KEY CONSIDERATIONS: ENGAGING SSHAP
YOUNG PEOPLE IN LATIN AMERICA AND Social Seionce
THE CARIBBEAN IN THE COVID-19 Retion Blateorm
RESPONSE

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly affected young people across Latin America and the
Caribbean (LAC). Since 2020, young people in LAC have faced many challenges, including adjusting
to virtual learning environments, experiencing depression and loss, becoming unemployed, and
more, with no clear sign of relief. Public health and social measures instituted by governments, while
necessary to slow transmission of COVID-19, largely failed to consider the needs of young people.
With few supports, young people were left to navigate the pandemic on their own.

As the pandemic response evolves, key questions for practitioners and governments arise, including:
What lessons can be learned from youth perspectives on the COVID-19 response thus far? And how
can we better engage young people as a part of pandemic preparedness and response now and in
the future?

This brief draws on academic and grey literature exploring how COVID-19 affects young people, as
well as literature describing the pandemic response in LAC and other regions. It offers considerations
on how to engage youth by viewing them not only as a part of the affected population, but also as
partners in the response. The brief is intended to guide humanitarian actors, public health officials,
youth advocates, community engagement practitioners, and others involved in the COVID-19
response. It also adds to the existing evidence base on the impact of COVID-19 on young people.
These lessons are useful to strengthen preparedness and programmatic responses to outbreaks.

Young people are categorised as individuals between the ages of 10 and 24 years. Key
considerations are shared for adolescents (aged 10-19) and youth (aged 15-24). Barbados and
Brazil were chosen as case studies given their large number of young people (comprising just under
20 percent of the population in both countries), as well as their differing national responses to
COVID-19, despite facing similar challenges during the pandemic.

This brief is part of the Social Science in Humanitarian Action Platform (SSHAP) series on social
science considerations relating to COVID-19. It is part of a series authored by participants from the
SSHAP Fellowship, Cohort 2, and was written by Stephanie Bishop and Juliana Corréa.
Contributions were provided by subject matter experts from UNICEF, the Barbados Ministry of Youth,
and University of Espirito Santo. The brief was supported by the SSHAP team at the Institute of
Development Studies and edited by Victoria Haldane (Anthrologica). This brief is the responsibility of
SSHAP.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

Adolescents (aged 10-19)

e Provide community-based spaces for adolescents to safely share their experiences.
Spaces that provide adolescent-friendly communication (both in terms of content and delivery
platforms) allow young people to interact with peers, express themselves openly, and learn from
peer experiences of coping during the pandemic. These settings should be virtual, mobile, and
managed by community members trained in providing mental health and psychosocial support.

e Increase delivery of health and family life education programmes. Tools and resources
should be offered in communities to support positive caregiver—child relationships. These should
focus on reinforcing positive behaviours and managing difficult behaviours. For younger
adolescents in particular, tools should focus on creating play routines, using play to reinforce
preventative actions, such as hand washing, and encouraging conversations about COVID-19.
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e Include adolescents outside of family care in response efforts. Adolescents living in
orphanages, residential care, and other forms of institutional care have unique needs that must be
considered both during the initial pandemic response and when essential services are being
restored. Where institutionalisation is necessary, financial support and psychosocial services
should be provided to families to help them support adolescents who lost their primary caregivers.

Youth (aged 15-24)

e (Re)Build trust with young people via youth networks. Youth networks and community groups
could be supported by the government but managed by trusted community youth leaders. Spaces
must be created where government officials listen to young people’s concerns and needs. Youth
groups could also partner with government agencies to ensure pandemic responses adopt
participatory approaches with youth for planning, coordination, and feedback mechanisms.

e Promote funding for activities developed by community-led organisations. Recognise and
partner with existing organisations to engage with and mobilise young people. These channels
should be maintained throughout the pandemic to facilitate scientific communication and
dissemination, mitigate the impact of fake news, and support COVID-19 vaccine uptake.

e Encourage collaboration between young people and research institutions. The views,
experiences, and perspectives of young people are critical to ensuring a robust evidence base to
guide decision-making during the pandemic. Involving young people in research design, data
collection, analysis, and dissemination of findings can strengthen interventions, programmes, and
policies.

e Mobilise young people to reach other youth and the most vulnerable in communities. Youth
can share public health messaging, protective equipment, or other supplies with community
members. In doing so, they offer a meaningful contribution to the national COVID-19 response,
while also developing their own skillsets.

COVID-19 IN BARBADOS AND BRAZIL

Since the start of the pandemic in 2020, there have been 65.4 million confirmed cases of COVID-19
and 1.65 million deaths reported in the LAC region.! Globally, LAC accounts for approximately 15
percent of all reported COVID-19 cases globally, and 28 percent of all reported deaths due to
COVID-19.

The first two cases of COVID-19 in Barbados were confirmed on 17 March 2020.2 In the English-
speaking Caribbean, Barbados has reported the second highest number of cases, with 68,440
COVID-19 infections reported between March 2020 and the end of April 2022.2 Since March 2020,
the country also reported 390 deaths due to COVID-19. By the end of April 2022, an average of 477
new infections were reported daily.®

The first case of COVID-19 in LAC was reported in S&o Paulo state, Brazil on 26 February 2020. In
March 2020, the Ministry of Health reported the first cases of community transmission.* Since then,
Brazil has experienced devastating waves of COVID-19 infections and has reported the highest case
numbers and deaths in the region — nearly 30 million cases and over 660,000 deaths due to COVID-
19. However, as of late April 2022, Brazil reported a decrease in new infections, with an average of
14,691 daily reported cases.

Response to the pandemic in Barbados

Following the first confirmed case of COVID-19, the Government of Barbados declared a public
health emergency in mid-March 2020. Shortly after a nationwide curfew was implemented and
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Box 1. COVID-19 situation borplqs closed to incoming travellers. In June 2020, following
an initial decrease in reported COVID-19 cases, some

restrictions were relaxed.

30,378,061 68,440 . . .
cases cases Yet, schools, businesses, and other economic and social

: : _ _ activities remained closed across the country. By December
48 infections 1,165 infections 2020, the number of active cases in Barbados rapidly
per 1|00’000 per 1|00’000 increased, which prompted the government to impose a night
ﬁletohzelafsetported ﬁ]etc;]p;ela[:tported curfew in January 2021. This curfew remained in place, with
seven days seven days some modifications, until March 2022.
661,941 deaths | 390 deaths Given the widespread economic repercussions of the

pandemic, Barbados implemented social protection measures
to support households and maintain livelihoods. Social
protection was offered through existing channels, or through
programmes created as part of the COVID-19 response. One
such measure was the Household Survival Programme, which provided monthly financial assistance
to 1,500 families identified as the most vulnerable. Under the Adopt-a-Family Programme, the
government also worked to provide monthly assistance to vulnerable families. The programme was
funded by a mix of public funding, as well as corporate and individual donations. Aside from financial
assistance, the government distributed food packages to vulnerable households during the national
curfews. However, a Livelihoods Impact Survey revealed that only one-tenth of respondents received
government assistance.®

Source: Reuters COVID-19 Tracker:

Response to the pandemic in Brazil

In Brazil, pandemic response efforts are shared by different institutions at the federal, state, and
municipal levels. Specific committees to manage the COVID-19 crisis were created in Brazil’s 27
states, as well as in the Ministry of Health. In response to rising case numbers in 2020, most states
and municipalities quickly closed schools and businesses and cancelled large social events.
Protocols were created for hospitals and the Brazilian Public Health System (SUS) played a vital role
in provision of healthcare for people with COVID-19, while also trying to maintain routine health
service delivery.

Nevertheless, a lack of national coordination and leadership has challenged the COVID-19 response
in Brazil. From the earliest stages of the pandemic, there were disputes between the federal
government, states, and municipalities over how to best mount a response.®”2 For example, at the
national level, President Bolsonaro opted not to follow World Health Organization (WHO) guidelines
or implement evidence-based health policy. Throughout the pandemic, the president routinely made
arguments against public health measures. As a result, between 2020 and 2021, the leadership of
the Ministry of Health changed four times due to disagreements about the COVID-19 response.
Indeed, the pandemic response was used as a political instrument in Brazil. Despite this controversial
approach to pandemic response, some economic and social assistance programs were offered to the
public. For example, a cash transfer programme was developed in 2020 to alleviate the economic
losses faced by the most vulnerable groups in Brazil. In April 2020, Emergency Aid was sanctioned to
supplement the income of informal workers and those with limited social protection during the
pandemic period.®

International aid to support the COVID-19 response in Barbados and Brazil

The response in both countries was also supported by UNICEF, WHO, other United Nations
agencies, and international aid groups. These efforts focused on outbreak control, as well as
mitigation of the socio-economic impacts of the pandemic and containment measures. Activities
included strengthening risk communication and community engagement (RCCE), improving infection
prevention and control measures, supporting continued access to essential health and nutrition
services, education, social protection and gender-based violence services, and facilitating evidence
generation for public health decision-making.©
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IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON YOUNG PEOPLE

Young people are particularly affected by the social and economic upheaval caused by the pandemic
and response efforts. Many young people experienced, and continue to experience, intersecting
factors that amplify their vulnerabilities.!! These include, educational gaps, mental health conditions,
economic disadvantages, and loss of caregiver support.

Adolescent education

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated challenges in access to education for young people,
particularly for those most vulnerable. UNESCO estimates that 97 percent of students globally
experienced some disruption to their education.?

However, even before the pandemic, access to education was limited for many across the LAC
region. COVID-19 has in turn created deeper educational inequities, with at least a third of countries
in the region reporting lengthy school closures. As a result, children in LAC lost, on average, 200 in-
person days of education — four times more than the rest of the world.'# In both Barbados and Brazil,
schools were closed for approximately 37 weeks during the period between March 2020 and March
2022.

The pandemic also underscored educational inequity in the region. While in many countries online
learning replaced in person classes, current estimates report that only one-third of children in LAC
have access to quality distance learning. Accessing distance education is more challenging for those
with additional vulnerabilities including disabilities, ethnicity, geographic remoteness or dislocation
because of migration, and digital inequalities.

Box 2 presents an overview of the sex-disaggregated data at
the different school levels in Barbados. Evidence suggests a
gender disparity in school attendance, with more boys than
girls out of school as a result of COVID-19 measures.!? In

Box 2. Number of students out-
of-school due to COVID-19

school closures in Barbados,

by gender Brazil, it is estimated that in November 2020 over 5 million
Level Male Female girls and boys aged 6-17 did not have access to education.*
Early 2676 2644 In Brazil, boys make_ up the majority of out-of-school children
Childhood and adolescents. Within the 6-14 age group, for example, the

_ number of out-of-school boys is almost 10 percent higher

Primary 110,448 | 9,770 than out-of-school girls. Black, brown, and Indigenous young
Secondary | 9,865 9,706 people have the worst out-of-school rates amounting to over

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2020). 70 percent of the entire out-of-school populatlon.

Education: From disruption to discovery.

Mental health of adolescents and youth

Schools are not only important for building cognitive skills, but
also play a critical role in young people’s social and emotional development. Abrupt school closures,
coupled with other restrictive measures, had a significant and negative impact on the mental health of
young people during and after periods of isolation.®16 In addition to direct physical health effects, a
more immediate health consequence of the pandemic has been the adverse impact on young
people’s mental well-being, including the ability to cope, worries and levels of psychological distress.

School closures have not only disrupted children’s education but have resulted in a huge increase in
time that children spend at home, especially since closures are accompanied by restrictions on
socialising with family members and friends outside the home and participating in school-based
programmes geared towards cultivating positive behavior. These lockdowns and restrictions often
lead to frustration and increase tensions between parents and children.

Yet, governments in the LAC region have been cautious in easing lockdown measures, in part
because of recurring spikes in cases and low COVID-19 vaccine uptake among the eligible
population. Figure 1 uses the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Stringency Index!’ to present
the evolution of lockdowns in Barbados and Brazil from April 2020 to April 2022. The index records
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the strictness of ‘lockdown style’ policies that restrict people’s behaviour. It is calculated using
containment and closure policy indicators, plus an indicator recording public information campaigns.

Figure 1. Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Stringency Index
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Source: Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker, Blavatnik School of Government, University of Oxford.

A 2021 rapid assessment found that 27 percent of young people reported feeling anxiety, and 15
percent reported experiencing depression in the previous seven days. The highest proportion of
depression and anxiety reported was among women and girls. For 30 percent of respondents, the
main factor influencing their current emotions was the economic situation. The impact of the crisis on
the psychosocial well-being of young people also varied depending on their household and individual
circumstances. Well-being was reportedly shaped by income loss, housing quality, the presence of
existing medical conditions, vulnerable persons in the household, and loss of loved ones.

Economic participation of young people

School closures and other restrictive policies also threaten the ability of young people to build skills
and participate in the labour market, further diminishing long-term human capital and economic
opportunities across the region.*®

The average unemployment rate for young people in LAC aged 15-24 reached 23.8 percent at the
beginning of 2021, an increase of more than three percentage points compared with pre-pandemic
estimates.® At the same time, the youth labour force participation rate contracted, falling by
approximately three percentage points to 45.6 percent in the first quarter of 2021.22 It is estimated
that between 2 to 3 million young people were kept out of the labour force because of limited job
opportunities during this time. At the end of 2021, the percentage of young people aged 15-24 who
are not in education, employment, or training was around 25 percent in both Barbados and Brazil.?°
The youth unemployment rate for both countries was 30 percent in early 2021,%2 however, this figure
is projected to rise by five to seven percentage points in 2022.

Young people make up most of the economically active population in the LAC region, largely working
in sectors severely affected by the COVID-19 crisis (e.g., restaurants, hotels, and the entertainment
industry). During the height of the pandemic, young people looking for jobs reported a lack of
adequate employment because of business closures and economic stagnation.?! They are now
facing a higher risk of job and income loss. Those who were employed throughout the pandemic,
primarily those engaged in informal labour, risked increased exposure to COVID-19 on crowded
public transportation and at the workplace. These same workers had limited access to personal
protective equipment, such as masks.??
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Young peoplein residential care

The high number of deaths due to COVID-19 in the region has caused many young people to lose
their primary caregiver or caregivers. It is estimated that between March 2020 and April 2021, over
1.1 million children globally experienced the death of both primary caregivers, including at least one
parent or custodial grandparent.?® Importantly, in many LAC countries, grandparents play an
important role as caregivers. For example, in Brazil 70 percent of children receive financial support
from a grandparent.?* Given the vulnerability of older adults to adverse outcomes from COVID-19,
many children lost crucial familial sources of support during the pandemic. In Brazil, it is estimated
130,363 children and adolescents became orphans between March 2020 and April 2021.

As the number of orphans grows in LAC, increasing numbers of children and adolescents are placed
in residential care. In Brazil, a national survey found that restrictive public health policies negatively
impacted young people living in residential care, as they were unable to have family visits, socialise
with friends, or partake in daily external activities, such as school, sports, and leisure.?® For
practitioners, there was a need to adjust interventions offered in residential care given restrictions on
external activities. Ensuring contact with family members was challenged during the pandemic by the
switch to online communication platforms for visits. For families without internet access or remote
connection, maintaining contact with young people in residential care was challenging.

DRIVERS OF THE PROBLEM

Public health and social measures to limit viral transmission, while necessary, disrupted life for young
people and further amplified the challenges they face, while also exposing them to greater scrutiny by
the media. However, young people were routinely excluded from pandemic response research, as
well as programme development, implementation, and evaluation.

Media portrayals of young people

During the pandemic, young people in LAC were largely portrayed in the mainstream media as being
irresponsible and ‘non-cooperative’ with public health recommendations.?® For example, in Barbados
at the beginning of the pandemic, a significant portion of the media and public health attention framed
young people as ‘spreaders of the virus’, and as being largely responsible for the second wave of
COVID-19 throughout the country. They were accused of being careless, irresponsible, and
dismissive of the risks. Generalising young people as a homogenous group added increased
complexities to an already challenging pandemic response, and undermined public health
communication efforts with young people.

Lack of trust in government

A society’s trust and confidence in government are crucial when it comes to mounting an effective
collective response to an infectious threat.?” However, global evidence suggests that experiencing an
epidemic can negatively affect an individual’s confidence in political institutions and diminishes trust
in political leaders. Diminished trust compromises a society’s collective response capacity and
undermines efforts to control epidemics.

In 2021, evidence from 21 countries found that adolescents and young people trusted science and
international media over governments as sources of safe information compared to adults. 28 In Brazil,
14 percent of adolescents and young people trust the government as a source of information,
compared to 23 percent of adults. In Barbados, there is no documented evidence of mistrust, but
anecdotal reports from youth groups and disadvantaged youth emphasises feeling ‘left out’ during
response actions.
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Limited COVID-19 responses for youth

Overall, national pandemic response measures at the height of the pandemic in both Brazil and
Barbados were not tailored to young people. However, there were several initiatives supported by the
private sector and international development partners that sought to involve young people.

One such initiative was Mission Critical: Saving Lives Risk Communication and Community
Engagement response to the COVID-19 pandemic.?® Coordinated by the Barbados Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, the programme aimed to identify the needs of persons affected by
COVID-19, strengthen community action towards improved health behaviours, and create collective
responsibility for population health and well-being. Over 300 young people from vulnerable
communities across Barbados, as well as university students, volunteered to work in the programme.
Many reported that participating was an opportunity to contribute to national efforts, while also
serving their communities.

The Pan-American Health Organization (PAHO) and UNICEF also hosted a series of Youth
Hangouts®® across the LAC region. These were focused on providing virtual platforms for young
people. Each week for four months, adolescents and youth were invited to participate in hour-long
sessions where they could share their challenges and coping mechanisms during the COVID-19
pandemic.

In Brazil’s favelas, young people played a leading role in the response at the community level amid
limited government support and access to assistance. The recently published Resilient Realities case
study on the impact of the pandemic on Brazil’s youth organisations, shows that these initiatives gave
voice to some of the youth who organised COVID-19 fundraising and relief work3!. In Jacarézinho
Favela for instance, youth networks raised more than 120,000 reals (about US$ 24,000) to buy food
supplies for more than 2,000 families. In Santa Cruz, young people supported more than 3,000
families with food and other essential items. In the Cidade de Deus Favela, widely known as the City
of God, a youth-led group organised more than 10,000 food basket donations for their community.

CONCLUSION

In Barbados and Brazil, and across LAC, young people have endured multiple lockdowns, movement
restrictions, and drastic changes to their way of life. While both countries implemented social
protection measures to support vulnerable households, these did not adequately consider the needs
of young people, nor were supports offered that address the unique challenges of young people. As a
result, disparities and inequalities are deepening for young people across the region. Pandemic
response measures must recognise the challenges faced by adolescents and youth, and
interventions must be tailored to their needs and developed in partnership with them. Greater
collaboration with young people is an important step towards strengthening pandemic preparedness
and response.
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