
“I am the one now who needs 
to juggle around and make ends 
meet so I can have electricity for 
the house… Sometimes I sit in a 
quiet corner and then I cry. Then 
I try and gather my thoughts 
‘ok, fine… you need to man 
up, you need to face this…” 

(25, Male, Western Cape)

Urban, rural and peri-urban areas 
 in the Eastern Cape and  
Western Cape provinces  

of South Africa

LOCATION:

RESEARCH AIMS:
To explore and document the lived experiences, challenges 
and coping strategies of South African adolescents and 
young people (AYP) during strict COVID-19 lockdown.

PARTICIPANTS: 
Adolescents and young people ages 18–25, young men 
(n = 6) and women (n = 6), 4 are parents, AIDS-affected/
living with HIV.

TIMELINE: 
April 2020. 

METHOD: 
In-depth, semi-structured telephone interviews, qualitative 
thematic analysis.

STUDY DESIGN: 
In-depth, semi-structured telephone interviews with 12 AYP 
in April 2020 by researchers at the UKRI GCRF Accelerating 
Achievement for Africa’ s Adolescents Hub. Participants 
were members of the Teen Advisory Groups study in the 
Eastern and Western Cape provinces of South Africa. 

KEY MESSAGES & FINDINGS

  Participants described concerns over having immediate needs met 
as an indirect effect of COVID-19. Food insecurity was the most 
commonly discussed challenge, followed by lost livelihoods and 
changes to social service provisions such as municipal electricity 
services and sanitation. 

  Participants described feeling ‘stuck’ and that their lives were ‘on hold’ 
due to education and work uncertainties.

  Emotional impacts from COVID-19 related shocks and lockdown 
measures included stress, depression and feelings of not coping.

  Participants demonstrated excellent COVID-19 prevention knowledge, 
showing that they had received and correctly interpreted public health 
messaging. Despite this, many simultaneously held non-scientific 
COVID-19 beliefs, such as conspiracy theories.

  Indirect COVID-19 effects exacerbated underlying multi-layered 
vulnerabilities for AYP. These may be most pronounced with young 
parents, ‘working poor’ AYP, and those with pre-existing mental 
health challenges.
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“…now my life is stuck … It 
is clear it is going to be a 
long struggle…”
(21, Female, Eastern Cape)

“those who are hustling… 
the young fathers and the 
young mothers. In this 
quarantine it is hard for 
young people who are being 
a breadwinner because 
there is no time for them 
to go out to hustle, to find 
something to eat. Some of 
them sleep with an empty 
stomach.”
(23, Male, Eastern Cape)

“… this is a very tough situation. 
It’s giving me depression.”
(20, Male, Eastern Cape)

“…things are getting tough in 
terms of food and basic stuff.” 

(20, Male, Eastern Cape)
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IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

  Not all adolescents and young people are the same: they have different identities, experiences and 
realities.  COVID-19 ‘lays bare stark disparities in power’1, requiring intersectional approaches to 
research and programming. Participants who were parents, ‘working poor’, had precarious home 
lives and those with mental health challenges described particular difficulty buffering against 
COVID-19-related shocks. COVID-19 responses must take into account issues of sex, gender, race, 
class and other power-differences in the lives of South African adolescents and young people.

  We need to support adolescents and young people who are least able to handle pandemic-related 
shocks. Responses are needed from different sectors. These might include COVID-19-sensitive, 
combination social protection approaches that respond to multi-level needs such as food, HIV and 
SRH services, and psychosocial support.

  In contrast to the suggestion that further COVID-19 education is needed, participants had excellent 
COVID-19 knowledge. However, some held non-scientific beliefs about the origins and spread 
of COVID-19 that point to a lack of trust in biomedical and government responses. This will be 
important to consider for vaccine roll-out and other COVID-19 public health interventions.

  AYP participated actively and provided practical advice on research questions and approaches, 
demonstrating the possibilities of their meaningful engagement in remote, pandemic-related 
research. This supports the well-documented assertion of the importance of community 
participation in informing pandemic research and responses as crucial to the co-production  
of health.
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