

Education  
level

College 30 9.2
Vocational 
school 1 0.3

Undergraduate 216 66

Postgraduate 80 24.5
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Preliminary findings
Overall experience of online learning 
under ERT 

Overall, the students’ satisfaction with their online 
learning experiences during COVID-19 was mixed. 
32.4% of those surveyed answered neutrally to the 
statement ‘I feel satisfied with online learning’.There 
were slightly more students falling into the disagreed 
domain than into agreed (Figure 3). Approximately 
half of the students found it easy (32.7%) or 
very easy (18.3%) to familiarize themselves with 
online learning software and hardware, while 
15% found it either difficult (13.8%) or very 
difficult (1.2%). One third (33.9%) reported their 
experiences of familiarizing themselves with the  
 

 
 
 
tools to be neutral. Figure 2 captures the overall 
experiences of online learning.

The data showed that more than half of the 
students (52.9%) agreed that online learning 
comes with more negative feelings. It also stands 
out that over 50% felt disconnected from their 
learning communities. The data further highlight 
that almost half of the students disagreed with 
being motivated to learn online as compared 
to face-to-face (47.7%) and being comfortable 
communicating virtually during online classes 
(46.1%).

Figure 1. Overall experiences of online learning during COVID-19
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Regarding impacts on learning hours, the majority 
reported that their learning hours have either 
increased (40.1%) or decreased (40.7%) after 
teaching shifted to ERT. Only 16.2% did not 
experience any changes in learning hours during 
the transition to online learning. A closer look at 
their learning hours during COVID-19 revealed 

that the average hours students engaged in online 
learning per day varied (Figure 2). About half of 
the students spent less than five hours on online 
learning per day, with the other half spending over 
five hours. Approximately one in five students 
(18.6%) participated in online learning for over 
seven hours per day.

Figure 2. Average time spent on online learning per day

Experienced challenges and their 
influence on students’ learning 

Most students (80.1%) faced issues during 
emergency remote (ER) learning, compared to 
19.6% who did not. 

Specifically, the international students faced 
significantly more challenges (t = -2.216, p = 0.028) 
compared to the domestic students. On average, 
international students experienced one more 
challenge than their local counterparts. Overall, 
the challenges experienced by the students can be 
seen in Table 3. Lacking personal space to learn at 
home (37.6%) was the most prominent issue, while 
the heavy workload (e.g. learning to use e-learning  
 

 
 
 
tools on top of the study) (34.5%) and no 
practicum or lab work (32.1%) were the students’ 
second and third concerns during ER learning. On 
a psychological level, 29.4% of students found it 
hard to concentrate, and 27.8% struggled with 
procrastination during online learning. Regarding 
technological issues, the problem of software 
malfunction affected 27.4% of students, and 
26.0% had limited access to internet service. 
However, not many – 4.6% – struggled with 
no access to digital devices. Correspondingly, 
students further faced academic issues of limited 
supervision on assignments (12.5%) and the need 
to alter or modify the research work (4.0%) during 
ER learning.
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Table 3. Experienced challenges during online learning

The students revealed unique issues in addition to 
the aforementioned ones. Academically, students 
thought ‘lacking discussion with peers’ was one 
of their challenges. The increased workload was 
among these issues, with having to watch the pre-
recorded lecture and then attending the actual one 
and increased assignments compared to face-to-
face learning being the factors. The students also 
commented on teachers’ instructions, such as their 
inexperience in using online teaching methods, and 
the confused online courses delivered by lecturers, 
as challenging issues. Several had commented on 
the compromised quality of teaching: 

‘The amount of information gained from online 
courses is only around 30% compared to face-to-
face ... with the online course, all the professors 
do is to finish the slide’. 

Physical issues such as eye fatigue were also 
reported as one student shared the following: 
‘attend the class online all day and do (my) 
homework all night long, which is bad for (my) 
health’. Psychologically, ‘lack of motivation’ and 
‘loneliness’ were the commonly reported ones. 

Available student support during 
online learning under ERT 

During ERT, only a fraction of students reported 
receiving support from their enrolling HEIs or 
other entities outside HEIs. Only 33% reported 
positively that their HEIs were helpful to extremely 
helpful in ensuring and assisting student’s learning 
during COVID-19 while 67% reported negatively 
(Figure 4). Table 4 shows that the accessibility of 
various student support was low overall, as most 
support was accessed by less than 20% of those 
surveyed apart from the provision of seminar 
recordings. In particular, financial support was the 
least accessible. Some unique support reported by 
students is ‘mail delivery service of library books’ 
and ‘(provision of) learning softwares and tutorials 
for using softwares.’ Furthermore, in the open-
ended question, several students emphasized that 
they did not receive any meaningful support from 
their HEIs. 

Theme Variable Number %

Environmental Lack of personal space to learn at home 123 37.6

Academic

Heavy workload 113 34.6

No opportunity for practicum or lab work 105 32.1

Limited supervision on my assignment/work 41 12.5

Need to alter/modify the research work  13 4.0

Psychological
Hard to focus/concentrate 96 29.4

Procrastination (delaying or postponing a task and assignment) 91 27.8

Technological
Software malfunction 90 27.4

Limited access to internet service 85 26.0

No access to digital devices (e.g., laptops, tablets, printers) 15 4.6
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Figure 3. Students’ perceived helpfulness of HEIs
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Table 4. Available/provided student support from HEIs

Theme Variable Number %

Technological
Providing recording of seminars 133 40.7

Support for online learning equipment (e.g., laptop, tablet) 34 10.4

Academic

Extension for assignment submissions 56 17.1

Online consultation hubs to discuss assignments 46 14.1

Flexibility to do assignments individually or in a group 43 13.1

More opportunities to submit drafts/plans and receive 
feedback 37 11.3

Additionally purchasing/altering printed materials into e-books 35 10.7

More time to complete the exams/quizzes 34 10.4

Free online subscriptions to supplement learning (e.g., 
Coursera) 29 8.9

Financial

Allowed to pay tuition fee in installments  19 5.8

Reduction in tuition fee 17 5.2

Financial aid 6 1.8

Other
Webinars on career opportunities during and after the 
pandemic  26 8.0

Counselling service 18 5.5
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As for the support outside HEIs, almost all 
students (94.5%) responded that they did not 
receive any support from other institutions such 
as governments, the private sector and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). In one rare 
case, a student in Mongolia reported being given 
access to free data service support from a private 
mobile phone operator company during COVID-19. 

Support needed by students 

The students expressed their needs for various 
types of support from their HEIs to engage better in 
online learning (Table 5). The most prominent was 
a reduction in tuition fees with 232 votes (70.9%), 

followed by flexibility in assignment designs 
(43.4%). The third most demanded support was 
the additional purchase of e-books (39.1%). There 
were also high demands for academic support 
enhancing their learning and engagement with 
assignments. Additionally, the kinds of demanded 
support extended to non-academic matters, 
such as support for online learning equipment 
(18.7%) and free counselling services (30.4%). It 
is also noteworthy that the students considered 
free subscriptions of online learning courses to 
compensate for their learning (19.3%) and career 
webinars concerning the pandemic (15.9%) as an 
essential support to engage better in their online 
learning. 

Table 5. Students’ needs for support from HEIs

Theme Variable Number %

Financial Reduction in tuition fees 232 70.9

Academic  

Flexibility to do the assignments individually or in group 142 43.4

Additional purchase/alteration of printed materials (e.g., e-books) 128 39.1

More opportunities to submit drafts/plans and receive feedback 120 36.7

Online consultation hubs to discuss assignments 75 22.9

More dedicated time for consultation with teaching staff 72 22.0

More time to complete exams 69 19.3

Free online subscriptions to compensate learning (e.g., Coursera) 63 19.3

Technological

Recording of seminars 109 33.3

Support for online learning equipment (e.g., laptop, tablet) 61 18.7

More immediate upload of recorded lecturers 31 9.5

Other    

Allocation of peer/student support group  113 34.6

Free counselling service 101 30.9

Webinars on career opportunities during and after the pandemic 52 15.9



110

Transitioning to Online Platforms: How COVID-19 Restrictions Affect Higher Education Students’ Learning in East Asia and Australia

The students also reported their demands for 
support outside HEIs to enhance their online learning 
experiences (Table 6). 61.8% of students demanded 
the support of free access to internet services,  
followed by access to libraries (51.4%). The 
students revealed their needs for support around 
food such as vouchers for groceries and food banks 
(41.3%). Provision of online learning platforms 
outside their programmes at HEIs was also popular 
with 40.1%. One third of those surveyed (33.9%) 

reported free COVID-19 tests as desired support. 
There were demands for support enhancing 
their community belonging: free membership for 
student or professional associations (24.8%), 
youth community hubs for non-academic purposes 
(23.8%), and professional network hubs (15.9%). 
Additionally, those surveyed expressed financial 
needs for accommodation (e.g. grant for housing 
and utilities) (19.6%) and travelling back home (e.g. 
flights and trains) (10.7%).

Table 6. Students’ needs for support from outside the HEIs

Theme Variable Number %

Technological 
Access to free internet service 202 61.8

Free online learning platforms outside the university 131 40.1

Academic 
Access to library 168 51.4

Access to public working spaces 33 10.7

Financial

Support for food (e.g., vouchers for groceries, food banks) 135 41.3

Financial aid for accommodation (e.g., grant for housing, utilities) 64 19.6

Financial aid for travelling back home (e.g., flights, trains) 35 10.7

Other  

Free membership for students or professional associations 81 24.8

Youth community hubs for non-academic purposes 78 19.6

Professional network hubs 52 15.9
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This study aimed to understand how the rapid 
transition to online learning during the COVID-19 
pandemic has affected students’ learning 
processes in East Asia and Australia, as well as 
to identify the crucial support areas that need 
to be addressed to inform HEIs and relevant 
stakeholders about ways to devise future student 
support. The preliminary findings suggest that 
various factors, both academic and non-academic, 
affect students’ learning processes and capture 
high demands for varying kinds of support. There 
are two key overarching findings: international 
students’ vulnerability to challenges and students’ 
neutral satisfaction with the ERT experience. First, 
although not conclusive with different sample 
sizes for both groups, the current findings show 
that international students are more vulnerable 
to challenges during ERT than their domestic 
counterparts. This finding is consistent with Day et 
al.’s (2021) results pointing to the possibility that a 
certain group, such as international students, may 
face certain challenges more profoundly. Second, 
despite the issues reported under ERT, students’ 
satisfaction levels were neutral, with just one third 
feeling satisfied with their experiences. This may 
be attributed to students’ acknowledgement that 
ERT was initiated with limited resources in a short 
time frame and that their HEIs and instructors 
were also under immense challenges to continue 
teaching during the pandemic (Hodges et al., 
2020). Yet, despite students’ understanding of the 
situation, the subsequent discussion should still 
highlight the importance of improving the quality of 
ERT, including student support availability. 

Academic challenges and 
corresponding support needs 

This study suggests that ERT has compromised 
online course designs and learning processes, 
leading to students’ decreased motivation 
towards learning. Regarding curriculum design, 
over 80% of students experienced changes in 
learning hours once teaching shifted to an online 
format, capturing the fact that ERT has inevitably 
changed the way students learn. Compared to 
prior studies, assignment-related issues and 
support needs appear as prominent issues across 
the data. This may be because students had been 
completing coursework under ERT for a sustained 
period of time, where almost a full academic year 
had passed since its introduction. Intensified 
concerns for assignments may have also resulted 
from the absence of spontaneous interaction 
with teaching staff in on-campus learning, where 
students can easily ‘drop in’ at their offices or ask 
questions after class. Particularly, the data capture 
ERT’s impacts on student engagement with 
assignments, reflected in concerns such as the 
heavy workload and limited assignment guidance. 
This is consistent with Adnan and Anwar (2020), 
who described that students faced difficulties in 
completing assignments during ERT. An important 
finding is that assignment-related support is not 
readily accessible to students in the countries in 
this study, in contrast to Mollenkopf and Gasskill’s 
(2020) finding that instructors in the United States 
of America introduced flexibility with assignments 
as a form of student support. Consequently, 

Analysis and 
discussion
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the demands for assignment-related support 
were high (Table 5). Furthermore, the issue 
of missing practicum and lab opportunities 
corroborates Nambiar’s (2020) findings, unveiling 
students’ difficulties in learning without practical 
engagements. These points collectively suggest 
that ERT has diminished the programme design 
compared to face-to-face delivery. 

Joining those of earlier studies (Adnan and Anwar, 
2020; Nambiar, 2020; Shim and Lee, 2020), these 
findings amplify students’ struggles in learning with 
insufficient peer interaction under ERT, leading 
to a high demand for the creation of online peer 
support groups. Furthermore, ERT circumscribes 
students’ access to libraries, which offer both a 
learning space and resources. Although many 
HEIs have purchased more e-books to enhance 
resource accessibility, the data show that such 
attempts have been insufficient. As Hodges et 
al. (2020) explain, successful learning is based 
on multifaceted infrastructures, such as libraries 
and social interaction, which are key for one’s 
internalization of learning. Therefore, it can be 
argued that the shift to ERT has compromised 
students’ learning process with the absence of such 
supporting mechanisms, which are inadequately 
attended to by the HEIs.

Consequent to the compromised quality in course 
design and learning process, the shift to ERT 
has impacted personal psychological attributes 
such as motivation and concentration. Similar to 
Aguilera-Hermida’s (2020) findings, these results 
show that students found it difficult to sustain 
motivation during online learning and struggled 
with undermined concentration and intensified 
procrastination. Motivation forms the basis 
for cognitive engagement, which determines 
academic achievement (Blumenfeld et al., 2006). 
With aspects of motivation improved, students’ 
engagement in learning is more likely to be 
sustained, and students are more likely to achieve 
positive learning outcomes despite a change in the 

learning environment (Lin et al., 2017). Therefore, 
what appears as a root cause for distracted 
engagement with learning is fluctuating motivation 
under ERT conditions. In this context, HEIs and 
instructors need to explore determinants that can 
enhance student motivation. 

Non-academic challenges and 
corresponding support needs 

Transitioning to ERT has sparked concerns not just 
related to academic issues; students are voicing the 
need to reduce tuition fees. This may be attributed 
to the low accessibility of financial support received 
from all relevant stakeholders found in the data. 
This is consistent with Dembereldorj (2020) and 
Nambiar (2020), who reported issues of financial 
hardships raised by many students. The heavy 
demand may have derived from the global impact 
of the COVID-19 outbreak, which diminished 
many countries’ economic activities, thus forcing 
affected individual households to reduce their 
allocation of budget for education (World Bank, 
2020c). This has created an added financial burden 
on students, especially those with lower socio-
economic status, as many struggle with financial 
losses from work and/or government, which in 
turn affect their living conditions (Tsurugano et 
al., 2020). Compared to previous studies, these 
findings show that students also raised issues of 
financial needs for basic living necessities such 
as food. Furthermore, with the overall quality of 
online classes decreased given the lack of access 
to libraries/resources, practicum opportunities 
and interaction with instructors and classmates, 
as well as a poorer quality of teaching, students 
may regard the HEIs’ policy to claim the same 
level of fees as pre-COVID-19 to be unjust. This 
further illustrates that financial support has been 
the least accessible and also the most affected 
domain, reflecting the high demand for financial 
support (e.g. reduction in tuition fees, vouchers for 
groceries). 
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In respect of the study environment, the current 
findings contradict the previous ones. During the 
initial stage of the COVID-19 pandemic, many 
students showed contentment with the shift to ERT, 
as they could take classes wherever they chose to 
with online learning (Shim and Lee, 2020). However, 
as measures to flatten the spread of COVID-19 
were extended to all scopes of society, students 
were gradually left to seek learning spaces at home 
(Nambiar, 2020). Although homes supposedly 
entail intimacy and comfort as their value, these 
findings uniquely show that students need more 
personalized spaces for learning. Previous studies 
have noted homes as a potential source of privacy 
and sometimes the cause of disruption in learning 

when family support is absent. Requests for more 
personalized spaces to study, therefore, come 
naturally, as COVID-19 is prolonged and ERT has 
been extended. In addition, as ERT usually comes 
in the form of electronic devices with screens, it 
has caused physical strains on sensory organs, 
musculoskeletal systems and nervous systems, 
as reported by Nambiar (2020). Nonetheless, 
congruent with Adnan and Anwar (2020), internet 
instability remains a long-term challenge that 
has hindered students since the early stages 
of ERT. Therefore, ERT has disrupted students’ 
personalized space for learning and created 
physical as well as technical issues. 
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Recommendations
Overall, the present findings evidently demonstrate 
that students need support from HEIs and other 
stakeholders outside of HEIs. This corroborates 
Kouzkurt et al. (2020), which calls for collaboration 
from all ends such as the government, policy-
makers, private sector, as well as non-profit and 
non-governmental organizations to create student 
support communities. This is especially important 
during times of crisis, wherein student support is 
insufficient with only instructors and HEIs being the 
main players, and collaboration among all parties 
is necessary in order to effectively devise future 
student support and improve students’ learning 
experience. 

The following recommendations are suggested to 
address these problems.

Higher education institutions and 
relevant stakeholders: 

1.	 To support students with added financial 
burdens, HEIs can increase baseline funding 
(tuition fees, scholarships, grants) to offer direct 
aid to students. In achieving this, support from 
funding bodies, such as governments and 
NGOs, is vital. 

2.	 Network providers and governments can 
work together to introduce student-friendly 
internet contracts to ensure internet stability 
for students. Network providers can further 
collaborate with HEIs to donate broadband 
internet for students in need. 

3.	 NGOs and food service industries can donate 
food vouchers for groceries and light meals 
so that students have access to food within a 
limited budget. 

Higher education institutions and 
relevant stakeholders:

1.	 To provide support responding to students’ 
most critical needs, HEIs can first conduct a 
needs assessment to identify the direct and 
indirect challenges that are affecting students’ 
learning. 

2.	 To resolve issues of disconnection from learning 
communities, HEIs can develop multimodal 
communication platforms such as online chat 
services that allow students to voice different 
kinds of needs as well as connect with peers. 

3.	 To improve students’ psychological well-being 
due to the lack of interaction, HEIs and student 
unions can create peer support programmes 
that connect students with peers and ensure 
students feel valued. 

4.	 To respond to students’ needs for accessing 
library resources and learning space, HEIs 
should launch a system where students can 
easily request a new purchase of digital books/
materials and ease up access to libraries with 
social distancing precautions such as booking 
systems. 

5.	 To supplement the missing practicum and lab 
opportunities during ERT, HEIs should prioritize 
such activities when gradually restarting on-
campus activities. 

6.	 As international students face more challenges, 
HEIs need to acknowledge this and provide 
support tailored to their specific needs. 
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Recommendations for instructors: 

1.	 Instructors may provide students with 
formative feedback as well as assignment and 
exam consultations to address their intensified 
concerns in completing assignments online so 
that they can engage better with learning.

2.	 Instructors should devise more well-planned 
learning schedules for both classes and 
assignment dues to ease students’ workload 
and minimize the changes in learning hours 
between face-to-face and ERT. 

In summary, all of the proposed recommendations 
with specific actions can concurrently enhance 
students’ motivation for learning, which has been a 
major issue in online learning engagement. These 
recommendations also illuminate that participation 
of all actors, instructors, HEIs and other key 
stakeholders is key to improving students’ online 
learning experiences under ERT. 
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Conclusion
This study investigated students’ experienced 
challenges, available support and further support 
needs during online learning under ERT conditions 
in East Asia and Australia. The majority of students 
reported facing issues during ERT. The preliminary 
findings suggest that the students’ surrounding 
circumstances have affected their learning. 
Specifically, the most prominent issues reported 
were heavy workload, missing practicum and 
lab opportunities, lack of motivation as well as 
personal space to learn at home. Furthermore, 
internet accessibility, financial support for tuition 
fees as well as living expenses (e.g. food provision, 
accommodation support, etc.) are among the most 
sought-out types of support from HEIs and/or other 
organizations by students. To respond to students’ 
multifaceted needs, specific recommendations 
and practices for future support to all relevant 
stakeholders are provided. This study also found 
that international students are facing more 

challenges than local students, which requires 
further analysis and research into the comparison 
of challenges faced by international students and 
locals. Likewise, future research could also seek 
to understand the different issues that might affect 
different groups, such as gender and study level, 
as this would give a more detailed and rich insight 
as to how better each group can be supported. 
Most importantly, this study shows the value of 
listening to student voice is twofold: it can help 
HEIs navigate ways to improve ERT, and it can 
empower students to help construct the inclusive 
post-pandemic education system. Although 
there is a need for further research to extend the 
findings, it is hoped that the present study has 
uncovered realities of students’ experiences and 
their most critical needs during ERT to inform 
relevant stakeholders to devise effective support, 
thereby improving students’ overall online learning 
experience. 
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Abstract

This paper sought to explore the ways in which 
young people accessed information about the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and the potential impact 
COVID-19 had on young people’s behaviour and 
well-being. 

To answer this research question, a literature review 
was undertaken, and a survey was developed and 
disseminated through social media channels and 
university campus chat spaces to youth between 
the ages of 18 and 29 across North America. 

Based on the survey responses received and 
their subsequent analysis by the research team, 
a number of findings and conclusions emerged 
regarding the main sources of information 
accessed by youth during the pandemic and its 
influence on young people’s behaviours and well-
being. The study found that the highest-ranked 
source of information was social media, and that 
the pandemic notably impacted the well-being 

Keywords: access to information, well-being, 
COVID-19 

List of figures*:
Figure 1. Age group distribution

Figure 2. Gender distribution

Figure 3. Ethnicity distribution

Figure 4. Distribution of main sources of 
information related to COVID-19

Figure 5. Distribution of source(s) of information 
perceived as trustworthy

Figure 6. Distribution of barriers to wellness 
during COVID-19

Figure 7. Distribution of ways to improve mental 
health

Figure 8. Distribution of precautions practised to 
stay safe from COVID-19

Figure 9. Distribution of sources of stress during 
COVID-19

Figure 10. Perceived risk of contracting COVID-19 

Figure 11. Perceived impact of COVID-19 on 
mental health 

Figure 12. Perceived impact of COVID-19 on daily 
activities

and mental health of youth due to stress resulting 
from lockdowns and restrictions. To address these 
issues, the research team makes a number of 
recommendations aimed at ensuring access to 
quality information and improving youth well-being. 

*�Source of all figures: UNESCO Youth As Researchers  
on COVID-19 initiative (2020-2022)
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Introduction
The United States Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention’s COVID-19 Data Tracker reported 
that out of a total of 8,317,421 cases reported 
(November 2020), the incidence of the COVID-19 
infection was greatest in age group between 18 and 
29 (23.8%, at 1,974,480 cases), followed by the 
second largest age group which is ages between 
50–60 (20.4%, at 1,695,067 cases). In later stages 
of the pandemic, younger age groups overtook 
their older counterparts in cases reported. Given 
the context of rising caseloads among younger 
populations, it is crucial to better understand the 
information sources and consequent behaviours 
youth have adopted amid the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Studies have shown that most youth get their news 
not from traditional news sources like newspapers 
and television, but rather from social media. 
News sources, depending on their implicit biases, 
are effective in shaping opinions, and therefore 
allowing us to conclude that youth's news access 
points can significantly shift their decision-making 
towards abiding by COVID-related precautionary 
guidelines such as wearing masks and limiting 
contacts in closed spaces. Based on these findings, 
the youth-led research team aimed to study how 
youth are accessing information about COVID-19, 
and what impact it has on their behaviour and well-
being. 

This study’s research question was: How are 
youth accessing information about COVID-19, and 
what potential influences does this have on their 
behaviour and well-being?

The youth-led research team studied youth with an 
age range between 18 and 29 years across North 
America. This included many genders, abilities, 
cultures, geographical locations, and orientations. 
This age group was chosen as it was the leading 
age group of the population testing positive in 
COVID-19 cases. The authors of this study are 
from the target age group and geographical region. 

As future leaders, it is important for youth to have 
discussions of key topics that will bring to light 
key ideas that will also support their development 
in the future. By giving youth facts and allowing 
youth to participate in investigative research, they 
are also able to learn more about how to protect 
themselves and their loved ones during the 
pandemic while also being heard and developing 
coping strategies.

Research team members conducted a survey 
to be distributed among youth circles in which 
team members are involved, such as social 
media spaces. Data were collected by dispersing 
research forms through social media channels 
such as Facebook and university campus chat 
spaces. Due to the geographic and age spread of 
team members, it was hoped to gather data from 
a diverse range of sources across North America. 
The survey collected preliminary demographic 
data as well as information on youth perceptions 
of information sources and social behaviour 
during COVID-19. The youth-led research team 
grouped cohorts of the studied population by their 
risk perception (0, 1–3, 4–6, 7–10 were provided 
risk perception categories). From these groups, 
the youth-led research team studied the sources 
of information these groups are receiving from 
analysis which was mostly done from the statistics 
through Qualtrics.

It is important to note that during the time frame 
that the research question was posed (northern 
hemisphere, autumn of 2020), COVID-19 restrictions 
were enforced across North America and a vaccine 
had not been released. However, during the time 
frame that the data were analysed, and this report 
was written, a vaccine has been largely distributed 
(in the United States of America) and readily 
available for the age group studied (18–29). This did 
not alter the youth-led research team’s anticipated 
recommendations of the study. 
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Literature review
There have been many studies evaluating the 
impacts of COVID-19 on the mental health of 
youth (Xiong et al., 2020). One study looked at 19 
studies investigating the impact of the pandemic 
on mental health of the general population, 
appraised the quality of various factors – such as 
representativeness of the sample, sample size, non-
respondents, ascertainment of exposure – based on 
design and analysis, assessment of outcome and 
statistical test. Various measurement tools were 
used and looked at the risk factors identified to be 
associated with symptoms of depression among 
the pandemic. 

Risk factors that impacted mental 
health during the pandemic

Women were reported as generally more likely to 
develop depressive symptoms when compared 
to men (Lei et al., 2020). Participants from the 
younger age group (≤40 years) presented with 
more depressive symptoms (Ahmed et al., 2020). 
Student status was also a major risk factor 
for developing more depressive symptoms as 
compared to other occupational statuses, namely, 
employment or retirement (González-Sanguino 
et al., 2020). Four studies also identified lower 
education levels as an associated factor with 
greater depressive symptoms (Gao et al., 2020; 
Mazza et al., 2020; Olagoke et al., 2020; C. Wang et 
al., 2020). A single study reported that people with 
higher education and professional jobs exhibited 
more depressive symptoms in comparison to 
less educated individuals and those in service or 
enterprise industries (Y. Wang et al., 2021).

Other predictive factors for symptoms of 
depression included: 

	� Living in urban areas

	� Poor self-rated health

	� High loneliness

	� Being divorced/widowed

	� Being single

	� Lower household income

	� Quarantine status

	� Worry about being infected

	� Property damage 

	� Unemployment	

	� Not having a child

	� Past history of mental stress or medical 
problems

	� Having an acquaintance infected with COVID-19

	� Perceived risks of unemployment

	� Exposure to COVID-19-related news

	� Higher perceived vulnerability

	� Lower self-efficacy to protect oneself

	� The presence of chronic diseases

	� The presence of specific physical symptoms 

In addition to associated risk factors, a few studies 
also identified factors that protect individuals 
against symptoms of psychological illnesses 
during the pandemic. Timely dissemination of 
updated and accurate COVID-19 related health 
information from authorities was found to be 
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associated with lower levels of anxiety, stress, 
and depressive symptoms in the general public. 
Additionally, actively carrying out preventive 
measures that lower the risk of infection, such 
as frequent handwashing, mask-wearing, and 
less contact with people also predicted lower 
psychological distress levels during the pandemic 
(C. Wang et al., 2020). Some personality traits were 
shown to correlate with positive psychological 
outcomes. Individuals with positive coping styles, 
secure and avoidant attachment styles usually 
presented fewer symptoms of anxiety and stress 
(H. Wang et al., 2020). Another study also found 
that participants with more social support and time 
to rest during the pandemic exhibited lower stress 
levels (Zhang and Ma, 2021).

Generally, there is a higher prevalence of symptoms 
of adverse psychiatric outcomes among the public 
when compared to the prevalence before the 
pandemic.

Several studies identified frequent exposure to 
social media/news relating to COVID-19 as a cause 
of anxiety and stress symptoms (Gao et al., 2020; 
Moghanibashi-Mansourieh, 2020). Frequent social 
media use would expose oneself to potential fake 
news/reports/disinformation and the possibility 
for amplified anxiety. With the unpredictable 
situation and a lot of unknowns about the novel 
coronavirus, misinformation, and fake news are 
being easily spread via social media platforms, 
creating unnecessary fears and anxiety (Erku et al., 
2021). Sadness and anxious feelings could also 
arise when constantly seeing community members 
suffering from the pandemic via social media 
platforms or news reports (Li et al., 2020).

Reports also suggested that poor economic status, 
lower education level, and unemployment are 
significant risk factors for developing symptoms of 
mental disorders, especially depressive symptoms 
during the pandemic period (Gao et al., 2020; Lei et 
al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2020; Olagoke et al., 2020).
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Methodology
Quantitative and qualitative data were collected 
through a survey created on Qualtrics. The survey 
consisted of 24 questions, divided into four 
sections. The demographic target of the research 
project was youth between the ages of 18 and 
29 inclusive in the United States of America and 
Canada. All questions were optional to provide 
the respondents with privacy and flexibility to 
participate. 

The first section consisted of eight questions 
to collect basic demographic information of 
respondents, including whether the respondent had 
contracted or knew someone who had contracted 
COVID-19. The second section included five 
questions to gauge respondents’ use of media 
sources to access information on COVID-19. 
Respondents were prompted to choose from a 
diverse list of various information and journalistic 
sources, as well as to provide other sources which 
may have been excluded. In addition, respondents 

were asked to identify the trustworthiness of the 
sources they utilized. The third section of the 
survey had four questions that asked respondents 
to describe their current lifestyles, as well as 
assess how the COVID-19 pandemic affected their 
behaviours, including following health precautions. 
The final section included seven questions regarding 
the mental health impact of COVID-19 guidelines.  
Respondents were also asked to identify activities 
in which they participated in order to improve their 
mental health.

The survey was distributed among the social 
networks of researchers, including university 
classmates, workplace colleagues, and peers 
in other activities. Respondents were solicited 
primarily through social media platforms, 
including Facebook, GroupMe, and WhatsApp.
Given the general distribution and geographic 
spread of research team members, the sample of 
respondents was as random as possible. 
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Results
Due to the nature of the survey, where the choice 
to answer questions was optional, there were 
varying numbers of answers. The total number 
that participated in the survey was between 
140 and 155. The following presents the survey 
results as acquired from Qualtrics, the platform 
used for survey distribution, and extracted to a 

comma-separated values (CSV) file for further data 
investigation. Pie charts and most histograms were 
created using Google Sheets. Statistical analysis 
of respondents’ ratings on the perceived risk and 
impact of COVID-19 was conducted using Numpy, 
Pandas, and Matplotlib packages in Python 3.8.

Figure 1. Age group distribution
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35.1%
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19.6%

Gender

Out of 155 respondents, 41.3% were men, 56.1% 
were women and 2.6% were non-binary or of a 
third gender (see Figure 2). 

Male

Female

Non-binary/
third gender

Figure 2. Gender distribution

56.1%

41.3%

Age

In the age group distribution, the number of an-
swers totalled 148. Out of 148 participants, 19.6% 
were of ages 18–20, 39.9% were of ages 21–23, 
35.1% were of ages 24–26 and 5.4% were of ages 
27–29. Here, more than 70% of respondents are 
between 21 and 26 years of age (see Figure 1). 

Demographic
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Ethnicity

Out of 143 respondents, 77 participants identified 
as White/Caucasian, 30 participants identified as 
Asian or Pacific Islander, 20 participants identified 
as more than one ethnicity, 10 as Black, 4 as 
Indigenous and 6 as other (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Ethnicity distribution

Country, state, and province

In the country distribution, the sample size is of 
148. Out of 148 participants, 78.9% were from 
the United States of America, 20.4% from Canada 
and 0.7% from Mexico. It was also possible to 
further break down the distribution of participants 
by the states (in the United States of America) and 
provinces (in Canada).

Asian or Pacific Islander

20

10
30

77

Caucasian/white

More than One Ethnicity

Other Indigenous or Native American

Black

Political leaning

In the Political leaning distribution, a total of 140 
responses were received. Out of 140 responses, 
44.3% identified as centrist, 27.1% identified as 
left leaning, 25% as very left leaning, 2.9% as 
right leaning and 0.7% very right leaning. 
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Sources of 
information
Main sources of information

Out of a sample size of 151, the highest-ranked 
source of information is social media, and the 
least-utilized sources of information are cable news  
 

 
 
and workplace newsletters. Figure 4 indicates 
the distribution of main sources for COVID-19 
information utilized by 151 respondents of the 
survey.

Figure 4. Distribution of main sources of information related to COVID-19
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Most often used news media 
outlets and source(s) perceived as 
trustworthy

From the sample obtained, the youth-led research 
team provided a list of common news sources  
to pick from. Most of the study participants 
utilized ABC News as the most commonly used 
news source. Most participants found that the 

online news sources and verified social media 
were the most trustworthy compared to the 
other information sources options provided (see 
Figure  5). 
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Mental health 
during COVID-19
Barriers to mental health

Out of the 145 respondents, at least 10 selected 
all 11 potential factors indicated on the survey. 
Notably, family/friends relationships, school, work/
employment, and lifestyle were the four top-
reported factors, each receiving a selection of over 

Figure 6. Distribution of barriers to wellness during COVID-19
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50 responses. Lifestyle was the top choice with 
a selection of 60 responses, while housing was 
the least-selected choice with 11 responses (see 
Figure 6). 
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Ways to improve mental health

Out of 147 respondents, at least 50 selected all 
eight potential factors indicated on the survey, 
with three indicating others. Notably, gaining 
adequate sleep, taking regular breaks during 
work/study, spending time with friends and loved 
ones, and exercising regularly were the four top-

Figure 7. Distribution of ways to improve mental health

reported factors, each receiving a selection of over 
90 responses. Gaining adequate sleep was the 
top choice with 102  responses, while practising 
mindfulness/yoga was the least-selected choice 
with 56 responses (see Figure 7). 
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Precautions practised

Out of 150 respondents, at least 59 selected all 
seven potential factors indicated on the survey, 
with six indicating others. Notably, regularly 
wearing a face mask and staying at home were 
the two top-reported factors, each receiving 

a selection of over 100 responses. Regularly 
wearing a face mask was the top choice with 
134 responses while limiting grocery runs was 
the least-selected choice with 59 responses (see 
Figure 8).

Figure 8. Distribution of precautions practised to stay safe from COVID-19
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Sources of stress

Out of 147 respondents, at least 20 selected all 
nine potential factors indicated on the survey, with 
three indicating others. Notably, social isolation 
due to COVID-19 lockdown measures, concern 
about a loved one catching COVID-19, concern 
about spreading COVID-19 to the public, and 
fatigue from remote study/work were the four 

top-reported factors, each receiving a selection 
of over 80 responses. Social isolation due to 
COVID-19 lockdown measures was the top choice 
with 94  responses while housing insecurity was 
the least-selected choice with 26 responses (see 
Figure 9). 

Figure 9. Distribution of sources of stress during COVID-19
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Ratings of 
perceived risk and 
impact of COVID-19
Statistical analysis of respondents’ ratings on 
the perceived risk and impact of COVID-19 was 
conducted using Numpy, Pandas and Matplotlib 
packages in Python 3.8. From a total sample size 
of 141, 92.2% of the respondents reported that 
they knew at least one person who had contracted 
COVID-19. 

Looking at the box plot of perceived risk of 
contraction, there is a skewed left distribution on the 
10-point scale, where 1 represents low perceived risk 
and 10 represents high perceived risk. The median 
perceived risk reports a risk level of 7, relatively high. 
However, looking at the histogram (Figure 10), the 
perceived risk distribution is bimodal with one peak 
at 5 and one higher peak at 9.
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Turning to the boxplot on the impact of COVID-19 
on daily activities, which is rated on a five-point 
scale where 1 represents low impact and 5 
represents high impact, 25% of the responses 
report an impact rating of 4, relatively high impact, 
which is also the median of the responses. There 
is also one outlier reporting an impact level of 1. 
Looking at Figure 12, there is a consistent result 
reporting a peak between 4 and 5, indicating high 
impact.

Lastly, looking at the boxplot on the impact of 
COVID-19 on mental health (boxplot 1), there is 
another skewed left distribution on the 10-point 
scale, where 1 represents low impact and 
10  represents high impact. The median is at 7, 
suggesting a relatively high impact. Turning to 
Figure 11, there is a consistent pattern that reports 
a skewed left distribution with two peaks, one at 5 
and one at 9.
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Conclusions and 
interpretations
One of the strengths of this study is the large 
sample size (over 100 responses, as opposed to 
the 15 minimum required). An area of limitation is 
the inability to control/limit confounding variables 
from participant responses (since there are a lot 
of potential confounding variables associated 
with identifying thoughts and interpretations of 
individuals, it may not be as simple as just the news 
outlet, but potentially caused by financial difficulty, 
environments, family issues, among others, which 
were too personal to ask participants to go into 
detail about.) The voluntary nature also meant 
that participants could decide not to answer some 
questions. However, the survey was standardized 
as all participants were given the same questions. 

If the survey and study were to be replicated, the 
youth-led research team would try to share it with 
a greater audience to get more responses, and 
potentially combine different study formats, such 
as trying focus groups and doing in-person surveys 
where possible. In addition, the youth-led research 
team would try to get more responses from 
geographic locations that were not represented 
as much or at all on this survey round in order to 
garner more well-developed results in the future. 

Please note that the time the study was initiated/
started (September 2020) may not necessarily 
reflect the same thoughts or current conditions in 
the United States of America and Canada. From 
June 2021, government restrictions were gradually 
lifted, and statistics have shown that the majority 
of individuals followed guidelines got vaccinated. 

Social media was the most prevalent news source 
for youth, possibly due to the fast and easy way to 
access and spread information. Moreover, verified 
social media accounts were perceived as the 
second most-trusted news source.

Though verification allows for some credibility, 
celebrities and even politicians do not always post 
facts, posing a concern about news information 
and sources. Government websites and the World 
Health Organization (WHO) were not major sources 
of information for youth but were perceived as 
trustworthy sources, showing youth’s trust in 
governing bodies during the pandemic.

Another observation was that affordable health care 
and housing were not big issues for youth despite 
the nationwide rent crisis and health disparities 
that impacted great numbers of people. This could 
be due to youth living with their parents, college 
housing, and receiving college telemedicine 
services, or the survey population not being from 
communities drastically affected by these issues. 
Transportation was also not a barrier, potentially 
due to online work and e-learning. Some youth 
expressed an issue with food and water security, 
which is of high concern to the researchers.

In terms of the impact of the pandemic on daily 
activities, the mean score of 3.5/5 indicates an 
impact, with participants noting the inability to 
meet in-person and all activities being virtual being 
the main change. On a scale out of 10 (being a big 
impact), participants averaged 6.46, meaning the 
pandemic had an above-average impact on their 
mental health. 



138

Youth Access to Information about COVID-19 and its Potential Influences on Behaviour and Well-being (Europe and North America)

The largest sources of stress for youth (from order 
of most-impacting to least-impacting) were social 
isolation due to lockdown measures, concern 
about a loved one catching COVID-19, concern 
about spreading COVID-19 to the public, fatigue 
from remote work, concern about catching 
COVID-19, academic stressors, economic 
impacts, food insecurity, housing insecurity, and 
finally, other reasons. 

The data collected on the effects of COVID-19 on the 
study’s participants’ mental health overwhelmingly 
reflected that the virus and its resulting lockdowns, 
restrictions, and worry about the health of loved ones 
and themselves all contributed to increased stress. 
With about 92.2% stating that they knew someone 
who had contracted COVID-19, respondents 
were placing emphasis on following adequate 
safety measures. With these data in mind, it is 
suggested that owing to the fact that social media 
is the main source of COVID-19 news, as vaccines 
continued to be tested and approved to <18 age 
groups, more content/campaigns be conducted 
encouraging teens and adolescents to still follow 
precautions. This could be in the form of UNESCO 
teaming up with successful content creators in 
the youth space and generating effective social 
media campaigns encouraging youth to still follow 
any mask mandates in their area (especially if they 
are not vaccinated). In addition, the survey results 
suggested that youth were having a hard time 
connecting with people due to heavy lockdown 
restrictions and following school simply in a virtual 

format, thereby limiting their social interactions. An 
app called ClubHouse was released worldwide – a 
solely voice-based connecting platform where one 
could join or host a ClubHouse room on virtually any 
topic and invite others to participate or listen. This 
type of interaction truly sparked a lot of interesting 
conversations and a sense of not feeling truly alone 
while still giving people a chance to connect on 
common interests and forge partnerships. While 
this app does have age restrictions, UNESCO could 
either work with them or utilize a similar concept to 
encourage youth to interact with one another and 
get out of their comfort zone while talking to those 
anywhere in the world. UNESCO should also work 
towards providing mindfulness outlets for youth 
– whether partnering with already existing (even 
paid) mindfulness platforms for a subsidized price 
or bringing in licensed therapists and mindfulness 
specialists to speak to youth about how they can 
improve their mental health. 

Proposed recommendations:

	� Enhance content and launch targeted campaigns 
to reinforce COVID-19 precautionary measures 
among teenagers

	� Create interactive online platforms and initiatives 
to facilitate engagement among youth

	� Establish mindfulness resources and support 
channels to empower youth in improving their 
mental well-being
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Abstract

Situations abound where, in a bid to develop 
one’s intellect, unforeseeable circumstances arise, 
disrupting that bid. An instance is the COVID-19 
pandemic, which represents one of the largest 
disruptions to education in modern times. In Nigeria, 
there was a nationwide closure of schools and other 
learning institutions that lasted for about 24 weeks 
(6 months). Although the rationale underlying such 
closure is unimpeachable, the possible effects on 
academic programmes and access to learning 
opportunities during the lockdown period should 
be considered. 

This research, therefore, provides an assessment 
of learning opportunities among young Nigerian 
women and men during the COVID-19 pandemic. It 
explores the perceptions of Nigerian youth towards 
the effect of the lockdown on learning opportunities 
and x-rays the concrete barriers that young people 
in Nigeria faced in accessing online learning during 
the lockdown. 

The research employs an empirical descriptive 
survey design that allows participants to explicitly 
identify various issues related to the research. A 
closed-ended 27-item questionnaire was made 
available to 180 youth participants (90 men and 
90  women) through a Google Form template 
spread across the country’s six geopolitical zones. 
Their responses allowed for a nationwide analysis. 
Gender-based analysis, as well as one based 
on other socio-economic parameters, is also 
provided.

The research revealed that 57% of young people 
from urban areas had sufficient access to online 
learning, compared to 45% of those from rural 
areas. 71% of respondents indicated that there 
were insufficient institutional provisions for 
online learning. Correspondingly, sources of 
funding to access online learning platforms were 
predominantly personal (47%), while only 4% 
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received support from the Nigerian Government. 
Despite access, the consistency in participating 
in online learning was low: the highest percentage 
(35%) never accessed it, whereas only 7% did so 
daily. This raises the question of practical barriers, 
the most important being unreliable electricity, 
limited internet connectivity, unaffordability of 
data, inaccessibility of digital devices, and lack of 
digital knowledge. Nevertheless, online learning 
is an avenue worth pursuing as the majority of 
Nigerian youth acknowledged it was cheaper than 
in-person forms, and its teaching approach was 
better than the traditional form. 

One important lesson garnered from this study 
is that, indeed, there are no barriers to learning 
except the ones imposed by the socio-economic 
situations of humans. In general, online learning 
has proven to be a viable alternative, and there is 
an urgent need to develop the platform to ensure 
that no one is left behind.

*�Source of all tables and figures: UNESCO Youth As Researchers  
on COVID-19 initiative (2020-2022)
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Introduction
According to Albert Einstein, ‘all that is valuable in 
human society depends upon the opportunity for 
development accorded the individual’. Education 
and learning opportunities equip youth for higher 
educational institutions or prepare them for 
employment and economic futures using the skills 
and knowledge acquired overtime (Monyai, 2018). 
Therefore, when such learning opportunities are 
limited, one can legitimately ask the question of 
the consequences such limitations have on the 
development of the individual and, in consequence, 
of society as a whole.

Abrupt school closures resulted in significant 
disruptions to the education system worldwide. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is reported to have 
affected 94% of learners globally as of April 2020. 
This represents 1.58 billion young learners across 
200 countries (United Nations, 2020). 

However, the pandemic has also created a 
transition towards digital learning opportunities 
(Dhawan, 2020). In reality, online learning has 
emerged to become a permanent and integral part 
of the education system.

Like every other country, Nigeria was affected by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to the physical 
lockdown of several sectors, including the learning 
institutions in the country. Schools were closed 
for about six months, affecting 39,440,016 million 
learners in the country (UNESCO, 2021).

This study seeks to better comprehend how 
the abrupt transition to digital learning affected 
Nigerian youth’s learning opportunities and 
experiences during the physical lockdown. The 
disturbance of the current educational system as 
triggered by the pandemic may indeed last longer 
than anticipated due to the lingering uncertainty 
and emergence of revolving variants/strains of the 
virus, as well as the recurring upsurge in COVID-19 
infections even with global vaccinations. In 
addition, if online learning is set to become a 
permanent integral part of the education system, 
the findings of this research can serve to inform 
policies or programmes designed to perennialize 
such learning methods. 

This report is structured into six sections. Following 
this Introduction, empirical studies in relation to 
the study are explored in Literature review, while 
methods of data collection and analysis are covered 
under Research methodology. The findings are 
presented in the next section, subsequently 
discussed and critically analysed, and finally 
summarized with policy recommendations.
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Literature 
review
Several studies have been conducted across 
disciplines following the COVID-19 outbreak to 
ascertain the ways through which online learning 
has transformed the education sector all over 
the world. Some of these centre on student and 
teacher perceptions of online learning, the benefits 
of online learning, and the related challenges and 
barriers (Firdoussi et al.,2020; Hasan,2020; Lasi, 
2021; Owusu-Fordjour et al.,2020). Such studies 
have been carried out across different educational 
levels and contexts.

Transitions towards online learning 
during the COVID-19 lockdown and 
related perceptions
The rapid development of internet-enabled 
technologies in the last decades has made online 
learning a tool of education worldwide (Singh and 
Thurman, 2019). With the peculiar circumstances 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, online learning has 
emerged as a front-burner in education worldwide. 
Masrom (2007) defines e-learning as any 
education method facilitated by the internet and 
its technologies. It offers learners the opportunity 
to learn without necessarily being present in the 
institutions, thus overcoming barriers associated 
with the space or time of teachers or learners. With 
the lockdown of schools and other educational 
institutions during the pandemic, e-learning 
provided a platform for knowledge to be transferred 
to learners to study from home. 

In the Nigerian context, the perception of the 
opportunities provided by online learning by 
Nigerian youth has been adjusted based on their 
accessibility to the necessary tools for the same. 
Transitioning to online learning platforms during the 
lockdown can be positive or negative depending 
on students’ participation in different learning 
opportunities (Agung et al., 2019). However, despite 
being a solution during lockdowns, bridging the 
gap between school closures and continued 
access to learning, studies have also shown that 
online learning is not necessarily a panacea. 
Akuratiya and Meddage (2020) and Rahman (2020) 
found that IT students had a positive perception 
of online learning and were willing to accept the 
courses being taught through online methods. 
Nevertheless, this was just for IT students, who 
were conversant with the tools and methods 
involved in online learning and could comfortably 
navigate these platforms with ease. For other 
students, feedback for online learning did not 
meet positive responses. According to the findings 
of Rahman (2020), it was revealed that despite the 
perceived usefulness of online learning during the 
pandemic, students found it to be ineffective and 
less engaging in helping them understand their 
courses. 
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Despite the importance of these studies to the 
current research, they are limited in terms of scope 
and context, particularly as they do not cover the 
perception of Nigerian youth towards learning 
opportunities during the COVID-19 lockdown. 
This research study, therefore, intends to fill in this 
identified gap in knowledge. 

Practical barriers to accessing online 
learning during the COVID-19 lockdown
Despite the enormous benefits of online learning, 
such as increased convenience, flexibility, and ease 
of accessibility, there are also barriers to its effective 
utilization, including accessibility challenges and 
insufficient digital knowledge among learners and 
trainers, among others (Baber,2021; Bączek et 
al.,2021; Dhawan,2020). 

In developing countries, the shift to online learning 
has proven to be even more challenging due to factors 
including limited expertise, inadequate electricity, 
limited internet access, inequality in access to 
technology. For instance, Owusu-Fordjour et al. 
(2020) conducted a study to assess the impact 
of COVID-19 on learning in Ghana. Their findings 
revealed that socio-economic problems, especially 
among low-income families, often acted as a 
barrier to accessing online education during the 
pandemic. This study, therefore, is particularly 
mindful of the possible socio-economic barriers to 
online learning among Nigerian students.
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Methodology
An empirical descriptive survey research design 
was adopted for this research study. This allowed 
participants to explicitly describe various issues 
associated with the research focus. An online 
closed-ended quantitative 27-item structured 
questionnaire, which also included a few open-
ended questions, was designed and made available 
to participants through a Google form template. 

Preliminary information about the research project 
was provided for the participants on the introductory 
page of the questionnaire. This was followed by a 
consent section for the respondents to agree to 
participate in the research study. The participants 
were assured that all information provided was 
anonymous and strictly confidential. At the same 
time, the data collected would be deleted from 
the Google document at the end of the research 
project. It was ensured that no personal details 
were collected, and participants were at liberty to 
opt out of the survey at any point in time or not 
respond to any question(s), if they felt any of the 
question(s) infringed on their rights and privileges.

The Google link generated online was made 
available to respondents through networking, 
social media platforms, connections of the research 
team members, linkages with the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), youth networks in Nigeria and Youth 
as Researchers (YAR) enumerators. A total of 
180 participants from the six geopolitical zones 
of Nigeria, including the Federal Capital Territory 
(FCT), were targeted as the sample population 
of the study. 90 young women and 90 young 
men from the six geopolitical zones responded, 
although respondents were not evenly distributed 
across the zones: South-West (21%), South-
South (7%), South-East (40%), North-West (7%),  

North-Central (13%), North-East (5%), plus the 
FCT (7%). This can be considered a limitation of 
the study. Another shortcoming is the fact that 
there were not enough high-income earners to 
have a basis for comparative analysis on economic 
grounds. Because of the pandemic and the safety 
of the research team members, as well as the need 
to respect the YAR project timeline, the Google 
Forms survey tool was used during a limited time-
span, which the research team had no control 
over, to ensure an even distribution of respondents 
across the zones as well as equal representation 
across the board. Nevertheless, following the 
mobilization of YAR enumerators and of UNESCO 
networks, some responses from all zones could 
be obtained, which gave sufficient ground to draw 
nationwide conclusions. 

The study targeted students between the ages of 18 
and 35 who were enrolled in the formal education 
system at the time of the study, particularly in senior 
secondary schools and tertiary (undergraduate and 
postgraduate) institutions. Young people who were 
still minors were excluded due to issues related 
to consent. The great majority of the respondents 
(78%) were enrolled in undergraduate programmes, 
with the proportion of master’s students following 
(11%). Therefore, this study’s conclusions are most 
pertinent to formal education at the undergraduate 
level. Similarly, most of the respondents’ parents 
held undergraduate degrees (34%), whereas 
respondents’ parents with postgraduate degrees 
were 16% (Master’s) and 12% (Doctorate). 4% of 
parents had no formal education (Figure 1). A high 
percentage of the respondents (41%) were aged 
18 to 22 years, with only 5% aged 33 to 35 years 
(Figure 2).
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Figure 3. Respondents’ location

Figure 1. Level of education of the respondents and their parents

The overwhelming majority of respondents (84%) were from 
urban areas, with 16% residing in rural areas (Figure 3). While 
rural respondents were not too numerous, this still allowed 
conclusions to be drawn based on the rural/urban parameter. 
Almost all, namely 94% of respondents, earned as low as 1,0001 
to 100,000 2 naira as monthly income. In consequence, while 
the study can draw conclusions related to these low earners, 
numbers are insufficient to allow for comparative analysis with 
higher income earners.

1 2.44 USD.
2 243.61 USD.

Data collected through the research survey were analysed 
by adopting a two-way analysis of variance and presentation 
of data. These included the default Google Forms response 
statistics, and Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS 
v22) software analysis using descriptive statistics of frequency 
counts, percentages mean and standard deviation. All items of 
the questionnaire were analysed and presented using frequency 
counts and percentages except questions 10, 11, 20, 23, 24, 25, 
26 and 27, which were subjected to qualitative analysis.

Figure 2. Respondents’ age bracket
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Findings
Accessing online learning 
opportunities

As indicated in Table 1, the majority of the 
respondents from the six geopolitical zones were 
in agreement (both ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’) 
with the statement that they had sufficient access 
to online learning (57%), as opposed to those 
who disagreed or strongly disagreed (30%). The 
results were similar for both genders, in which 
58% of young men and 56% of young women 
were in agreement (‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’), 
as opposed to 31% and 29% who disagreed or 
strongly disagreed. This distribution was also 
followed by those in the urban areas in which a 
larger percentage (59%) agreed or strongly agreed 
with the statement that they had sufficient access 
to online learning. However, the percentages 
evened out for rural youth: 49% of them attested 
to having sufficient access, while 49% disagreed. 
Moreover, the socio-economic status of the 
respondents revealed that young learners who earn 
high income all (100%) claimed to have sufficient 
access to online learning, followed by medium 
income earners (67%). Interestingly, it was also 
found that a lower percentage of the low-income 
earners (31%) felt they had insufficient access, 
while a higher percentage (55%) answered as 
having had sufficient access to online learning. The 
majority of the postgraduate young learners (81%), 
compared to fewer undergraduate young learners 
(53%), subscribed to having sufficient access to 
online learning, while much fewer, 32% and 14%, 
of undergraduate and postgraduate young learners 
respectively disagreed and strongly disagreed.  

 

Contrary to the general agreement of having 
sufficient access to online learning, the 
overwhelming majority of participants (men and 
women, rural and urban dwellers, low- and high-
income earners) disagreed and strongly disagreed 
with having sufficient institutional provisions for 
online learning (71%). 76% of female and 67% 
of male respondents indicated this, as well as 
69% of the rural and 72% of the urban youth. In a 
similar vein, 72% and 67% of undergraduates and 
postgraduates respectively acknowledged that 
there was no sufficient institutional provision for 
access to online learning. 

Those who enjoyed institutional online learning 
provisions (Table 2) have access to mostly 
partially funded (39), or guided (33) online learning 
platforms, and the lowest number have fully funded 
ones (10). The respondents also indicated the 
sources of funding (Figure 4) for access to online 
learning platforms to include mostly personal 
funding (47%), followed by private3 (13%), non-
governmental organizations (9%) and government 
funding (4%). 

3 Internal support from families and friends.
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Table 1. Access to online learning

*SA-Strongly agree, A-Agree, NAND-Neither agree nor disagree, D-Disagree, SD-Strongly disagree

   SA  
(%) 

A  
(%)

NAND 
(%)

D (%) SD 
(%)

Total 
(%)

SA+A 
(%)

D+SD 
(%)

Sufficient 
access 
to online 
learning

Gender

Men 17 41 11 21 10 100 58 31

Women 13 42 16 20 9 100 56 29

Total 15 42 13 21 9 100 57 30

Location

Rural area 10 34 10 24 21 100 45 45

Urban area 16 43 14 20 7 100 59 27

Total 15 42 13 21 9 100 57 30

Monthly 
allowance/
income 
(naira)

1,000 - 100,000 15 41 14 21 10 100 55 31

100,000 – 200,000 17 50 0 33 0 100 67 33

200,000 – 300,000 25 75 0 0 0 100 100 0

Total 15 42 13 21 9 100 57 30

Level of 
education

Undergraduates 14 40 14 23 9 100 53 32

Postgraduates 24 57 5 5 10 100 81 14

Total 15 42 13 21 9 100 57 30

Sufficient 
institutional 
provisions 
for online 
learning

Gender

Men 8 18 8 43 23 100 26 67

Women 1 11 12 44 31 100 12 76

Total 4 14 10 44 27 100 19 71

Location

Rural area 10 14 7 41 28 100 24 69

Urban area 3 15 11 44 27 100 18 72

Total 4 14 10 44 27 100 19 71

Monthly 
allowance/ 
income 
(naira)

1,000 - 100000 4 14 11 44 28 100 18 71

100,000 – 200,000 17 0 0 67 17 100 17 83

200,000 – 300,000 0 50 0 25 25 100 50 50

Total 4 14 10 44 27 100 19 71

Level of 
education

Undergraduates 4 13 11 44 28 100 17 72

Postgraduates 10 24 0 43 24 100 33 67

Total 4 14 10 44 27 100 19 71
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Figure 4. Respondents’ source of funding for access to online platforms

As shown in Table 3, the frequency/consistency of 
participating in online learning in the framework of 
formal education goes from never, for the highest 
percentage of respondents (34%), to monthly 
(28%), then weekly (20%), and daily, for the lowest 
proportion among them (7%). Comparatively, the 
majority of the female respondents, urban dwellers, 
and undergraduates, never participated in online 
learning in the framework of formal education.
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Considering the average time of participating, 
when learners participated in online learning in 
the framework of formal education (Table 4), the 
majority attested to spending between one and 
two hours (41%) or even less than an hour per day 
(31%), while very few spent longer hours (four to 
five hours, 4% and three to four hours, 7%). 

Nevertheless, the majority of the young people 
(74%) participated in online learning outside the 
formal curriculum (Table 5), either in non-formal 
(40%) or informal education (34%).

S/N Type of provisions made available by institutions Freq

1 Fully funded online learning platform 10

2 Partially funded online learning platform 39

3 Guided learning platform 33

4 None 108

Table 2. Type of provisions made available by respondents’ institution
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Table 3. Consistency of participating in online learning in the framework of formal education

Table 4. Average time of participating in online learning in the framework of formal 
education

Never 
(%)

Daily 
(%)

Weekly 
(%) 

Monthly (%) Others: 
occasionally, 
randomly (%)

Total (%)

Gender

Male 26 11 24 28 11 100

Female 43 3 16 28 10 100

Total 34 7 20 28 11 100

Location

Rural area 19 19 19 38 6 100

Urban area 38 5 20 26 11 100

Total 35 7 20 28 10 100

Level of 
education

Undergraduates 38 8 19 26 9 100

Postgraduates 17 0 25 50 8 100

Total 35 7 20 29 9 100

  Less than 
1 hr (%)

1 – 2 
hrs  (%)

2 – 3 
hrs (%)

3 – 4 hrs 
(%)

4 – 5 hrs 
(%)

More 
than 5 
hrs (%)

Total 
(%)

Gender

Male

Female

Total

28

34

31

32

48

40

22

10

16

10

4

7

4

4

4

4

0

2

100

100

100

Location

Rural area

Urban area

Total

19

33

31

38

40

40

25

14

16

6

7

7

6

4

4

6

1

2

100

100

100

Level of 
education

Undergraduates

Postgraduates

Total

31

27

31

42

27

40

13

36

16

7

9

7

4

0

4

2

0

2

100

100

100
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Figure 5. Respondents’ means of learning and devices accessed during lockdown to follow their 
formal education curriculum

Identified means of learning to follow formal 
education (Figure 5) during the lockdown was 
mostly through online learning (83 indications), 
followed by offline learning (e.g. through mobile 
apps) (63) and paper-based (45). Others included 
TV (15) and radio (12). Devices used for accessing 

online learning during the lockdown (Table 5) were 
mostly smartphones (162 indications) and laptops 
(69 indications), which the majority attested to 
be privately used and mostly connected through 
personal cellular internet connectivity (Figure 6).

Table 5. Respondents’ participation in other online learning outside the formal curriculum

S/N Participating in other online learning outside formal curriculum Freq. Per cent

1 No 46 26

2 Yes, in informal education (student discussions, learning outside the 
classroom, use of media having educational lectures, etc.) 62 34

3 Yes, in non-formal education (short online courses, non-credit educational 
programmes, programmes planned by community associations, etc.) 72 40

 Total 180 100

Desktop Laptop / 
Chrome 
books

iPad / 
Tablet / 
Kindle

Smartphones 
(Android/
iPhone/ 

Windows)

Basic 
Feature 
Phones

Television Transistor 
radio

None

20

69

16

162

12
33 27

1

Means used for learning during lockdown to follow formal education curriculum

Radio Online 
learning

Offline learning 
(e.g. mobile apps)

Paper based NoneTV

15 12

83
63

45

24

Devices accessed during lockdown to follow formal education curriculum
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Table 6. Level of device usage by respondents

Figure 6. Accessible type of internet connectivity

The majority, or 34% and 27%, respectively, 
sometimes or occasionally had access to a 
quiet place for learning or studying. Only 18% 
always had access, whereas 6% never had 
access. In terms of gender distribution, the 
majority of male respondents, 27% and 36%, 
respectively, always or sometimes had access to 

4 7 3

86

S/N Devices CB PU SWF SWP

1 Desktop 9 62 84 25

2 Laptop / Chrome books 5 105 60 10

3 iPad / Tablet / Kindle 7 83 69 21

4 Smartphones (Android/iPhone/Windows) 5 153 18 4

5 Basic feature phones 9 121 41 9

6 Television 7 43 122 8

7 Transistor radio 11 50 108 11

8 Other (Please specify) 10 102 54 14

9 None 10 102 54 14

* CB - Community based; PU: Private use; SWF: Shared with family; SWP; Shared with the public

a quiet place for learning or studying, compared 
to lower percentages, 10% and 33%, of female 
respondents who always or sometimes had such 
access. In addition, more young learners in the 
rural areas always (21%) and sometimes (38%) 
had access to a quiet place for online learning 
than those in the urban areas (Table 6).
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Table 7. Respondents’ frequency of access to a quiet place for online learning

Participant perceptions towards 
online learning in Nigeria

The results of the survey also revealed that the 
majority of the youth generally acknowledged 
(agreed and strongly agreed) that lack of/unreliable 
electricity (95%), data unaffordability (92%), lack of/
limited internet connectivity (87%), unaffordability 
of digital devices (81%), no access to free digital 
devices (74%), lack of digital knowledge (66%), 
no access to private tutoring (65%) as well as 
personal engagements (61%), had been major 
barriers to unhindered access to online learning 
during the physical lockdown in Nigeria (Table 7). 

Some of the reasons for these barriers, and as 
indicated by the respondents, can be attributed 
to prevalent economic challenges in the country: 
inflexible and conventional teaching methods, low 
social status of young learners, inadequate provision 
of digital learning facilities by the government,  
non-conducive environments (especially public 
spaces) for learning as well as inaccessibility to 
online learning by rural communities. 

Most of the sampled opinions (Table 8) showed 
that the physical lockdown experienced during the 
pandemic was thought to have largely disrupted 
the academic calendar (89% strongly agreed or 
agreed), led to reduced social interaction during 
teaching/learning (64% strongly agreed or agreed) 
as well as resulting in an increased rate of student 
dropout (62% strongly agreed or agreed) and 
disruption of online learning in form of distractions 
(62% strongly agreed or agreed). 

However, while 36% of the respondents stated 
(agreed and strongly agreed) that online learning is 
cheaper than in-person forms of learning, still 31% 
believed online learning to be more expensive. 
In addition, 42% of the respondents felt that the 
teaching approach of online learning was better 
than traditional forms of teaching, whereas 25% of 
the participants were opposed. 

Always (%) Sometimes (%) Occasionally (%) Rarely (%) Never (%) Total (%)

Gender

Men 27 36 21 13 3 100

Women 10 33 32 16 9 100

Total 18 34 27 14 6 100

Location

Rural area 21 38 21 14 7 100

Urban 
area 18 34 28 15 6 100

Total 18 34 27 14 6 100
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Table 8. Main barriers of online learning to follow the formal education curriculum during the physical 
lockdown

S/N Items SA  
(%)

A  
(%)

NAND 
(%) D (%) SD 

(%)
Total 
(%)

SA+A 
(%)

D+SD 
(%)

1 Lack of/unreliable electricity 75 20 4 1 1 100 95 1

2 Lack of/limited internet connectivity 59 28 7 4 2 100 87 6

3 Health discomforts 17 30 32 16 5 100 47 21

4 Personal engagements 21 40 28 9 2 100 61 12

5 No access to private tutoring 31 34 16 14 5 100 65 19

6 Data unaffordability 66 26 6 2 0 100 92 2

7 Access to free digital devices 48 27 13 8 4 100 74 12

8 Unaffordability of digital devices 51 30 12 5 2 100 81 7

9 Lack of digital knowledge 36 31 16 12 6 100 66 18

10 Cultural barriers to usage of digital 
devices 18 24 31 16 11 100 42 27

* SA-Strongly agree, A-Agree, NAND-Neither agree nor disagree, D-Disagree, SD-Strongly disagree,
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Table 9. Respondents’ opinion about online learning overall in Nigeria during the physical lockdown

S/N Items SA  
(%)

A  
(%)

NAND  
(%)

D  
(%)

SD  
(%)

Total 
(%)

SA+A  
(%)

D+SD  
(%)

1 Physical lockdown has disrupted 
academic calendar 71 19 8 2 1 100 89 2

2 Physical lockdown has increased  
the rate of student dropout 38 23 26 10 2 100 62 12

3 Online learning has reduced social 
interaction during teaching/learning 33 32 22 9 4 100 64 13

4
The physical learning environment 
easily disrupts online learning 
(distractions)

28 34 19 13 6 100 62 19

5 Online learning is cheaper than  
in-person forms of learning 18 18 33 18 13 100 36 31

6
The teaching approach of online 
learning is better than traditional 
forms of teaching

23 19 33 16 9 100 42 25

* SA-Strongly agree, A-Agree, NAND-Neither agree nor disagree, D-Disagree, SD-Strongly disagree

Finally, respondents perceived that learners whose 
parents were low-income earners (134), learners 
with large families/multigenerational families (61) 
and learners with disabilities/special needs (50) are 
the most educationally disadvantaged groups of 

Table 10. Respondents’ opinion on the most educationally disadvantaged group of learners due to 
the physical lockdown in Nigeria

learners due to the physical lockdown in Nigeria 
(Table 9). There were no perceived distinctions 
between male and female learners in terms of  
(dis)advantages.

S/N Items Freq.

1 Learners whose parents are low-income earners 134

2 Learners with large families/multigenerational families 61

3 Learners with disabilities/special needs 50

4 Learners from the rural community 25

5 Learners in urban areas 5

6 Female learners 2

7 Male learners 1

8 None in particular (all will be equally affected) 26
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Analysis and 
discussion
The sudden onset of the pandemic and the abrupt 
closure of educational institutions presented 
various challenges for Nigeria's fragile educational 
system (Obiakor and Adeniran,2020), arising from 
the sudden transition from traditional presence 
learning to online learning platforms. The learning 
opportunities among youth in Nigeria during the 
COVID-19 pandemic were assessed in this study 
as a contribution to understanding and putting 
into place the needed conditions to ensure the 
success of such transition and continued access 
to unhindered educational delivery. 

Despite having sufficient access to online 
learning, as acknowledged, young learners rarely 
participated in online learning in the framework of 
formal education. Correspondingly, many of the 
young learners who had access personally funded 
this learning opportunity with very little support 
from the Government, as similarly reported by 
TEP Centre (2020). Unfortunately, this can be 
a contributory factor to why the majority never 
accessed the online learning opportunity, with very 
few participating on a daily basis. 

The findings revealed that young postgraduate 
learners have more access to online learning, while 
undergraduates have less sufficient access. This 
can be due to the fact that undergraduates have 
less institutional provision for access to online 
learning than postgraduate learners (Table 1), just 
as the source of funding to access online learning, 
according to all the participants, comes from 

personal funding (Figure 4). According to previous 
studies, (Tang et al. 2021 and Dangol and Shrestha, 
2019), postgraduate students tend to be more 
successful in online classes than undergraduate 
students, as readiness for learning was one of the 
key factors for educational achievement. In addition, 
identified means of learning to follow formal  
education during the lockdown was mostly through 
online learning (Figure 5). This implies that despite 
insufficient or no institutional provisions, young 
people still prefer this approach to learning. 

However, a considerable number of young learners 
are of the opinion that the teaching approach is 
better than the traditional teaching forms. Also, 
most young learners believe that online learning is 
cheaper compared to in-person learning.

This indicates a potential receptive and accepting 
experience for the online learning opportunity, 
as, similarly to what is reported by Almusharraf 
and Khahro (2020) and Abuhassna et al. (2020), 
respondents were highly satisfied with online 
teaching. This raises the question of practical 
barriers to accessing online learning during the 
physical lockdown, the most important being 
unreliable electricity, limited internet connectivity, 
unaffordability of data, inaccessibility to digital 
devices, and lack of digital knowledge. These 
identified challenges are consistent with the 
findings of EdTech Hub (2020), Dube (2020), TEP 
Center (2020), Olayemi et al. (2021), and Azubuike 
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et al. (2021). The accessibility and affordability of 
connectivity are as significant as the availability 
of electricity, although connectivity is very difficult 
without a reliable electricity supply. Having sufficient 
access to online learning is fundamentally hinged 
on putting the right conditions in place, especially 
in terms of institutional and infrastructural 
provisions. It critically requires addressing three-
pointer solutions, including infrastructure (reliable 
electricity and internet), funding (expensive data 
and devices), and knowledge (lack of digital 
knowledge).

Interestingly, it was further revealed in the study 
that there is no gender disparity, as both male and 
female young learners had equal access to online 
learning. This is similar to the findings of Korlat 
(2021), who found no differences between boys 
and girls in attitudes towards digital learning. 

However, it was interesting to learn that, even with 
sufficient access, more women than men never or 
less frequently participated in online learning in 
the framework of formal education. It was further 
revealed that young female learners have less 
access to quiet places. This can be ascribed to 
probably the conditions women face at home in 
terms of personal engagement compared to their 
male counterparts.

This is corroborated by the findings of Mishra et 
al. (2020), which affirmed that female students 
did not have a conducive learning environment at 
home due to assigned household chores during 
the lockdown period. As posited by Emmanuel 
(2015), girls are usually more engaged in household 

activities than boys based on predefined gender 
roles. It was further reported that they usually 
spend about four to five hours more per day on 
house chores than the number of hours dedicated 
to studying. 

In terms of location, the study revealed that 
young learners from rural areas have less access 
to online learning compared to those from urban 
areas. Moreover, learners from rural communities 
who even had access never or less frequently 
participated in online learning in the framework of 
formal education. This corroborates the assertion 
of the World Bank (2020) that most students, 
particularly those in rural areas, will have challenges 
accessing online learning. Ogunode (2020), 
Olalowo, and Salami (2021) also reiterate that the 
Nigeria situation is critical, as most children in rural 
communities do not have access to important 
learning resources, including the internet, and that 
unreliable power situation makes it difficult for most 
students from poor homes and rural dwellers in 
engaging in unrestricted access to online learning 
and technological infrastructures.

Young learners who have access to online learning 
opportunities in formal education do so through 
the use of smartphone devices in collaboration 
with the findings of Armstrong-Mensah (2020) 
and EdTech Hub (2020). They reported that most 
of the students used smartphones, smart feature 
phones, laptops, and so on. However, they opined 
that affordability might continue to be a significant 
impediment for the foreseeable future to digital 
access. 
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Conclusion and 
recommendations
The study assessed learning opportunities among 
Nigerian youth during the COVID-19 pandemic by 
specifically examining the perception of Nigerian 
youth towards the overall effect of the COVID-19 
lockdown on learning opportunities and the barriers 
young people in Nigeria faced in accessing online 
learning during the lockdown. 

The findings of the research study showed that both 
male and female young learners had equal access 
to online learning, while most of the female learners 
never or less frequently participated in online 
learning, coupled with less access to a quiet place. 
The research revealed that more young people in 
urban areas had sufficient access to online learning 
compared to fewer learners from rural areas. The 
majority of the learners also indicated insufficient 
institutional provisions for online learning, with 
funding sources predominantly coming from 
personal sources and little or no support from the 
government. However, despite the consistency in 
participating in online learning, the majority never 
accessed it due to various identified barriers in 
the form of unreliable electricity, limited internet 
connectivity, unaffordability of data, inaccessibility 
to digital devices, and lack of digital knowledge. 
In general, online learning is, however, an avenue 
worth pursuing, as a majority also acknowledged 
it was cheaper than in-person, and its teaching 
approach was better than traditional forms. 

Consequently, the findings from this study have 
implications for policy-makers and stakeholders in 
the education sector as more efforts need to be 
harnessed in bridging existing gaps in Nigeria’s 

education sector. One important lesson garnered 
from this study is that, indeed, there are no barriers 
to learning except the ones imposed by the socio-
economic situations of humans. In all these, one 
thing is clear: online learning has proven to be a 
viable alternative in the face of health, economic 
and security crises. There is an urgent need to 
develop the platforms to ensure that no one is left 
behind.

In view of the above-mentioned, the following 
recommendations are proffered based on the 
findings of this study:

1.	 The Nigerian Government should elaborate 
targeted policies and earmark funding aimed 
at institutionalizing accessible and inclusive 
online learning, with attention to equal access 
for female students. 

2.	 The international development community 
should assist the Nigerian Government by 
effectively investing in building infrastructures 
to facilitate online learning, with emphasis on 
providing affordable and reliable electricity 
as well as wide coverage and accessible and 
affordable internet services.

3.	 The Federal Government of Nigeria and 
educational institutions introducing online 
learning should provide support programmes, 
with emphasis on rural youth, particularly to 
provide free and affordable internet services and 
equipment, notably laptops and smartphones. 

4.	 UNESCO should reinforce capacity development 
among Nigerian youth on digital literacy.
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Abstract

This paper* sought to explore the social media use 
by young Haitians and their psychosocial well-
being during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The research team undertook a literature review on 
this topic and implemented a survey disseminated 
to young Haitians between the ages of 18 and 30. 
In addition, the team conducted five individual 
interviews.  

Following the analysis of the survey and interview 
responses, the research team found that Haitian 
youth used social media more frequently during 
the pandemic than they did prior to COVID-19. 
In terms of the impact on their psychosocial well-
being, the study found that, for the majority of 
surveyed youth, the pandemic had little impact 
on their social activities but that the restrictions 
imposed on account of the pandemic had a major 
impact on their mental health.

In the final parts of this paper, the research team 
makes a number of recommendations to remedy 
issues that emerged in the study. 

* This paper is translated here from its original version in French

**�Source of tables and figures: UNESCO Youth As Researchers  
on COVID-19 initiative (2020-2022)
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Summary
Context of the study

With Haiti already profoundly shaken by the peyi 
lok (‘nationwide lockdown’ in Creole)1 episodes 
that began in the summer of 2018, the COVID-19 
pandemic exacerbated already existing disparities 
and problems. Social media became the 
preferred platforms for young people seeking new 
perspectives. It is therefore useful to understand to 
what extent the use of these networks did or did 
not mitigate the psychosocial consequences of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on young Haitians. 

About the study 

This study concerns young Haitians between 
the ages of 18 and 30 years. A bilingual (French-
Creole) questionnaire-based survey published 
on social media was used to collect data. Some 
173 responses were obtained, and five individual 
interviews were conducted.

The data collected reveal that the frequency of 
use of social media among the young people 
interviewed for this study increased significantly 
during the pandemic. Before the pandemic, 28% 
of these young people spent between three and 
five hours per day on social media, while, during 
the pandemic, this increased to 47%, and a further 
27% exceeded five hours per day. 

 
 
The use of social media enabled young people 
to endure the pandemic better, whether through 
learning or through recreational and social 
activities. Some 32.95% of those interviewed 
said that social media had helped them a great 
deal, while 23.29% of them considered that their 
contribution to enduring the constraints imposed 
during the pandemic was enormous.

Recommendations

1.	 Young people should make better use of 
their time on the internet by developing and 
optimizing discussion and learning platforms 
on social media

2.	 Haitian universities should conduct 
specific scientific research aimed at better 
understanding the diverse impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on young Haitians

3.	 As the use of social media intensifies in times of 
crisis, government agencies should implement 
online information and education programmes

4.	 Youth-related policy actors should organize 
online support and counselling programmes for 
distressed young people, as well as recreational 
activities

1 The term peyi lok refers to periods when, following major demonstrations, 
most schools were closed for at least one week, and up to four months. 
Business opening hours were reduced and all activities were suspended.
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Introduction
The peyi lok episodes initiated by the summer 
riots of 20182 accentuated social disparities and 
exposed the failure of Haiti’s public institutions. 
When the first cases of coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) were officially announced in March 
2020, there was little dispute about the possibility 
of this crisis persisting. To curb the spread of the 
virus, the Haitian Government introduced restrictive 
measures, including the immediate closure of 
schools, universities, churches, businesses and 
recreational areas. The measures disrupted the 
daily lives of the Haitian population in general 
and of young Haitians in particular, whose lives 
were already marked by anxiety, vulnerability and 
insecurity.

In this context, social media became spaces where 
young people, in all categories, sought to redefine 
their daily lives. However, there did not seem to be 

any real statistics about the frequency of use of 
digital networks by young people and their impact 
on young Haitians. This study seeks to address that 
information gap by exploring how the use of social 
media did or did not mitigate the psychosocial 
consequences of the pandemic on young people 
in Haiti. These elements will also contribute to 
understanding the psychosocial impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis.

The second section of the study proposes a non-
exhaustive review of the literature related to the use 
of social media in times of crisis and the possible 
psychosocial consequences of the pandemic. 
The third section describes the methodological 
approach, and the fourth presents the results. 
The fifth section discusses the main results of the 
study and finally, the sixth section presents the 
conclusions and recommendations of the study.

2 On 6 and 7 July 2018, a riot broke out in the streets of Port-au-Prince 
following the Haitian Government’s decision to increase petrol prices. 
The scenes of looting and the barricades erected in the streets forced the 
population of Port-au-Prince and most of the large provincial cities to confine 
themselves to their homes, hence the term peyi lok. These events were similar 
to the lockdown periods of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Literature review
Several works published by the World Health 
Organization (WHO), United Nations, agencies and 
other structures have inspired this research focus on 
the use of social media and their role in mitigating 
or aggravating the psychological and social 
consequences of the pandemic, particularly among 
young people. WHO (1948) proposes a definition of 
health that is not limited to the absence of disease 
or infirmity but constitutes a state of complete 
physical, mental and social well-being. In March 
2020, WHO classified the COVID-19 outbreak as 
a pandemic, while acknowledging that the crisis 
was generating stress throughout the population 
(WHO, 2020). 

For the United Nations, mental health problems 
are often accompanied by feelings of isolation and 
loneliness, which may have been reinforced by the 
quarantine measures imposed during the COVID-19 
pandemic (United Nations,2020). In Haiti, a report 
published in 2020 by the organization Volontariat 
pour le Développement d’Haïti (VDH) showed how 
young schoolchildren are exposed to chronic stress 
or depression owing to the level of vulnerability and 
insecurity of their situation (VDH,2020). In recent 
years, several research studies (Sanders et al.2000; 
Lee-Won et al.2015; Hanna et al.2017) show that 
excessive use of social media is associated with 
depression or social anxiety. 

Thus, recognizing the relevance of such a 
problem, WHO recommended, for example, 
minimizing watching, reading or listening to news 
about COVID-19 that causes anxiety or distress 
(WHO,2020). Moreover, according to WHO, one of 

the risks posed by the use of social media is that 
a sudden and constant stream of news reports 
can cause anxiety or distress (WHO,2020). Proper 
usage, however, allows people to find the real facts. 
Knowledge of the facts can help reduce fear and 
serve to spread positive stories and positive images 
of people affected by the virus. 

In recent years, it has been observed that social 
media are widely used in contexts of social  
and political crisis that affect societies. For some 
researchers (Fenniche, 2014; Théodat, 2020), 
social media have been at the very heart of some 
of the social demands that have emerged since 
the Arab Spring in Tunisia. The Yellow Vests in 
France, #PetroCaribeChallenge in Haiti and Black 
Lives Matter in the United States of America, are 
movements that hatched on social media. 

The Digital 2020:July Global Statshot report 
reveals that more than half of the world now uses 
social media, and that many digital habits acquired 
during the pandemic persist despite the relaxing 
of restrictions (Kemp,2020). The number of users 
of social media reportedly increased by more 
than 10%, raising the global number of users to 
3.96 billion in early July 2020. This growth seems 
to have accelerated owing to the lockdowns 
imposed during the COVID-19 crisis. This study 
aims to determine whether the increase in the use 
of social media during the pandemic was beneficial 
to young Haitians, contributing to their psychosocial 
well-being and offering alternatives in terms of 
entertainment, training, communication and work.
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Methodology
This study employs a mixed methods approach 
to data collection. A questionnaire-based survey 
with some 20 questions was developed and 
disseminated online on the main social media 
platforms (Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, LinkedIn) 
for a period of one month. It aimed to obtain 
participants’ views on whether social media 
helped to mitigate the constraints imposed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The questionnaire was open 
to young Haitians, between the ages of 18 and 
30 years, living in and outside of Haiti's national 
territory. 

Data source 

Some 173 responses were collected, of which 
50.9% were in French and 49.1% in Creole. The 
questionnaire was created using Google Forms. It 
also included a summary of the purpose, as well 
as detailed information about the research, and a 
consent form. The consent form provided details 
about the purpose and context of the research, 
information about the degree of voluntary 
participation of young respondents, and the way 
in which the confidentiality of their data would 
be managed. It was extremely important that all 
participants had a clear enough understanding of 
the study to be able to participate voluntarily and 
give their consent. 

Through the survey form, participants were also 
asked to give consent for their potential participation 
in an interview, based on the results of the 
questionnaire. Online interviews were conducted 
with five of them. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted on the Zoom online platform, using 
Jean-Claude Kaufmann’s comprehensive interview 
approach.10 A subcommittee of three members of 
the research team was responsible for conducting 
the interviews. For the verbatim transcription of the 
interviews, we called upon four young people who 
had expressed their willingness to contribute to the 
Youth as Researchers (YAR) initiative.

Data analysis methods

For quantitative data analysis, Excel software 
was used to gain statistical insight into the use 
of social media by young people. Emphasis was 
placed on data concerning usage before and 
during the pandemic. The idea was to see whether 
the pandemic context influenced the frequency 
of use of social media by young people. For the 
semi-structured interview data, the research team 
used qualitative data analysis methods. After 
transcribing the data, participants’ responses were 
categorized into broad themes and the frequency 
with which they were repeated was noted. The most 
popular social media were identified, followed by 
the ones that were considered by the participants 
as the most helpful to young people. Then, a set 
of feelings related to well-being and ‘ill-being’ was 
proposed using a scale of responses ranging from 
never to rarely, sometimes, frequently and always. 

10 The comprehensive interview is conducted along the same lines as the 
sociological interview developed by Max Weber. In this type of interview, the 
researcher has a dual approach of involvement with and distancing from the 
research subject.
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Ethical principles on data 
safeguarding

To protect the data provided by the participants, the 
research team decided to destroy the video recordings 
six months after the end of the research. Participants’ 
opinions and responses were used anonymously in 
the presentation and analysis of the results.

Limitations of the study

The research team was eager to reach a greater 
number of young Haitians, but the reluctance 
of young people to participate in online studies 
was a serious obstacle. The same applied to the 
online interviews, where the research team wished 

to interview 10 young people, one from each 
department in Haiti. Although the team managed to 
identify 10 young people, not all of them responded 
to the invitation. Difficulties in access to electricity 
and a good internet connection also prevented the 
research team from reaching the number they had 
hoped for. Only 5 of these 10 young people could 
be interviewed. In addition, there were limitations 
on the dissemination of the questionnaire via the 
social media platforms. The research team primarily 
used social media to share links to the questionnaire, 
thus limiting the access of young people without 
the means to connect to these platforms, especially 
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds.



174

Social Media Use and Psychosocial Well-being of Young Haitians in the Era of COVID-19

Results

General data

Among the 173 participants who answered our 
questionnaire, men were in the majority, accounting 
for 62.5%, whereas women accounted for 36.4%. 
In addition, 1.1% of the participants did not wish 
to specify their gender. The majority (64.8%) of 
the participants live in Ouest department. Some 
of the participants who responded to our survey 
live outside Haiti, namely, in Canada (one person), 
France (three people) and the United States of 
America (two people). 

44.7% of the participants were students, 17.3% 
students, 20.7% professionals, 1.7% students, 
3.4% unemployed persons, 6.3% business owners,  
and the remaining 5.9% fell into unidentified 
categories. It is also worth noting that the 
participants’ preferred social media were 
Facebook and WhatsApp, followed by Instagram 
and TikTok. YouTube and Twitter were also used. 
The participants’ least preferred social media was 
LinkedIn.

Frequency of young people’s social 
media use before and during the 
pandemic

Before the pandemic, out of 173 respondents, 
17% spent between one and two hours on social 
media and 33% between two and three hours. In 
addition, 29% spent between three and five hours, 
while 6% spent less than one hour. 15% spent 
more than five hours on social media. However, 
during the pandemic, 8% of these 173 participants 
spent between one and two hours, 16.7% between 

two and three hours, 47.7% between three and five 
hours, and 27.6% spent more than five hours on 
social media.

A comparison of the time spent on social media 
before and during the pandemic reveals the fol-
lowing:

	� All (100%) of the participants who used to 
spend less than an hour on social media saw 
their frequency of use increase.

	� Of the 17% of participants who used to spend 
one to two hours on social media, 86% came 
to spend more time on social media during the 
pandemic, while 14% spent the same amount 
of time as they had spent before the pandemic 
(between one and two hours).

	� Of those who spent between two and three 
hours on social media before the pandemic, 
80.7% spent more time on social media during 
the pandemic, 17.5% spent the same amount 
of time on social media as before, and 1.8% 
spent less time.

	� Of those who spent between three and five 
hours on social media before the pandemic, 
44% spent more time on them during the 
pandemic, 40% continued to spend between 
three and five hours, and 16% spent less time.

	� Of those who fell in the ‘Other’ category, 69.2% 
continued to spend the same amount of time 
on social media, while 30.8% spent less time. 
The ‘Other’ category contains the participants 
who spent more or less time than those in the 
previous categories (between one and two 
hours, two to three hours, three to five hours, 
more than five hours).
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Effect of the pandemic on the 
participants’ social activities

Of the people surveyed, 42% felt that the constraints 
imposed by the pandemic had had little impact 
on their social activities. Approximately 11.4% 
felt that these had had no impact, while 30.7% 
of the respondents admitted that the measures 
imposed had had a significant impact. Of the 
people surveyed, 15.9% described as ‘enormous’ 
the impact of the measures imposed as a result of 
the pandemic. 

 
 
 
The participants described different effects on social 
activities. These effects were felt in their personal 
lives, social lives and professional and economic 
lives. Table 1 shows the main findings regarding the 
effects of the pandemic on the participants’ social 
activities. This presentation is neither hierarchical 
nor based on order of importance.

Participants’ perceptions

Personal life
Limitation of physical contact 
such as hugging and kissing

Inability to meet with friends and 
family members

Deterioration of 
conjugal relationships

Feeling of isolation 
and loneliness

Social life

Restrictions on face-to-face 
meetings, travel, tourism and 
religious activities

Obligation to stay at home 
(limited internet access made 
this difficult)

Reduced involvement in 
some organizations

Obligation to 
continue/conduct 
most of their 
activities online

School/university/professional life

Closure of libraries and 
therefore a slowdown in 
research projects

Slow-down in research projects Stopping of courses at 
university

Economic life

Loss of jobs or other 
professional activities

Suspension of revenue-
generating activities and scarcity 
of customers

Table 1. The effects of the pandemic on participants’ social activities
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Effect of the pandemic on 
participants’ mental health

Of the participants in the survey, 19.37% confirmed 
that the restrictions imposed on account of the 
pandemic had had a major impact on their mental 
health. However, 59.21% said that the impact had 
been less significant. 

 

 

 
The loss of professional activities, the obligation 
to stay at home, and the closure of schools and 
universities had affected the participants’ mental 
health, causing feelings of anxiety, uncertainty 
about the future, stress, anguish, loneliness, loss 
of control, and an obsessive fear of COVID-19.

8 Comments were made in Creole, later translated into French by members of 
YAR, then translated from French to English for the present report.

Figure 1. The COVID-19 pandemic and mental health

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
Anxiety Uncertainty about 

the future
Stress Anguish Loneliness

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently Always

The participants also revealed that the pandemic 
had affected aspects of their lives such as their 
economic and financial circumstances; their 
romantic and sexual relationships; stigmatization 
when afflicted with a cold or the flu; stressful 
moments associated with the personal health 
problems of loved ones infected with the virus and 
loved ones who died during this time; and weight 
gain or loss.

One of the interview participants said, ‘Mentally,  
I was fear-stricken and stressed. I was afraid and 
I was discouraged because I would not be able to 
go ahead with my plans. When I heard about the 
damage caused by COVID-19 in other countries, 
I was very upset, especially with regard to the 
health situation in the country.’8 (Creole originally  
translated into French, by members of the YAR 
Haiti team.) 

%
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Benefits derived from social media 
with regard to the constraints 
imposed

According to 36.8% of the participants, social 
media had helped them a great deal with enduring 
the constraints imposed by the pandemic. 
According to 32.8% of the participants, social 
media had not helped them very much with coping 
with the restrictions imposed by the pandemic. 
Social media helped 23.5% of the participants 
a great deal, while they did not help 6.9% of the 
participants at all.

According to one of the participants, ‘... it 
had a positive impact because I had a way of 
communicating with my loved ones to catch 
up with them. It also helped me to take online 
courses’. Another participant said, ‘... I found quite 
a few funny videos that helped me get through the 
stress, and I took time to share credible information 
in order to help people take better preventive 
measures.’ (Creole originally translated into French 
by members of the YAR Haiti team.)

The participants’ responses showed that social 
media had helped them with regard to a variety of 
areas: health, education and entertainment. First, 
the participants had been able to raise awareness 
and help people protect themselves. They had 
also been able to have fun, manage their stress 
and escape through jokes, movies available online,  
 

 
 
 
and staying in touch with their friends and family 
members. In addition, they had been able to 
share with others their passions and that feeling 
of escape through social media, which had kept 
suicidal thoughts at bay. 

Participants also affirmed that they had been able 
to obtain information, learn new things, complete 
their year of study and take online courses, and 
even follow new career paths. In addition, some 
participants revealed that having access to digital 
libraries or the opportunity to create an online 
business, increase their client-base, hold meetings 
remotely and broaden their networks, had helped 
them. 

However, the effect of social media use on the 
participants’ mental health was not exclusively 
positive: 

‘I can, in one sense, say no, because people keep 
putting out false information, which increases 
my worries and fears, and that creates a kind of 
panic in terms of my mental balance’, said one 
participant. 
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Analysis and 
discussion
This study set out to learn about the effects which 
the use of social media during the COVID-19 
pandemic had on the psychosocial well-being of 
youth in Haiti. 

The main results show a majority of respondents 
affirming that the pandemic has overall mildly 
impacted their social activities and mental 
health. At the same time, however, respondents 
also recognize and explain the multiple ways in 
which the pandemic has affected these areas, in 
many aspects of their daily lives. Young people 
experienced isolation as they were prevented from 
participating in their regular in-person activities. 
They also experienced frustration as a result of the 
impairment of their studies and their professional 
plans, of the deterioration of family life, the loss 
of employment and the bankruptcy of small 
businesses. These results are consistent with 
the warning issued by WHO, according to which 
COVID-19 could cause individuals stress (WHO, 
2020).

While describing the discomfort caused by the 
pandemic, participants also indicated that they 
had been experiencing such discomfort prior to 
COVID-19 because of circumstances which were 
already difficult and uncertain. In this regard, 
COVID-19 seems to have contributed to the 

stress and frustration already experienced by 
young Haitians. ‘The climate was already one 
of despair caused by the precariousness of the 
socio-economic situation, which is increasing day 
by day – and with this pandemic raging, it was 
complicated’, admitted one participant. 

In terms of the use of social media, the initial 
assumption of the study was confirmed by the 
responses received: with increased use of social 
media, young Haitians were able to find alternatives 
to the constraints imposed. At the same time, 
the study findings also reveal that social media 
increased stress among young Haitians, because 
of the disinformation circulated regarding the virus, 
how the virus is spread and how to protect oneself 
from catching it. Social media also increased 
stress among young people because of the news 
circulated regarding the devastation caused by 
COVID-19. All these concur with WHO's suggestion 
to reduce the time spent on social media, because 
of potential harmful effects (WHO, 2020).
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Conclusion and 
recommendations
This study sought to explore the relationship 
between the use of social media and the 
psychosocial well-being of Haitian young people 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. In concrete 
terms, the aim was to show how social media 
served to mitigate or aggravate the psychosocial 
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

A mixed methods approach was employed for 
of data collection. It involved the development 
of a questionnaire-based  online survey which 
consisted of about 20 open and closed questions 
and was circulated through the most popular 
social media platforms in Haiti (namely Facebook, 
Twitter, WhatsApp and LinkedIn), for a period 
of one month. Several virtual interviews were 
conducted to complement the data received 
from the survey and to record the participants’ 
views on the positive or negative impact of social 
media on their psychosocial well-being during the 
pandemic. The participants were either from Haiti’s 
10 geographical departments or living in foreign 
countries, and they were aged between 18 and 
30 years.

Upon completion of the research, a rather 
interesting overall observation emerged: despite 
the social crisis caused and the multiple ways in 
which it affected their daily lives, the COVID-19 
pandemic impacted overall mildly the mental 
health and social activities of young participants. 

This is attributed primarily to the fact that young 
Haitians' used social media to mitigate the 
psychosocial consequences of the pandemic. We 
thus consider it appropriate to make the following 
recommendations: 

Research: 

To better explain why the mental health of young 
Haitians was mildly affected by the pandemic 
despite the increased social vulnerabilities, 
Haitian universities should consider conducting an  
in-depth study, since the sample used here was 
limited.

Public policy: 
As the use of social media intensifies in times of 
crisis, some state agencies should implement 
innovative information and education programmes 
which fully harness the power of social media.

Practices:
There are opportunities for young people to adjust 
their internet use by developing and optimizing 
discussion and learning platforms on social media.

Haitian civil society organizations which help young 
people should organize both online psychosocial 
support and counselling programmes for young 
people in distress and recreational activities for 
them.
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Abstract

This paper aims to document the responses of 
the Sangguniang Kabataan (SK) to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Particularly, the study aims to document 
the Programmes, Projects, and Activities (PPAs) 
conceptualized and implemented by the SKs to 
address the challenges and problems brought by 
the pandemic. 

The study also seeks to identify the challenges 
encountered by the youth leaders in the 
implementation of their PPAs as well as their 
respective recommendations to improve their 
ongoing and future pandemic response. Through 
online surveys, interviews, and examination of 
documentary evidence, the research found that the 
SKs responded to the pandemic by implementing 
PPAs anchored on public health, food security, 
and education. During the implementation of their 
PPAs, the SKs mostly encountered challenges 
relative to the lack or insufficiency of financial 
resources and support from Local Government 
Units (LGUs), non-participation of constituents, 
and limited physical mobility due to quarantine 
restrictions and protocols. In conclusion, the SKs, 
as the duly elected representatives of youth in the 
Philippine Government, have actively engaged 
in the pandemic response activities of their 
respective localities. The research further magnifies 
the crucial role of youth and youth leaders in the 
conceptualization and eventual implementation 
of pandemic responses and local disaster risk 
reduction and management in general. 
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Background 
of the study
The unprecedented crisis brought about by the 
COVID-19 pandemic has placed youth in a more 
vulnerable position. Since the onset of the pandemic, 
Filipino youth have been negatively affected 
in terms of employment opportunities, education, 
and mental health (Halabisaz and Ramos 2020). 
Despite these adversities, youth across the 
Philippines continued to be active through volunteer 
organizations and government-mandated youth 
councils. According to a policy review by Alhambra 
(2021), the Sangguniang Kabataan (colloquially 
abbreviated as SK), an institutionalized federation 
of elected youth leaders in the Philippines, has been 
notably participating in the response to COVID-19.

The purpose of this study is to investigate the 
measures taken by the SK to address the effects of 
the pandemic in their respective municipalities and 
the difficulties encountered in their implementation. 
The output would help benchmark effective 
practices in pandemic response as a basis for 
policy development and resilience programmes. 
It can also establish the significance of youth 
involvement, specifically the SK, in nation-building.

This research employs a mixed-methods approach 
that includes a thorough assessment of literature 
and news, key informant interviews, and empirical 
analyses of the survey findings and relevant 
documentation of the federation’s Programmes, 
Projects and Activities (PPAs). Following this 
segment, the second section discusses the 
background and history of the SK. The data 
collection and research strategy are covered in 
the third section. The fourth section presents 
the key informants’ narratives and examines the 
points obtained from the interviews and surveys. 
The concluding section summarizes the study’s 
findings, the PPAs implemented by the sampled 
SK associations or SK Federations, and how their 
response adapted to their communities’ changing 
demands as a result of the pandemic. Following that 
are the references and supplementary materials 
necessary for the completion of this research.
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Literature 
review
With the ongoing pandemic, youth have been 
involved in helping combat COVID-19 and turned 
such a crisis into an ‘opportunity for collective action’ 
through giving and volunteer work (ILO, 2020). The 
survey of the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) showed that among the means by which the 
youth were involved were by fighting misinformation 
about COVID-19 as well as by initiating and joining 
online campaigns. There are also those who would 
serve in organizations such as in Red Cross as well 
as by being digital volunteers who would work in 
translating information material in all languages 
around the country (Capoluongo,2020; Boutebal 
and Azzeddine,2020). 

Various youth-led organizations have also 
collaborated with national governments with 
different initiatives such as those that provide 
advice for other youth on coping with working 
and studying from home as well as creating online 
courses using digital tools to encourage the 
youth in learning new skills during confinement 
(OECD,2020). 

These civic activities of the youth can be 
classified, according to Checkoway and Aldana 
(2013) into four forms of youth civic engagement 
for diverse democracy: grass-roots organizing, 
citizen participation, inter-group dialogue, and 
sociopolitical development (Checkoway and 
Aldana,2013). According to their classification, 

youth councils are categorized under citizen 
participation wherein participation is through 
established political and governmental institutions 
(ibid.).

The rationale behind the participation of the youth 
in governance was stated by Zeldin, Camino, and 
Calver (2003) as ensuring social justice and youth 
representation, promoting youth development, 
and building civil society (Zeldin,2004). It was 
further explained that social justice is ensured as 
youth have a ‘fundamental right to be represented 
in decisions that affect them’; that, as youth 
develop it, is important to ‘stress the importance 
of participation in promoting civic competence, 
identity, and social responsibility among youth’; 
and that representation of all perspectives 
including that of youth will lead to better work in 
organizations. 

In the Philippines, there have been various 
mechanisms in pursuit of the State’s role in 
ensuring youth participation in nation-building. One 
of these was the establishment of the Kabataang 
Barangay during the 1970s, created by Presidential  
Decree 684. Kabataang Barangay was eventually 
abolished and was replaced by the SK, by virtue of 
Republic Act No. 7160, or the Local Government 
Code of 1991.



188

Youth Leaders’ Response to COVID-19 – The Case of the Sangguniang Kabataan in the Philippines

Figure 1. Structure of the Sangguniang Kabataan in the Government

However, numerous issues surfaced surrounding 
the SK, as many saw this platform as a ‘breeding 
ground’ for corruption, traditional politics, and 
political dynasties (Tubeza,2013). Further, a study 
by published by the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) (Balanon et al.,2007) concludes that the 
SK’s performance has not been maximised, with 
projects and activities limited to few areas of work 
such as sports leagues, environmental protection, 
and infrastructure development. However, the 
study also highlights the importance of the SK as 
a venue for promoting youth engagement in the 
community, as well as its potential in creating a 
new generation of leaders.

After a brief period of suspending the elections 
of the SK, in 2016, the Republic Act No. 10742 
or the ‘SK Reform Act of 2015’ was passed. The 
SK Reform Act of 2015 introduced significant 
reforms in the operations of the SK, which includes 
financial independence over their PPAs, and the 
requirement to undergo Mandatory and Continuing 
Training throughout their incumbency. Further, the 
same law also highlights the priority PPAs that the 
SK shall implement, which are anchored on the 
nine centres of youth participation in the Philippine 
Youth Development Plan (PYDP).

GOVERNOR / MAYOR
Provincial/Municipal Level

BARANGAYS
•	 Punong Barangay
•	 Sangguniang Barangay  

Members
•	 SK Chairperson (Ex-officio)
•	 Barangay Secretary
•	 Barangay Treasurer

SANGGUNIANG KABATAAN
•	 SK Chairperson
•	 SK Members
•	 SK Secretary
•	 SK Treasurer

LOCAL SPECIAL BODIES
•	 School Board
•	 Health Board
•	 Peace and Order Council
•	 Local Development
•	 Council

LOCAL SANGGUNIAN
•	 Vice Gov/Mayor
•	 Sanggunian Members
•	 Sangguniang Kabataan
•	 Provincial/Municipal/City 

Federation President (Ex-officio)
•	 Local Sanggunian Secretary 

Legislative Staff
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Other notable laws also highlight the role of the 
SKs in nation-building. Republic Act No. 10121, 
or the Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Management Act of 2010 includes the role of 
the SK in promoting and mainstreaming disaster 
risk reduction (DRR) among the youth. The SK 
Federation in Makati adopted a resolution requiring 
each SK to allot 5% of its annual budget to the 
SK’s DRR programme. The majority of the youth 
council’s DRR activities are a series of training on 
how to provide emergency first aid and how to 
become volunteers in their barangay. A few SKs 
also conduct seminars for the youth on disaster 
preparedness, evacuation, and vulnerability 
analysis, as well as distribute emergency first aid 
kits. Youth in the Philippines account for one fifth 
(20%) of the population and represent significant 
potentials to contribute to DRR efforts simply by 
virtue of their sheer numbers, though we must 
be cautious of unrealistic expectations given 
the historical level of participation. This review 

of Philippine national  policies on youth council 
participation in DRR reveals disparities between 
ideal scenarios and actual youth participation in 
DRR in practice (Fernandez and Shaw, 2013).

With the foregoing discussion, seeing as the SK 
is a unique and important mechanism in enabling 
genuine youth development and participation, 
and with the current global health crisis, this 
study investigated the programmes launched 
by select SKs in response to COVID-19, as well 
as their challenges in the implementation of such 
programmes, in pursuit of providing evidence-
based research for national policy and programme 
development on pandemic response and youth 
participation. In addition, this study will also add 
to the growing literature on youth participation and 
pandemic responses, since as of the date of this 
research, no study has investigated the response of 
youth leaders against COVID-19 in the Philippines. 
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Methodology
Research design

The study employed descriptive survey research 
using both quantitative and qualitative approaches. 
It described the activities conducted by the SK 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and described the 
successes and challenges in implementing these 
projects and programmes. 

Respondents 

A total of 34 SK Presidents sampled from the  
different administrative regions in the Philippines 
served as collaborators of the study. Two 
collaborators were purposely selected from 
each of the 17 administrative regions in 
the country. The Federation President is 
elected from among the members of the SK 
Federation, composed of SK Chairpersons 
of the barangays (smallest political unit in the  
Philippines) in each LGU. The President of the 
SK Federation is the head of the Local Youth 
Development Council (LYDC), and also serves as 
an ex officio member of their local Sanggunian. 

The selection criteria are as follows: (1) must be 
an SK President in a city or municipality; (2) has 
conducted at least two PPAs during the COVID-19 
pandemic; (3) speaks English and Filipino; and (4) 
is willing to participate in the study. 

Research instrument

The study utilized two instruments, the online survey 
questionnaire via Google Form and the interview 
protocol for the virtual one-on-one interview via 
Zoom. The survey tool was designed based on 
the SK framework of participation and review  
of the literature. The interview guide was crafted 
based on the main purpose of the study. The tools 
were content validated.

Data collection

Prior to data collection, ethical clearance was 
secured from the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). An 
endorsement from the Philippine NYC and UNDP 
in the Philippines was also secured for wider 
dissemination of the call for collaborators. The 
researchers also conducted an initial mapping of 
the collaborators that have implemented PPAs on 
COVID-19 response. From the initial mapping, the 
researchers selected participants with a maximum 
of two conducted PPAs on COVID-19 response.

The researchers then sent official communication 
letters, together with the participant information 
sheet and consent forms to the selected 
collaborators. An online survey link was sent to 
the collaborators via email. The collaborators 
were given two weeks to respond to the online 
questionnaire. After which, the researchers 
identified the collaborators for the online interview. 
A separate letter was sent to the collaborators 
regarding the schedule of the interview. 
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The virtual interviews were scheduled based on 
the availability of the collaborators. The virtual 
interviews ran from 30 minutes to an hour. The 
researchers asked permission to record the 
interviews and downloaded the online form data for 
the survey and transcribed the virtual interviews for 
analysis. 

Data analysis 

The study employed descriptive statistics such 
as frequency counts and per cent using Microsoft 
Excel. The qualitative data culled from the interview 
were thematically analysed. The data were 
presented using charts, graphs, and narratives. 

Ethical considerations

A consent form, embedded in the online survey tool, 
that includes an explanation of the project as well as 
the involvement and information required was sent 
to potential collaborators. The participants then 
indicated whether they were willing to accomplish 
an online questionnaire, an online interview, and 
send a copy of the documentary evidence of their 
projects if available. They were also asked if they 
were willing to have photos of their projects be 
used in the research paper. 

The online questionnaire ensured the anonymity 
of the collaborators and the data provided were 
aggregated to ensure that there would be no 
identifier of a particular collaborator. The recordings 
at the end of the study would be kept safe by the 
researchers for a year in the event of a need to 
refer to them if a question or verification arises 
regarding the research paper. After this time, the 
recordings would be permanently deleted from the 
computer or storage device. 

Each of the researchers was assigned to interview 
the collaborators and as such, all the researchers 
would be responsible for the destruction of the 
recordings of their particular interviews. The 
data from the online questionnaire as well as the 
documents were sent to and stored by a certain 
member who would be responsible for the deletion.

The respondents were informed that they could 
withdraw if they chose to, and the researchers 
reassured them that existing data will not be used 
if they so wished. The safety and well-being of the 
collaborators were ensured throughout the data 
collection process.
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Findings
Research collaborators

The SK Federation Presidents are the target 
collaborators for the research. Details regarding 
the PPAs that their respective SK Federations 
implemented in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic were obtained from them through 
surveys and interviews. Prospect research 
collaborators were scouted remotely through 
Convenience Sampling and Referral Sampling.

The Philippine archipelago is divided into three 
main island groups and 17 administrative regions: 
(1) Luzon, with eight regions, (2) the Visayas, with 
three regions, and (3) Mindanao, with six regions. 
The researchers collaborated with at least one 
SK President from all regions in the Visayas and 
Mindanao and at least one SK President in 50% of 
the regions in Luzon, the Philippines’ largest island 
group. There are a total of 23 collaborators for this 
research, 9 of whom were interviewed for further 
analysis on how they responded to the pandemic.

Table 1. Geographical distribution of SK Municipalities of research collaborators

Island group Region Number of collaborators

Luzon 

Region 1 1
Region 4-A (CALABARZON) 2
Region 4-B (MIMAROPA) 2
Region 5 2

Subtotal 7

Visayas
Region 6 2
Region 7 2
Region 8 2

Subtotal 6

Mindanao

Region 9 1
Region 10 3
Region 11 1
Region 12 3
Region 13 1
BARMM (Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in 
Muslim Mindanao) 1

Subtotal 10

Grand total 23
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Figure 2. Geographical distribution of SK Municipalities of research collaborators

Initiatives or programmes, projects, and activities (PPAs) implemented  
by SK Federations in response to COVID-19

Figure 3. How the SK Federations responded to the COVID-19 pandemic
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Most SK Federations responded through 
information campaigns, which supported 
Alhambra’s claim that youth leaders used 
technology to continue their advocacies and 
engagements during the pandemic – followed by 
Distribution of Relief Goods and Programmes for 
the Vulnerable, which both catered to the residents 
and frontliners of their municipalities.

Information Campaigns include spreading 
awareness on COVID-19, vaccine campaigns, 
announcements on quarantine restrictions and the 
number of cases in their respective municipalities. 
Distribution of Relief Goods includes the 
distribution of food and hygiene kits. Programmes 
for the vulnerable include special projects for 
the marginalized, unemployed, frontliners, and 
the transportation sector. Online Activities and 
Seminars include workshops, dialogues, and online 

concerts and contests; most projects are TikTok 
challenges and online concerts to encourage youth 
participation while staying at home. Mental health 
seminars and pieces of training for career and 
educational advancement are also included in this 
category. Environmental Management Programmes 
include projects that focus on sustainability and the 
environment.

Projects, programmes, and activities 
featured by the SK Presidents

The researchers limited the number of PPAs that 
the SK Presidents could feature in the survey to 
two. Out of the 23 collaborators, 21 elaborated 
on two projects. The data presented following 
this statement are from the 44 projects that the SK 
Presidents featured.

Figure 4. Number of PPAs the SK Presidents submitted

91.3%
of SK Presidents
submitted two 
projects to be 
featured

There are

44%
PPAs for the 
data presented 
below

Figure 5. Focus of the PPAs featured by the collaborators
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Most of the PPAs featured by the SK Presidents 
focused on Public Health, followed by Food 
Security, then Education. 

Public Health includes projects that focus 
on protecting and improving their respective 
constituents’ health during the pandemic, including 
distributing face masks, face shields, hygiene kits, 
and launching information campaigns to keep the 
public informed. Food Security includes projects 
like distributing relief goods and workshops for 
food security such as home gardening seminars. 
Education includes establishing free wi-fi zones, 
free printing of modules, distribution of modules, 
tutorials, and training of teachers and parents. 

Peace and Order include free transportation for 
frontliners who are affected by the quarantine 
restrictions, helping the authorities maintain order 
during the quarantine restrictions by providing 
volunteers who are assigned to run errands for the 
residents, and online activities that aim to keep 
youth engaged while encouraging them to stay at 
home. Youth empowerment includes projects that 
aim to network youth and train youth leaders. 

Employment includes training and workshops 
for career advancement. Lastly, Mental Health 
refers to the online seminars launched by the SK 
Federations for mental wellness.

Figure 6. Regional distribution of the PPAs featured by the collaborators
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Figure 7. Geographical distribution, by major island, of the PPAs featured by the collaborators
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Figure 8. Regional distribution of the focus of the PPAs featured by the collaborators

Figure 9. Geographical distribution of the focus of the PPAs featured by the collaborators
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Figure 10. Target population of the PPAs featured by the collaborators

Target population of the projects, programmes, and activities featured  
by the SK Presidents

Most of the projects featured by the SK Presidents 
are for the residents of their municipalities; this 
mainly consists of distributing relief goods, 
masks, and face shields. It is followed by projects 
for students, which primarily includes module 
distribution, free printing services, free Wi-Fi zones, 
and programmes intended to promote literacy. 
Projects for the marginalized sectors include 

employment and career advancement workshops, 
financial assistance, and fundraising activities. 
Following this, projects are specifically for frontliners 
which include personal protective equipment 
(PPE), hygiene kits, and free transportation. Lastly, 
projects are for the youth which mainly include 
online contests and leadership workshops.
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The majority of the projects were implemented 
during the Enhanced Community Quarantine (ECQ) 
and the General Community Quarantine (GCQ) in 
their respective municipalities; the former having 
stricter quarantine regulations.

Figure 11. Frequency of the quarantine restrictions in the SK Federation’s respective municipalities 
when their featured PPAs were implemented
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1Modified Enhanced Community Quarantine (MECQ)
2Modified General Community Quarantine (MECQ)
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At the onset of the pandemic in March 2020, the 
majority of the projects were for public health, such 
as distribution of face masks and face shields – 
followed by projects for food security, which 
featured projects like relief goods distribution and 
backyard food gardening. 

Youth empowerment such as online activities and 
seminars started in the second quarter of 2020. 
In the same quarter, the priority on food security 
increased. 

Mental health became a focus in the third quarter 
of the same year. In an interview with an SK 
Federation in Visayas, their City Health Office 
recorded an increase in suicidal youth cases 
during the community lockdown, which has been 

implemented in the country since March 2020. In 
the same quarter, the Kapatagan SK Federation 
launched a project that featured the promotion of 
eco-bricks. They encouraged their municipality to 
participate by exchanging a kilogram of eco-bricks 
for a kilogram of rice. 

Employment became a focus at the start of 2021. 
Tagbilaran SK Federation started a programme 
helping establish small businesses by distributing 
business permits. General Santos City SK  
Federation also started the TUPAD Programme, 
providing emergency employment to about 200 
displaced youth workers. Throughout the timeline, 
projects for education and public health were the 
most consistent.

Figure 13. Timeline of the implementation of the PPAs featured by the collaborators according to 
their PPAs, grouped by quarantine restrictions in their respective municipalities
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Figure 14. Frequency of the SK Federations 
that collaborated with private organizations 
upon the implementation of their featured PPAs

Figure 15. Distribution of SK Federations 
that collaborated with private organizations 
according to the quarantine restrictions upon 
the implementation of their featured PPAs

Figure 16. Frequency of 
the SK Federations that 
reached the target number 
of participants for their 
featured PPAs
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Figure 17. Distribution of the SK Federations on whether they 
reached their target number of participants in relation to their 
collaboration with private organizations, grouped by the quarantine 
restrictions upon the implementation of their featured PPAs
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Majority of the PPAs featured by the SK Presidents 
reached their target number of participants. As 
shown in Figure 17, the highest number of PPAs 
that reached their target number of participants 
were the ones launched during GCQ and did 
not collaborate with any private organizations. 

In totality, most of the projects that were able 
to reach their target number of participants are 
those launched without collaboration with private 
organizations. All of the SK Federations were able 
to reach their featured PPA’s objectives.

Figure 18. Frequency of SK Federations that reached their PPA’s objectives

Figure 19. Distribution of the challenges the SK Federations encountered throughout the 
implementation of their PPAs
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Figure 20. Distribution of the challenges the SK Federations encountered throughout  
the implementation of their PPAs per island group

Most of the SK Presidents cited budget as the most 
pressing challenge they faced upon implementing 
their PPAs. Although it is evident throughout the 
main islands, only Mindanao has it as its leading 
issue. Mobility and Logistics are the most pressing 
issue of SKs in Luzon and the Visayas, which is the 
second foremost challenge overall. 

In SK Federations like Jordan, Ormoc, Occidental 
Mindoro, and Midsayap, the volunteers initially 
funded their projects from their own pockets due 
to their organization’s lack of funds. Their initiatives 
immediately rippled through their communities 
which encouraged residents, private organizations, 
and prominent individuals to support their projects 
through donations and endowment. In an interview 
with SK Occidental Mindoro, aside from using their 
own money to start the project, they initially stayed 
in their municipality’s state university for more than 
a month without leaving the institution due to the 
quarantine restrictions. Food and donations such as 
materials for their fabric face masks were delivered 
to them. Initially, they planned to create 2,000 
masks for their community, but due to the growing 
demand for face masks in their community and the 
continuous support of the organizations and private 
individuals they collaborated with, they were able 

to distribute about 10,000 fabric face masks and 
160 PPE suits. SK Ormoc’s do-it-yourself (DIY) 
face shield initiative became self-sufficient due to 
the funds it received from donations and from the 
private companies its federation collaborated with. 
They were able to distribute about 200 face shields 
to their municipality’s tricycle drivers and supply face 
shields to the four biggest hospitals in Ormoc and the 
neighbouring cities outside their municipality.

On the other hand, SK Municipality of Jordan raised 
funds through selling shirts which paved the way 
for the financial independence of their federation. 
They started the Bangon sa Gihapon T-shirt for a 
Cause to raise funds for lactating mothers. Bangon 
sa Gihapon means To Stand Again – it is initially a 
tribute to the Guimaras Sea Tragedy last August 
2019, which resulted in the death of 31 individuals. 
Their fundraising activity aimed not just to uplift 
the name of their municipality but the whole 
Guimaras. With the profit from the same project, 
they were able to provide hygiene kits and relief 
goods to frontliners. Their federation also launched 
the read-aloud programme in partnership with  
non-government organizations (NGOs), which 
provided books for their initiative. 
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SK Federations in Baybay, Alaminos, and General 
Santos collaborated with private organizations to 
launch their projects despite budget limitations. In 
an interview with SK Baybay, their project Youth in 
Agriculture was made possible by their partnership 
with East-West Seed Company, which sponsored 
them with about 500 sets of assorted seeds. The 
SK Federation President of Baybay also stressed 
that the collaboration was made possible by 
establishing the integrity of their SK Federation.

SK Mate and Kapatagan mentioned mobility as a 
difficulty they faced in implementing their projects 
during the pandemic. SK Municipality of Kapatagan 
launched a sustainable way to tackle food security 
and solid waste management by exchanging 
eco-bricks for rice. However, it was challenging 
to create a systematic way for its residents to 
participate in their initiative without violating the 
quarantine protocols.

Recommendations of SKs relative to the improvement of their COVID-19 
response

Figure 21. Distribution of the recommendations of the SK Federations relative to their COVID-19 
response
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Most of the SKs listed partnership as their 
recommendation for the implementation of their 
PPAs. In an interview with SK Occidental Mindoro, 
it was stated that partnerships and having the 
right connections could have made the process 
of launching their project more convenient. It is 
also evident that most of the SKs that lacked the 

funding for their projects were able to continue 
their initiatives by eventually collaborating with 
organizations and individuals who sponsored 
their projects. For both Luzon and the Visayas, 
establishing partnerships is also the most cited 
recommendation. 
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Figure 22. Distribution of the recommendations of the SK Federations relative to their COVID-19 
response per island group, gathered via interviews
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Figure 23. Focus of the next projects the SK Presidents are about to 
launch based on the interviews made with nine SK Presidents

Luzon Visayas Mindanao

In Mindanao, participation of the target beneficiaries 
is the most frequent recommendation. SK General 
Santos City, which launched the Sukagod Series 
that aims to discuss issues on mental health through 

live streaming on Facebook, mentioned that it is a 
struggle to keep the viewers watching because of 
the lack of interaction in online platforms.
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Four out of nine interviewed SK Presidents 
expressed the alarming rate of residents who were 
not willing to be vaccinated in their respective 
municipalities. In a statement made by a collaborator 
from Mindanao, their fellow Bangsamoro refused 
to be vaccinated because it is considered haram. 
They aim to encourage their constituents to get 
vaccinated and give reassurance that there are 
available vaccines that do not contain any animal 
products. On the other hand, there is a municipality 
in the Visayas whose residents did not believe 
in the pandemic, and they call it ‘plantdemic’ 
because they believe that it is only planted by 
the government. Lack of awareness about the 

pandemic and how vaccines work played a huge 
role in their residents’ compliance with getting the 
vaccine.

Several SK Presidents also mentioned livelihood 
and employment opportunities as one of the 
effects of COVID-19 that their municipality should 
focus on. In Occidental Mindoro, many students 
dropped out of school during the pandemic due to 
power interruptions and poor internet connection. 
The collaborator from General Santos also 
mentioned their municipality’s pressing issue of 
displaced workers and out-of-school youth due to 
the pandemic. 

Monitoring of the PPAs

It can be inferred that there is no standard practice 
in monitoring the PPAs of the SK Federations. 
From an interview with nine SK Presidents, there is 
an equal distribution between the following:

1.	 Government-mandated reports: reports for the 
Commission on Audit (COA) and the Depart-
ment of Interior and Local Government (DILG) 
Annual Accomplishment Reports;

2.	 Social media: announcements made on the 
progress of their project through social media 
posts and social media engagements for online 
activities; and

3.	 Participation of local leaders: leaders and 
volunteers to observe progress for the fulfilment 
of the projects.

Some of the SK Presidents also cited auditing and 
distribution of online evaluation forms in order to 
monitor the progress and impact of their PPAs 
during the interview.

Figure 24. How the PPAs are monitored based on the interviews made with nine SK Presidents

Social media

27%

13%

6%

27%

27%

Auditing

Online evaluation forms

Government-mandated reports

Participation of local leaders



207

Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World

Analysis and 
discussion
The primary objective of this research is to document 
the responses of youth leaders in the Philippines, 
particularly the SKs, to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Based on the data obtained and presented, the 
following analytical points are inferred. 

Youth leaders as disaster risk managers

This research found that the SKs primarily 
implemented PPAs related to public health. More 
particularly, most of the SKs were involved in and/
or initiated the distribution of various COVID-19 
health and safety materials such as face masks, 
face shields, and alcohol or sanitizers. The response 
of the SKs could be attributed to their mandate 
under the SK Reform Act as well as the Philippine 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Act 
of 2010. Under those laws, the youth leaders’ 
role as disaster risk managers are highlighted 
and are deemed important. Specifically, Section 
20 (c) of the SK Reform Act of 2015 indicates 
that SK funds must be utilized in implementing 
PPAs ‘that will promote and ensure the equitable 
access to quality education, environmental 
protection, climate change adaptation, disaster 
risk reduction and resiliency’, among others 
(SK Reform Act 2015). Furthermore, according 
to Section 14 of the Philippine Disaster Risk 
Reduction and Management Act of 2010, the ‘SK 
councils shall encourage community, specifically 
the youth, participation in disaster risk reduction 
and management activities, such as organizing 
quick response groups, particularly in identified 
disaster-prone areas, as well as the inclusion of 

disaster risk reduction and management 
programmes as part of the SK programmes and 
projects’ (Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Management Act 2010). In this case, the COVID-19 
pandemic is naturally seen as a health disaster, 
posing various risks to the lives of their respective 
communities. 

Youth have also conducted intensive information 
campaigns relative to COVID-19. This is consistent 
with the study of the ILO (2020) where it was 
found that, during the pandemic, youth have been 
engaged in information drives aimed at ‘fighting 
misinformation’ and other online campaigns on 
COVID-19. The SKs have also maximized the 
potential of social media in their information drives 
on COVID-19, such as Facebook and TikTok. 

The research also found that the SKs focused 
on projects relative to food security, such as the 
distribution of relief goods. This response is still 
consistent with their mandate under Philippine laws. 
As one of the main strategies of LGUs in providing 
relief to affected communities during disasters, the 
provision for relief goods has become a ‘natural’ 
response over the past years. It is notable, however, 
that some of the SKs integrated innovations in 
their response. To help in achieving food security 
amidst the pandemic, the SKs initiated training 
programmes on home gardening. Their response 
may be attributed to the emerging food security 
and sustainability movement in the Philippines 
which was further popularized and recognized due 
to the pandemic. 
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Ensuring accessible education 
amidst the pandemic

The SKs helped in ensuring that education 
was accessible to school learners amidst the 
pandemic. Given the limitations on physical 
mobility of both learners and educators due 
to quarantine restrictions and protocols, the 
education system shifted to a combination of both 
virtual and physical (modular) mode of learning. 
This prompted the SKs to help in the printing and 
distribution of learning modules as well as the 
establishment of free Wi-Fi zones. 

This response is still consistent with their mandate 
under the SK Reform Act. 

Challenges encountered

The research found that one of the main challenges 
encountered by the SKs in responding to the 
pandemic is budget insufficiency. However, under 
Section 20 (a) of the SK Reform Act of 2015, ‘Ten 
percent (10%) of the general fund of the barangay 
shall be set aside for the Sangguniang Kabataan’ 
(SK Reform Act 2015). The Act further states that 
‘the Sangguniang Kabataan shall have financial 
independence in its operations, disbursements 
and encashment of their fund, income and 
expenditures’ (ibid.). A possible explanation for this, 
which was also mentioned during their interviews, 
was the lack of technical knowledge on budget 
utilization and overall project management. It must 
also be noted that the budget allotment for each 
SK varies depending on their LGU’s income class. 
The restrictions on physical mobility and logistical 
capacity due to quarantine restrictions also greatly 
posed a challenge on the SKs’ capabilities to 
respond to the pandemic. The SKs also identified 
the lack or insufficient support from their LGU as a 
challenge in actualizing their pandemic response 
plans. Despite this being identified as a challenge, 
the SKs ranked this low in their recommendations.

Driven by their willingness to serve their community 
during the pandemic, the SKs found a solution 
to address financial and logistical constraints by 
forging partnerships with both government and 
NGO. This is consistent with the study of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) where it was found that 
various youth-led organizations have collaborated 
with national governments and other organizations 
to implement their initiatives during the pandemic. 

Context-based responses
The research found that the responses of the 
collaborators differ depending on the needs of their 
respective communities and on the quarantine 
level of their municipalities. The youth leaders in 
Luzon primarily focused on the distribution of 
relief goods and hygiene kits, while the SKs in the 
Visayas and Mindanao regions mostly implemented 
programmes on education such as provision for 
assistance in distance learning. The quarantine level 
of their respective localities also influenced their 
responses. For the first quarter, specifically in March 
where the nationwide lockdown was implemented 
by the national Government, most of the projects 
focused on public health such as the fabrication 
and distribution of face masks, face shields, and 
hygiene kits. Another context-based response 
was documented in Visayas where an increasing 
rate of suicidal tendencies among the youth was 
recorded. The SKs in that region implemented 
projects and activities anchored on mental health 
awareness. It is therefore inferred that the youth 
leaders were also able to tailor their programmes 
and projects based on the specific needs of their 
communities. Another evidence of their context-
based response is observed in the planned PPAs 
of the SKs during the remaining months of 2021. 
Due to rampant spread of misinformation, the 
SKs planned to intensify their campaigns on the 
importance of vaccination against COVID-19. With 
the alarming rate of unemployment and out-of-
school youth, the SKs in the Visayas and Mindanao 
also aim to focus on those issues in the coming 
months. 
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Partnership and participation as the 
way forward

As the country continued to grapple with the public 
health crisis brought by COVID-19, the SKs have 
identified some recommendations which they 
believe would greatly help them in their COVID-19 
responses. The youth leaders across the three 
major island regions believe that partnerships and 
linkages would make significant contributions in 
their responses, most especially in the pooling of  
 
 

 
 
 
resources, both human and financial. This 
may be explained by their experience of how 
previous challenges encountered due to financial 
constraints have been addressed by forging 
partnerships. The SKs also recommended the 
creation of platforms that would strengthen youth 
participation, cooperation, and volunteerism during 
the pandemic. 
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Conclusion and 
recommendations
Using quantitative and qualitative methods through 
surveys and in-depth interviews, this research 
undertaking presents a clearer perspective on 
how the SK Officials responded to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Specifically, this research has identified 
the common PPAs implemented by the SKs, the 
challenges encountered during implementation, as 
well as the recommendations of the SKs relative 
to the improvement of their COVID-19 response 
initiatives.

The youth leaders’ PPAs implemented in response 
to the pandemic revolve around public health, 
followed by food security, education, and peace 
and order. From the foregoing discussion, it can be 
surmised that the youth leaders have an important 
role in DRR and management. On the other hand, 
mobility and logistics, budget constraints, lack of 
support from their LGUs, and participation from 
the youth sector are the identified challenges in the 
implementation of PPAs in response to COVID-19. 
Lastly, the majority of the SKs have emphasized 
that partnerships are their recommendations for 
the improvement of the implementation of their 
PPAs. Other notable recommendations include 
the active participation of target beneficiaries, 
increased mobility, and an intensified information 
dissemination strategy. 

Based on the findings of the study, the young 
researchers are able to consolidate and propose 
a set of recommendations which may be adopted 
by various agencies, both government and non-
government. It is recommended:

	� That the national Government and LGUs craft 
new policies or amend existing government 
policies in order to improve the financial planning 
and management skills of the SKs, as well as 
to improve their capacities to access funds 
especially during calamities and disasters.

	� That a series of workshops and training 
on entrepreneurship organized by both the 
Government and NGOs may be conducted 
to improve the capacities of SKs and other 
youth leaders in organizing and implementing 
entrepreneurship initiatives which have been 
found to be effective in augmenting funds for 
the SKs.

	� For a series of workshops or trainings on 
developing youth-led (SK) disaster resilience, 
response, and recovery plan, including an 
intensive training on results-based project 
management, to be organized by the government 
(e.g. DILG, Philippine NYC, Development 
Academy of the Philippines [DAP]), higher 
education and learning institutions (e.g. UP 
National College of Public Administration and 
Governance, Ateneo School of Government, 
Asian Institute of Management) and NGOs, to 
better equip the SKs and other youth leaders 
in responding to the pandemic and future 
disasters.
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	� That the Government conduct seminars, 
summits, and conferences in order to provide 
the SKs with avenues for collaboration, 
partnerships, and linkages both with public and 
the private sectors.

	� That the national Government institutionalize a 
reward or incentive programme for the best SK-
led PPAs on disaster response to encourage 
project sustainability and innovation.

	� For both the national and local governments 
to forge partnerships with higher education 
institutions (HEIs) and other institutions of 
higher learning to ensure the regular conduct 
of research and documentation of youth-led 
disaster responses. The research outputs will 
serve as an important resource for policy and 
programme development by the national and 
local governments.

	� For both government and NGO to conduct 
a series of workshops or trainings on (Risk) 
Communication Plan (online and offline) and 
Digital Literacy and Marketing to improve the 
capacity of the SKs in implementing Education 
and Information Campaigns (EICs) relative to 
the pandemic or disasters; and

	� For the Government to take the lead in exploring 
partnerships within the sector, private, and 
voluntary sectors to ensure better synergies and 
clearer direction for national youth development 
in the Philippines.
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Through their papers, presented in the previous 
sections, the young authors convey valuable ideas 
and policy messages to different stakeholders. 
These messages are informed not only by the 
young authors’ own perspectives and analysis, 
but, most importantly, by the perspectives of the 
young respondents of these 10 studies. 

To facilitate the uptake of these messages, this 
section proposes a synthesis of the key messages 
for each of the main stakeholder groups identified 
by the young authors in their studies. The messages 
below must also be read in conjunction with the 
global and the theme-specific recommendations of 
the YAR on COVID-19 initiative that are presented 
in the UNESCO Global Policy Brief ‘Youth as 
Researchers Exploring the Impact of COVID-19 on 
Youth’. 

Overarching policy message: youth experiences 
and voices should consistently be included in the 
research, policies and practices that are relevant 
to the realization of their rights. In doing so, it is 
important to consider that youth are not a global 
homogeneous group and have considerable 
diversity in their needs, voices and perspectives, 
which need to be meaningfully included and 
considered. 

Priority on multistakeholder partnerships: 
partnerships between government actors, 
public and private sector entities, civil society 
organizations – including youth-led organizations 
– and multilateral or bilateral development 
actors are critical in addressing the complex and 
diverse challenges faced by youth. In doing so, 
mechanisms and practices to ensure meaningful 
youth engagement need to be in place, as well as 
related institutional capacity to operationalize them. 

Priority areas for multistakeholder 
collaboration include:

	� Youth mental health, namely measures to 
ensure mental health literacy, care and support 
for students’ mental health and advocacy 
efforts to end stigmatization. Such measures 
could leverage the power of social media 
applications to encourage youth to interact with 
one another and to provide mindfulness outlets 
for youth (e.g. partnering with already existing 
mindfulness platforms for a subsidized price or 
bringing in licensed therapists and mindfulness 
specialists to speak to youth about how they 
can improve their mental health). 

KEY POLICY  
MESSAGES

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381506
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381506
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381506
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	� Access to online learning, namely through 
financial assistance schemes for marginalized 
communities, female students – scholarships, 
awards and subsidies for renting and purchasing 
of devices. Such investment is critically 
needed to address the disparity in access to 
internet devices to technology and education. 
Investment in building infrastructures to facilitate 
online learning, with emphasis on provision of 
affordable and reliable electricity as well as wide 
coverage, accessible and affordable internet 
services is also key in addressing access 
challenges.

	� Life-school-work balance, namely in terms 
of ensuring a balance between academic and 
household chores, especially through a gender 
lens, designated space to study and digital 
infrastructure. Awareness programmes targeted 
at the parents and guardians encouraging them 
to support continued education and learning of 
young people at home can prove highly beneficial. 

	� Youth capacity to respond to crises, 
namely in terms of strengthening youth and 
youth organizations’ capacities to respond to 
disruptions in everyday life that can be created by 
crises or disasters. In this direction, priority should 
be given to building capacities relevant to digital 
literacy and marketing, youth entrepreneurialism, 
(Risk) Communication Planning (online and 
offline), implementing Education and Information 
Campaigns (EICs) relative to pandemics or 
disasters, and youth-led disaster resilience, 
response, and recovery. Opening avenues for 
youth to collaborate, partner and link with the 
public and the private sector on these is also 
greatly needed. 

Pressing need for targeted 
government policies addressing: 

Mental health: the young authors recommended 
that governments allocate a minimum of 4% of the 
national budget to the mental health care sector 
specifically. They also identified a need for a close 
collaboration between the Ministries of Health, 
Education and Information Technology to design 
and implement policies on Mental Health that must 
include targeted policy measures to:

	� Protect and support youth and the mental health 
of young people and, particularly, students

	� Introduce compulsory courses on mental health 
care, stress management, personal well-being, 
in the undergraduate curriculum

	� Combine existing health care and mental health 
resources

	� Develop evidence-based quality reports to 
ensure quality assurance (measures to ensure 
quality of services), control and monitoring 
(using indicators to ensure the said recourse is 
of benefit to the patient)

	� Establish mechanisms to regulate state bodies 
and ensure that they have requisite funds to 
invest in early detection and quality treatment. 
This is critical in reducing the financial burden 
on respondents as a barrier to access the 
needed service

Online learning: the young authors identified the 
need for targeted policies and earmarked funding 
aimed at institutionalizing accessible and inclusive 
online learning in universities and ensuring quality 
and equitable access, adequate curriculum, 
preparation for professors, as well as free and 
affordable internet services and infrastructure. 
Leveraging the power and potential of social 
networks to enable greater access of youth to 
education and learning was also recommended. 



215

Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World

Sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR): 
the young authors raised the need for government 
policies to mandate the inclusion of ‘gender-sensitive 
and rights-based’ Sexual and Reproductive Health 
(SRH) education in school curricula, as well as to 
adapt government contingency plans for health 
emergencies, by allocating budgetary resources 
to SRH clinical service delivery, in order to ensure 
that essential services of SRH are not significantly 
impacted during and post-pandemic. 

Youth-led organizations’ capacity: the young 
authors called on governments to include in new 
or existing government policies, measures that 
would help improve the financial planning and 
management skills of youth-led organizations, as 
well their capacities to access funds especially 
during crises. 

Clear recognition of the critical role of higher 
education institutions (HEIs) in:

	� Student mental health, particularly with respect 
to the critical need for HEIs to acknowledge 
young people’s mental health struggles, create 
motivation and counselling sessions accessible 
face-to-face or online to help students cope 
with mental health-related issues, and creating 
and disseminating a curriculum to equalize 
youth-oriented mental health services.

	� Inclusive and accessible hybrid learning, 
particularly with respect to adopting a flexible 
approach to learning and assessments and 
building on best practices to establish a 
balanced hybrid learning programme for 
students allowing both engagement and remote 
access to education. The varied situations and 
contexts need to be taken into account – through 
needs assessments organized by the HEIs with 
the meaningful engagement of students – to set 
realistic learning outcomes emphasizing critical 
understanding and analysis. To resolve issues 
of disconnection from learning communities, 

HEIs can develop multimodal communication 
platforms, such as online chat services that 
allow students to voice different kinds of needs 
as well as connect with peers.

	� Student-teacher and student-student 
relationships, particularly with respect to 
arranging online extracurricular sessions to 
strengthen and maintain these relationships. In 
the same direction, it is also important for HEIs 
to establish capacity-building programmes 
for professors to ensure their preparedness 
to optimally use digital technologies and offer 
students an interactive learning experience. 
Finally, regular systems enabling evaluation of 
professors by students should be established. 

	� SRH-related stigma among students, 
particularly with respect to reviewing existing 
SRH education curricula and the teaching of 
SRH in school contexts to help ascertain if/
how stigma is addressed and identify gaps in 
educational provision of SRH.

Call for academia to invest in policy-oriented 
research on: 

	� Youth mental health, particularly in order 
to examine the internal and external factors 
impacting youth mental health, inclusive of 
economic, social and political considerations; 
explore descriptive and injunctive norms and 
self-efficacy in reluctance to seek professional 
help; and assessing the availability and quality 
of professional mental health services at 
education institutions.

	� SRH, particularly in order to build further 
knowledge on women’s experience of abortion 
care during the pandemic (to better understand 
the barriers for women during this period), as well 
as to examine how youth would prefer to access 
SRH services in the future since experiencing 
digital options during the pandemic.
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	� Youth-led disaster/pandemic responses, 
particularly in terms of identifying both key gaps 
and successful practices that could inform 
policy and programme development by national 
and local governments.

Necessity to recognize and invest in the 
expertise of youth-relevant practitioners 
(development sector and civil society, including 
youth and grass-roots organizations and youth 
workers), particularly in the areas of:

	� Psychosocial support and mental health. Civil 
society organizations can make an important 
contribution in this area through targeted 
psychosocial support and recreational activities 
for youth. Also, in some cases, facilitating the 
collaboration between grass-roots mental health 
groups is key to increasing accessibility and 
monitoring of prescription medication for youth. 
Finally, in rural and suburban areas, community 
leaders can be supported in promoting mental 
health literacy and prevention of mental health 
challenges, improve knowledge and develop 
positive attitudes towards mental health 
services.

	� Access to and realization of SRHR. Youth 
development practitioners can play an 
important role in expanding youth access to 
SRHR information and diversifying outreach 
mechanisms to ensure youth can access SRH 
services by proactively bringing information 
and services to them, with an emphasis on 
young women and girls as they were primarily 
affected by delays in the provision of SRHR 
services during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 
addition, they can invest in digital infrastructure 
and training for youth programmes to facilitate 
peer-to-peer knowledge sharing and SRHR 
information campaigns. 
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CLOSING MESSAGE BY 
THE YOUTH STEERING 
COMMITTEE OF THE YAR 
ON COVID-19 INITIATIVE

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only brought 
unprecedented challenges but has also shed light 
on the immense potential and importance of young 
people as knowledge holders and producers. 
The example of the Youth as Researchers (YAR) 
programme showcases the significant role of young 
people in decision-making processes that directly 
impact their lives. As young people, we saw this 
as an instrumental opportunity in addressing the 
disruptions faced by youth during the pandemic, 
while also ensuring that their voices were included 
in policies and programmes. Young people’s 
unwavering resilience and their exceptional 
teamwork and research work have pioneered the 
importance of youth knowledge and voice.

During times of crisis, the agency and contributions 
of youth are often overlooked, and they are not 
recognized as individuals capable of making 
meaningful contributions to crisis response. 
However, the YAR programme proved otherwise. 
In the face of fear and uncertainty, young people 
stepped up, eager to contribute and become 
actively engaged, showcased their perspectives 
and shared the experiences of other young people. 
The overwhelming response to the call for volunteer 
participants in the programme, highlighted their 
readiness to lead the way out of the uncertainty 

we were all facing with unwavering determination. 
The YAR programme showed that young people 
are not only the future, but are first and foremost 
also the present. 

The initiative trusted and gave young people 
the autonomy to research how the pandemic 
impacted their lives. Policy makers primarily 
focused on structural challenges such as access 
to education and disruptions in service delivery 
during the pandemic. However, young participants 
of the YAR programme provided a different 
perspective, emphasizing the personal, social, 
and psychological challenges that would have 
long-lasting effects and would require significant 
efforts to address. They helped us recognize 
our blind spots and brought attention to the 
fact that life for young people would not simply 
return to normal once the pandemic ended. Their 
fundamental educational, social, psychological, 
and personal development had been severely 
hindered, denying them critical years of growth 
and human experience.

The research topics adressed through the 
YAR programme were critical and highlighted 
the meaningful engagement of young people. 
Studies on the access and quality of higher 

Closing message by the Youth Steering Committee
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education, changes in sexual and reproductive 
health rights, youth well-being, technological 
challenges in higher education, barriers to 
accessing mental health services, online learning 
transitions, youth access to COVID-19 information, 
and country-specific assessments provided 
valuable insights and new perspectives into 
the experiences and needs of youth during the 
pandemic. The research within this publication and 
the research conducted by the young people not 
only shed light on the critical issues affecting young 
people, but also provided key recommendations 
that showcase tangible pathways for improvement, 
encouraging both policymakers and stakeholders 
to implement transformative measures to enhance 
the lives of young people globally. 

As we continue to feel the repercussions of the 
pandemic in the years to come, it is evident that 
youth voices remain crucial. Their ability to adapt, 
their dedication to their families and education, 
and their awareness of the issues affecting 
them and their communities are all testament 

to their resilience and determination. The youth 
researchers have proven time and again that age 
is no barrier to making a profound impact, and 
the YAR programme and curriculum serve as 
valuable resources for ensuring that youth voices 
are integrated into all aspects of programme and 
policy development.

We sincerely hope that the findings and insights 
generated through the YAR programme inspire 
informed action and foster greater engagement 
among youth. By recognizing the unique 
perspectives and contributions of young people, 
we can create a more inclusive and responsive 
society. Let us continue to support and amplify 
youth voices as we navigate the challenges of 
the post-pandemic era and work towards a more 
equitable and sustainable future for all.
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Lest We Forget:  
Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World

Youth taking centre stage in research and policymaking is key to unearthing innovative solutions to 
contemporary crises. The Youth as Researchers (YAR) initiative is part of the UNESCO response to 
stimulate youth-led research and solutions.

As youth were disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, the Youth as Researchers 
on COVID-19 was designed to ensure, support, and advance youth voices on issues that had been 
exacerbated due to the crisis. The initiative was operationalised through a global coalition led by 
a Youth Steering Committee and bringing together international institutions, academia and civil 
society stakeholders at global, regional and country level. Through online training and mentoring 
for social research, 270 young researchers from more than 70 countries, with the support of 10,000 
young people globally, gathered evidence from youth experiences across the world, providing a 
comprehensive portrait of youth challenges and ideas for solutions to inform policy decisions, 
programme design and future research.

This publication is the result of that initiative. It features 10 studies at global, regional, and national 
level led by youth on issues closest to their daily concerns during and after the pandemic, such as 
physical and mental health, well-being, education and technology, access to information and social 
network use, and youth leaders’ responses.

The studies are based on youth-led research on these areas and feature recommendations to prompt 
policymakers, public officials and practitioners to action.

Insights from the Youth as Researchers Initiative on COVID-19
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