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Key findings 

• Young people have access to information about COVID-19, 
which they use to protect themselves from contracting the virus.  

• Re youth participation during the stay-at-home measures: 41% 
of young respondents reported that they were listened to during 
decision-making at family level; 22% said their opinion was 
asked by family members; 65% reported being free to ask adults 
about issues concerning them.  

This contrasts markedly with participation at national level, with 
only 3% of young respondents reporting that governments and 
local authorities engage them meaningfully in public decision-
making processes related to COVID-19 responses.  

• Peer-to-peer interaction is strongly related to young people’s 
right to access information and their freedom to associate; 67% 
of youth respondents reported being deprived of social inter-
action with their peers during the COVID-19 lockdowns. 

• The pandemic has created opportunities for innovative ideas 
and solutions to COVID-19 from young people. Using digital 
technology, young people are rising to the challenge.  

• Young people want leaders to involve them systematically and 
meaningfully in national development processes, and to provide 
them with spaces in political and decision-making processes. 

• Governments are called upon to be accountable, and to create 
job opportunities and prospects for success by improving the 
economy. 

MIET AFRICA’s 

learning briefs are 

developed to share 

new ideas, best 

practices and learnings 

arising from our specific 

experience in imple-

menting a project or 

through some other 

activity, so as to grow 

knowledge and share 

learning, with the 

ultimate aim of 

improving the lives of 

children and youth. 

Background  

While the trajectory of the COVID-19 pandemic varies across Member States, Southern African Development 

Community (SADC) governments have implemented social distancing, confinement and social isolation measures to 

contain the spread of the virus. The enforcement of these and other security measures threaten privacy, limit young 

people’s voices and restrict their civil liberties. In this context, adolescents’ and young people’s greatest concerns were 

about the impact of COVID-19 on mental wellbeing, employment, income loss, disruptions to education, and familial 

relations and friendships, as well as a limitation to individual freedoms. Many also expressed concerns about access to 

reliable information about COVID-19 and to their participation in decision-making processes at family, community and 

national levels. Youth aged 16—35 account for the majority of the population in Africa; by 2030 the youth population is 

projected to have grown by at least 42%.1 Africa is therefore the “youngest” continent, providing significant opportunities 

for it to harness its youthful population for the achievement of Agenda 2030, through active and meaningful engagement 

of young people.  

Ensuring that the different opinions in society are heard is critical for delivering a more inclusive response to COVID-19. 

Involving adolescents and young people from diverse backgrounds can rebuild trust and generate their interest in public 

decision-making processes and in long-term considerations about crisis response and recovery strategies.  

Beyond triggering an unprecedented health, economic and social crisis, the impact of COVID-19 on youth brings to the 

fore fundamental governance challenges related to power-sharing dynamics, trust, inclusion, accountability, violence 

prevention, and many other issues at the core of young people’s concerns. As we go through and emerge stronger from 
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the COVID-19 crisis, a sincere and renewed commitment to increasing investment in young people’s agency and 

meaningful participation in all aspects of governance is required. 

Young people’s access to information about COVID-19  

In general, the study found that adolescents from various backgrounds generally know about COVID-19 symptoms, 

mode of transmission and preventive measures to prevent its spread. But it also revealed that the degree to which young 

people were informed varied, with older adolescents generally being more knowledgeable than younger ones, due to 

them having greater access to information and the internet. Adolescent respondents from urban areas had faster access 

to information on COVID-19 than those living in rural areas, while those with disabilities generally have limited access 

to information. Despite the challenges faced by those in remote areas or with disabilities, young people play a crucial 

role in disseminating accurate information on COVID-19, tackling myths and stigma, policing fake news and supporting 

information-sharing programmes on risk reduction, national preparedness and response efforts. Adolescents and young 

people can be at the forefront of finding new and innovative ways to communicate with their governments, mass media, 

medical services, and their communities through channels such as the radio, social media (WhatsApp, text messages, 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, etc.), and videoconferencing platforms. Using social media, they are finding ways to 

remotely check on and support each other.  

Despite the digital divide, young people today are more connected than any previous generation. With many critical 

activities and institutions moving online, young people are well-positioned to respond and adapt to COVID-19. Young 

people can also be critical in bridging the digital divide by providing information and knowledge to communities that do 

not have access to digital technologies, and tailoring messaging and channels to reach diverse audiences and reflect 

multiple voices. Yet, in the context of acute reliance on online technologies and remote platforms, the digital divide 

becomes even more critical to address. 

The findings of the study buttress the fact that effective risk communication and community engagement strategies for 

young people require specific strategies relevant to their contexts that do not depend solely on internet or cellular 

services or require high levels of literacy. The objective remains to improve young people’s knowledge, attitudes, and/or 

behaviours, including increasing their risk perception, reinforcing positive behaviour, addressing negative social norms 

and empowering them to change and improve their wellbeing and resilience. Efforts should be made to address 

misinformation, and messages must be inclusive and transmitted through multiple media options (including radio, visual 

guides and community mobilization), in a diversity of languages, using accessible formats and technologies. 

Programmes need to reach all young people, regardless of their background and context, to ensure that they have the 

information, tools and support systems they need to make informed decisions that will have a direct impact on their 

health and safety and that of their communities during the pandemic. 

Youth initiatives on the COVID-19 response in SADC 

The outbreak of the pandemic has been matched by an increase in solidarity in the form of volunteering, especially 

among young people. Despite the multiple impacts of COVID-19 on their lives, many young people mobilized 

immediately to respond to the crisis and are supporting their communities in various ways, from maintaining access to 

basic services to providing humanitarian assistance. Many local youth-led initiatives in the Member States under review* 

are engaged in distributing soap, installing handwashing stations, producing bottles of homemade hand sanitiser and 

making protective masks. Other youth groups are working together to hand out food packages and sanitation kits, 

delivering free, anonymous mental health services and peer support, and maintaining the menstrual health of girls and  

women and in rural areas. Young people are volunteering to support the elderly and other vulnerable populations and 

are contributing as scientists, social entrepreneurs, and innovators by supporting medical interventions that can be 

implemented and replicated quickly (such as development of low-cost, low-tech ventilators). Others are at the forefront 

of risk communication initiatives, running advocacy and handwashing campaigns, and countering disinformation and 

stigma in their communities. This reflects their understanding and participation in key issues surrounding the crisis. 

The COVID-19 crisis has shown that youth workers, youth organizations and non-formalized youth groups can be 

partners in providing support for people’s wellbeing, especially for vulnerable groups and for people who are unlikely to 

 
* Lesotho, Malawi, Madagascar, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe 
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be aware of the available government services and support. It is critical for governments to capture, retain and build on 

current youth mobilization to strengthen society’s resilience and readiness for future shocks. 

Barriers to youth participation during COVID-19  

Restrictions on movement have seriously hindered young people’s ability to effectively campaign and advocate for the 

various causes affecting their lives. Youth-led civil society organizations are often unable to reach their targeted 

communities where the most vulnerable are situated, which will certainly affect the work already done to create positive 

changes within society. Donors and sponsors are sometimes also reluctant to invest in youth-focused or led 

programming during the current pandemic. Volunteer work has also been negatively affected as the social distancing 

policies and fears surrounding COVID-19 are an obstacle towards effecting change.  

In most SADC Member States, the participation of young people in the COVID-19 response was limited or almost non-

existent. National mechanisms such as COVID-19 task forces and committees rarely considered young people’s voices. 

Interviews with civil society organizations confirmed that the voices of young people were excluded from the COVID-19 

response and mitigation processes. Ignoring the voices of young people’s increases the probability that decisions taken 

will not address the differential challenges that young people—especially girls, those with disabilities and those living in 

disadvantaged and marginalized communities—face. Responses from the study’s survey and focus group discussions 

found that overwhelmingly, adult and youth respondents (90% and 97%, respectively) believed that young people were 

rarely consulted in the formulation of national COVID-19 strategies and programme actions to address their educational, 

sexual reproductive health and rights (SRHR) and psychosocial needs. 

COMMON RESPONSES FROM LEARNERS AND YOUNG PEOPLE INTERVIEWED 

“Adults don’t listen to us. They do not ask us what we feel is best for us. They think they know what is best for us, and  sometimes when they 

ask us what we need, they never act on our recommendations.” 

“There is no future for us. Governments need to be more accountable by creating more job and business opportunities for us and our parents. 

COVID-19 has shown us that our economies need to do better to provide better education, health and safety for its citizens.”  

“We want to be part of the change in our countries. Please give us an opportunity to contribute to laws, policies and programmes for youth.” 

Governments have the opportunity to harness young people’s sense of agency by engaging them in the formulation, 

co-creation and implementation of policy responses and recovery plans. Some governments have promoted digital 

initiatives to engage (younger) citizens in the COVID-19 response and recovery efforts, for instance in the form of virtual 

webinars where the views of youth are taken in account. Moreover, at the political level, the African Union (AU) Youth 

Envoy convened twelve virtual consultations with youth leaders from forty African countries to amplify youth-led 

initiatives and consult young people for the recovery phase. The AU has also launched the African Youth Front on 

Coronavirus, an AU framework to engage youth in decision-making for recovery. Governments can also establish 

mechanisms that bring youth, adults and the elderly together in intergenerational dialogues to enhance more inclusive 

and longer timeframes in decision-making, for instance by leveraging existing bodies. It is especially important that youth 

are heard alongside other community voices in the rollout of health and non-health interventions in response to COVID-

19. 

COVID-19 through the eyes of young people 

Fears, hopes and dreams: a vision for the future 

Young people born between 1990 and 2005 have already experienced two major global shocks within the first 15–30 

years of their lives: the 2008/09 financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. These affected them either directly (for 

example, as a student or job seeker) or indirectly (for example through the repercussions of the crises on their family, 

communities and nations they come from).2 These events have long-lasting consequences for their access to decent 

employment, health and other dimensions of wellbeing, as well as the opportunities ahead. Strengthening the resilience 

and anti-fragility of public institutions and governments against future shocks is crucial to ensure the wellbeing of today’s 

youth and future generations. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, young people had already been at the forefront of calls 

for a longer-term perspective in policy making and in building more inclusive and sustainable societies, for instance 

through increased financial investments in key sectors and transition to greener economies. 
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Across all six Member States, the interviewees in the study pointed out various critical themes that directly changed 

adolescents’ and young people’s lives on a massive scale: school disruptions, loss of quality education and increasing 

school dropouts due to child marriage and early or unintended pregnancy; emotional distress caused by social 

distancing; the loss of access to SRHR information and services; increased protection risks; restrictions on youth 

participation. In all Member States, the child respondents highlighted particularly the need to focus on the most 

vulnerable populations, knowing well that they are more at risk of being left behind or that they face further discrimination. 

Youth respondents said that governments and civil society organizations need to consider their voices in their responses 

to the crisis. Reflecting on their fears during COVID-19, 89% of female and 82% of young male respondents were 

worried about the high rates of unemployment, while 79% of the females and 68% of the males feared not completing 

their education, therefore affecting their future employment prospects. Other common concerns raised were the issues 

of bad governance and corruption, as well as increased inequalities. Young people felt “forgotten” by governments and 

are concerned that the lockdown measures in place do not account for their different life experiences and needs. 

 

FIGURE 1: YOUNG PEOPLE’S FEARS DURING COVID-19 

Young people with a history of unemployment face fewer career development opportunities, lower wage levels, poorer 

prospects for better jobs, and ultimately lower pensions. The economic effects of the pandemic risk aggravating the 

existing vulnerability of young people in labour markets, as they are more likely to work in non-standard employment, 

such as temporary or part-time work, facing a higher risk of job and income loss. Young people also have limited financial 

assets, which puts those living in economically vulnerable households at an increased risk of falling below the poverty 

line within three months of an unexpected crises, should their income suddenly stop or decline. These economic effects 

are likely to have long-term impacts on youth, ranging from losing their access to livelihoods or housing, or having to 

pay back education loans. The rapid rise in unemployment is affecting young women more than young men. 

Furthermore, the economic downturn will result in fewer opportunities and less favourable conditions for supporting 

young entrepreneurs (through active labour market policies or financial support)—at the very time innovative 

employment solutions are needed to overcome the economic crisis. 

In considering a post-pandemic future, young people expressed a vision of a more equal, caring and understanding 

world, with greater government accountability and improved internet connectivity. They want governments to strengthen 

economies so that when pandemics such as COVID-19 happen, their communities are not put in a state of shock due 

to poor service delivery. Young people want a secured future, where employment opportunities are available for all after 

school. Everyone should be allowed to be successful. They also expressed concern for other groups, such as young 

people with disabilities, and they see a key role for governments is to provide more support for vulnerable and 

marginalized communities, both during and after lockdown. Young people hope decision-makers will do more to 

understand both the existent complexity of their lives and how lockdown has exacerbated these vulnerabilities. 
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Increased inequalities especially for girls, disabled, LGBTIQ,
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FIGURE 2: YOUNG PEOPLE’S HOPES AND DREAMS 

Young people want things to return to “normal” after the pandemic: this includes living in a world without the danger of 

COVID-19, being able to go back outside, seeing friends again and feeling connected to other people. Overwhelmingly, 

young people expressed a desire to live in a world that feels safe and under control, where duty bearers are accountable 

to commitments they make to their citizens. 

Recommendations for action  

As SADC Member States work towards recovering from the impact of COVID-19, young people are calling for their 

participation in decision-making processes, and they call on duty bearers to respect, value and listen to their voices. 

SADC Member States are therefore called upon to: 

• Consult and engage young people in the development of health, economic and social interventions in response to COVID-19  

• Increase financial assistance to young entrepreneurs to cushion them from the economic impacts of the pandemic 

• Maintain or increase funding and investments in young people’s health, education and skills development, and entrepreneurship 

• Expand young people’s employment opportunities, improve their work conditions and enhance their civic participation 

• Promote and support youth volunteerism through establishing youth innovation hubs 

• Support young people in raising awareness surrounding COVID-19 and dispelling misinformation about the virus and vaccination 
programmes (which would involve developing youth-friendly digital tools and graphics packages that can be made available publicly) 

• Promote innovation by young people for the prevention and treatment of COVID-19, and the management of its socioeconomic 
impacts 

• Promote diversity in public consultations and state institutions to reflect the needs and concerns of different age cohorts 

• Leverage on young people’s current mobilization in mitigating the crisis through existing mechanisms, tools and platforms (e.g. the use 
of digital tools and data) to build resilience in societies against future shocks and disasters 

• Build the capacity of young people to gain the requisite skills, knowledge, leadership capabilities and confidence to share their views 
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