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High Level Findings

1. The COVID-19 pandemic compounded existing

insecurities for young women, increasing the
likelihood that they would be removed from
education, lose their jobs, be forcibly married or

married early.

2. Young women reported an increase in their care and
unpaid work as they took on greater family
responsibilities as a result of school and childcare

closures and in the aftermath of illness and death.

3. In many cases, the pandemic increased young

women’s economic precarity.

4. Young womens vulnerability to family violence
increased due to economic hardship, family stress

and social isolation.

5. Young women reported negative mental health

impacts as a result of lockdowns.

6. Young women highlighted compromised access to
sexual and reproductive healthcare during the

pandemic.

7. Young women were afforded few opportunities to

drive policy and community responses to COVID-19.

Recommendations

1. Strengthen understanding of the unique ways in
which young women have been impacted - in the
short and long term and directly and indirectly — by
COVID-19.

2. As communities continue to manage COVID-19,
young womens access to mental healthcare, and
sexual and reproductive healthcare, should be

prioritised in addition to general healthcare.

3. Ensure young women are consulted throughout the
development, implementation and evaluation of

formal and informal public health responses.

4. Improve young womens access to information during
health crises, including how to protect oneself from
communicable diseases, domestic violence and other

threats.

5. Draw lessons from COVID-19 to invest in online
training, support and information-sharing to advance
more inclusive and sustainable young womens

engagement and leadership.

Background

Young women across the regions of Asia and the Pacific
have experienced the COVID-19 pandemic in ways that
are sometimes unique and disproportionate to other
groups within their community. Importantly, many young
women across the regions reported that they had lost
opportunities for education and employment and have
been forcibly married or married early, ensuring that the
impacts of the pandemic on their lives are long-term.
Moreover, the ongoing mental health impacts associated
with the crisis continue to emerge and shape young

womens lives.

Across the regions, over a quarter of a billion people had
been infected with COVID-19 by the end of 2021.
Vaccination rates remain low in many parts of the regions.
In Papua New Guinea, only 3.6% of the population is fully
vaccinated, while the figures are 38% in Samoa and
Myanmar 51%. However, at the other end of the
spectrum, India, Bangladesh, Nepal and Samoa have over
80% of their population fully vaccinated (Holder, 2023).

The threats and effects of COVID-19 persist and have had
a significant impact on the economies in the regions of
Asia and the Pacific, intensifying socio-economic
inequalities and reversing progress towards the UN
Sustainable Development Goals. This has put pressure on
governance structures and has decreased community
resilience to withstand other threats to security and
wellbeing. However, the impacts havent been evenly felt

and continue to emerge and change.
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Young women’s experiences of
COVID-19

Young women across the regions remain concerned about
the medium and longer-term impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic. The pandemic has taken a significant toll on
young womens mental health as they deal with
disruptions to their education and employment, and the

impacts of social isolation (Graph 7). As a young Sri Lankan

woman noted: “During COVID-19 young women are
being exposed to new risks, including child, early and
forced marriage, violence, early pregnancy and sexual
exploitation, as well as limited or not access to education
when schools are closed” (SLO3-1). Another noted “I
personally think that because of COVID-19, the resources
that we used to have, like access to education and schools

and basic sanitary products were not reachable” (SLO1-1).

Graph 7: In my community, | know of young women who have experienced the following as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic

(101 survey respondents)

Attempted or

paused or Lost their job Experienced
ended their anxiety, depression, succeeded in
education or training or loneliness taking their
own life

Impact on mental health

In our survey, over 90% of young women (n=117) reported
that

consequences of the pandemic for young women. This

anxiety, depression and loneliness were
was similarly reported in our interviews and focus group
discussions (Image 19). As one young Bangladeshi woman
noted: “We're having a monotonous life being particularly
nothing, not having any friends or relatives close to you,
not celebrating any occasions, we're having just life in
those four walls and getting the news that people are
dying” (BO3-1). In India, a young woman also noted “I -
myself would suffer long periods of anxiety, living with
family and would get into regular fights with them. This
caused a lot of emotional and psychological distress”

(107-1). In the aftermath of the immediate crisis, young
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women continue to report trauma as a result of their
experiences during the pandemic. In the 2025 validation
workshop young women reported that their cohort
continues to experience poor mental health from having
to care for and witness family members die or become
critically unwell from the disease. In particular, one young
woman argued that the rise in suicide rates among young
women in her country could be attributed to the mental
health impacts of COVID-19.

The negative impact of COVID-19 on mental health is
supported by research elsewhere. For example, one study
highlighted the prevalence of major mental health
disorders in the regions of Asia and the Pacific during the
height of the COVID-19 pandemic, with the prevalence of
depression increasing from 4.9% to 43.1%, anxiety from
7% to 43%, and stress from 3.4% to 35.7% (Samy et al.,



2021). Other studies have similarly shown the
disproportionate impact that the pandemic has had on
young peoples mental health with one study of 593 youth
in Australia reporting 48% presenting with clinical
depression, 51% with anxiety, and widespread reports of
loneliness (Bell et al., 2023). A 2020 survey conducted by
UNICEF of over 8,000 adolescents and young people in
Latin America and the Caribbean similarly found high
rates of distress, with higher rates among young women
(43%) than men (31%) reporting that they feel pessimistic
about the future (UNICEF, 2020). A 2025 study found
that young women may be particularly susceptible to
depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder,
especially in cases where a close relative had contracted
COVID-19 (Lee “et al”. 2025).

Image 19: Young women speak about the impact of COVID-19 on
their mental health

YOUNG WOMEN TALK ABOUT THE
IMPACT OF COVID-19 UPON THEIR
MENTAL HEALTH

“I see some of my acquaintances
around, they say they are facing
anxiety and frustration” (NO2-1).

“Depression, frustration has
increased a lot in young
women” (B11-1).

Access to healthcare, including sexual
and reproductive care

Across the regions, access to adequate healthcare became
a major issue during the pandemic, however it impacted
young women in unique ways. As health systems sought

to cope with the increased demand for COVID-19 care,
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other health services, such as sexual and reproductive

health, were compromised.

In Papua New Guinea, a young woman spoke about her
lack of access to pregnancy care during the pandemic. She
noted that the maternity hospital had been diverted to
the COVID-19 response which meant that she no longer
had access to midwifery services. Furthermore, she found
travel difficult during the lockdown. She reported: “During
that time when we had Covid | was pregnant. And this is
like getting pregnant after | lost my first daughter. So | sort
of stopped getting medical help and all that because there
was a lockdown” (PNGO7-1). Another young Papua New
Guinea woman similarly noted that she was directed away
from the hospital for her maternity care to a local clinic
which, she learned, did not have the facilities or
equipment to support her. She noted that “the epidemic
placed an additional strain on the health system around
the country” (PNGO2-1).

In South Asia, several young women spoke about the way
lockdowns impeded their access to menstrual healthcare.
In Nepal, a young woman reported that not only could
young women not go out to buy menstrual products, they
could not access information regarding SRH (NO3-1;
N12-1). Similarly, in India a young woman reflected: “We
had to make do with cloth. All the shops were closed so
we could not buy pads.... This went on for about 2-3
months (117-1). A 2023 study on the perceived effects of
SRH healthcare provision in the regions of Asia and the
Pacific similarly found that across the regions, access to
SRH information and healthcare declined for women and
girls, with vulnerable communities (such as victims of

violence) particularly impacted (Marzouk et al,, 2023).



Disruptions to education

Across the regions of Asia and the Pacific, young women
reported that the COVID-19 pandemic created major
disruptions to their education. In some cases, young
women who left education due to pandemic-related
reasons did not return. This not only impacts educational
attainment but also social wellbeing as school or college is
often a safe space for young women. As one young
woman noted: “For most girls, they see school as the
escape route” (PNGO6-1).

In Papua New Guinea, one young woman described her

experience:

Okay, from my point of view, Covid-19 has
affected young women, especially some of us;
we didn’t complete our education because of

Covid-19. Covid-19 is the reason | withdrew from

school. Because during a lockdown, people are going to

work. | came home from college, withdrew. In the
following year, when | was trying to return to school, my
place had already been taken by someone else. So | had
to apply for a space. They told me I've been rejected. So
basically, Covid-19 has made a big impact on me

personally, on my education (PNGO1-1).

Similar narratives were reported across the regions. In
Samoa, young women noted that because they had
missed too much class, they found it difficult to catch up
and ended up dropping out (SO8-1; SO4-1). Similarly, in
the Solomon Islands one young woman noted: “Maybe
some of them did not finish the grade because they
missed too much” (SI08-1). In India, a young woman

reflected on the experience of her friend:

A friend of mine from school dropped out
because she didn't have a smartphone and
could not attend online classes. The school

told her if she did not attend online classes her

attendance would not be marked and she would not

be able to give her exams. Her family then took her out
of school (117-1).

These experiences align with broader research in the
regions which maps the ongoing impact of school
closures on children and young people. Data collected by
UNICEF and other international organisations shows that

even after lockdowns subsided, students across the

regions were not returning to school (UNICEF, 2021).

As classes moved online, access to the internet and a
networked device also presented a challenge for many
young women (Image 20). One young woman from India
noted that where there were multiple children in the
home, preference for online learning was given to boys:
“For school going female children, if the resources were
limited, such as computer/mobile for online classes, male
children were prioritised” (I08-1). This young woman
further noted that “The drop out of girls from the school
skyrocketed “since covid” leading to aggravate the already
existing gender gaps in education” (I08-1). In Nepal, a
young woman noted that online education was
under-valued by her family and did not encourage them
to continue to support young womens education. She
noted: “And in the rural areas of Nepal, girls are really not
supported for online education. Parents say: “Its just
online, so you can't even go, so you don't need to do it. You
just marry” (N11-1).

Image 20: Young women reflect on lack of resources for online
learning

YOUNG WOMEN REFLECT UPON LACK
OF RESOURCES FOR ONLINE LEARNING

"We didn’t get a proper education. Majority were online
classes. We had lots of network issues and couldn’t
study properly. | knew students who faced financial
problems and did not have a smartphone” (SL-20-1).

"Most of the education
was online. So many
people don’t know how
to work with it” (B10-1).

/N
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Across the case study countries, Myanmar presented a
unique case. As a result of both COVID-19 and the 2021
military coup, Myanmar experienced the longest school
closures in the regions. In 2023, enrolment rates
remained low (57%) among six-to 22-year-olds (Roy et al,,
2023), whereas rates had recovered reasonably well
across the regions. In addition to the pandemic, economic
hardship has been cited as a major barrier to education,
and as noted in Roy et al. (2023), 30% of the teaching
staff joined the civil disobedience movement and were
dismissed by the military. Where young Burmese women
did attend online classes during the pandemic, they noted
that it allowed them to avoid the militarised context in
their community. As one noted: “In a good way, women
have to stay home and can avoid the security checks. They
can attend online classes” (MO5-1). Another also noted:
“And then the coup happens, so everything is messed up.
On the bright side, we can attend classes online and find
knowledge online, even though the connection is poor in
this area’ (M06-1).

Loss of employment and financial
hardships

COVID-19 impacted young women's experiences of work
throughout the regions of Asia and the Pacific in different
ways. In many cases, young women lost their jobs, in
other cases their paid work increased, while most young
women experienced an increase in their unpaid and care
labour. By the end of 2020, the International Labour
Organisation (ILO) reported that 81 million people had lost
their jobs in the regions of Asia and the Pacific as a direct
result of the pandemic, reducing labour income by an
estimated 10% in the first three quarters of 2020 and
pushing up to an additional 25 million people into working
poverty in the regions (ILO, 2020). The ILO and Asian
Development Bank (ADB) also reported that young
people were at particular risk, bearing more substantial
and longer-term economic as well as social costs (ILO &
ADB, 2020).

In all countries, young women reported that their cohort

experienced “loss of employment and reduced income”
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(BO2-1). One young woman in India spoke of her own
experience of job losses: “During Covid | worked for SBI
Life Insurance Company, | did the scanning there. During
Covid | was terminated. If | had got to complete one year
of work there | would have got a permanent government
job with them. Due to Covid | lost that chance” (119-FGD).
In some cases, young women noted that the attending
impact on financial security made some young women

vulnerable to early and forced marriage.

In other cases, young women noted that the pandemic
increased expectations from employers regarding their
paid work. In Bangladesh, a young woman noted: “My
previous employment... my boss did not have any respect
of the time. So | used to log in, in the zoom....and | used to
start working at 9am and maybe get done with my work
by 9pm, maybe 10pm” (BO2-1). Similarly in India, a young
woman noted: “I had to work from home, obviously, but
like it was a good 16-17 hours of work. And that hampered
by mental wellbeing and | had to quit... there was
absolutely no work-life balance because people expected
you to be available like, like all of the time because you're
at home” (105-1).

In the years since the acute crisis, views are mixed. It was
noted by many respondents across the regions that
young women have struggled to find employment in the
aftermath of the crisis. This is supported by recent
research. In 2024 the ILO reported that in South Asia
particularly “young men have had greater success than
young women in finding work during the [COVID-19]
recovery period,” attributing this to the lower educational
attainment rate of young women (ILO, 2024, 3). However,
some young women noted that the socialisation of
‘working from home’ has increased opportunities for
young women who can more readily manage their home
and work responsibilities. In our validation workshop a
young woman from India stated: “COVID-19 had a lot of
devastating effects on [...] the young women, but there is
also another positive [...] impact it has made. The work
culture has slightly shifted from work from office to the
hybrid mode, so this has given a lot of opportunities for
[...] young mothers or young women to work and be part
of [...] the professional workspace without even having to

leave from their home.”



Increase in care and unpaid work

Across all case study countries, young women reported
that they experienced an increase in their care and unpaid
work burden. This work disproportionately fell on the
shoulders of women, and young women reported that
they were required to support the home-schooling of
children and siblings, care for ill family members, shoulder
responsibility for managing the household, and take on
increased care work in the aftermath of the death of
family members. Research by the ADB and UN Women
(2022) has shown that unpaid care and domestic work in
the regions significantly increased as a result of the

pandemic and had not markedly decreased two years

Image 21: A young woman reflects on the impact of COVID-19 on her life

after the outbreak, with women disproportionately
impacted. For instance, 88% of women in the regions of
Asia and the Pacific spend more time than any other
family member cooking and serving meals (compared
with 5% of men) and 82% of women spend more time
than any other family member cleaning and doing
5% This

disproportionate workload also increased during the

laundry  (compared  with of  men).
pandemic. For example, 63% of women (compared with
8% of men) said that they spend the most time among all
family members looking after children, and 23% said that
this time increased since the onset of the pandemic
(compared with 17% of men who said their time

increased).

A YOUNG WOMAN REFLECTS UPON THE IMPACT OF

COVID-19

"When the classrooms and the workplaces shifted to
our computer screens, the already hazy boundary
between work life and personal life blurred into
obsoletion. Women, with their assigned role as a
“natural caregiver” bore the brunt of this change with
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a sharp increase in
professional
workload while
having to be at the
beck and call of
every family
member 24x7. It
came as no surprise
when many had to
quit their jobs to
support their
households, with the
virus significantly
increasing the
burden of unpaid
care, which is
disproportionately
carried by women™
(112-1).



Reflecting this, a young Indian woman noted “all of that
burden of taking care of the family was normally on
womens shoulders” (104-1). Similarly, in Papua New
Guinea young women agreed “It was more work for the
mums because you have to be the mum and the teacher
at the same time” (PNGO6-1). This was also the case in
Thailand where another young woman noted that “as a
result of lockdowns, the responsibility of domestic chores
increased and it was allocated especially to young women
who were simultaneously doing their work from home”
(108-1).

Across the regions, young women noted that the death of
family members could increase their care work. In India, a
young woman relayed the experience of her colleague
who had lost both parents in the pandemic and then was
required to take care of her sibling. She noted “So yeah,
she lost both her mother and her father. And her sister
was mentally disturbed, so all of that burden was on my
colleague. She has to take care of her sister and her
in-laws” (103-1). In Sri Lanka, a young woman similarly
reflected that “| think some young women were burdened
with additional responsibilities as a result of loss of

parents or adults in the family.” (SL12-01).

Vulnerability to violence, including
early and forced marriage

Across the regions, young women reported that they were
aware of increases in violence against women and girls,
particularly family and intimate partner violence and early
and forced marriage as a result of the pandemic. This is
consistent with research across the regions which
consistently demonstrates that gender-based violence
increases during crises (Nagashima-Hayashi, 2022). In this
research, some young women identified the risk factors as
being the stress and economic insecurities associated
with lockdowns and job losses, while others pointed to
issues including alcohol abuse. A young Indian woman
noted “As the country went into lockdown, a lot of young
women were forced to live in close quarters with their
families and/or partners. Instances of domestic violence
and intimate partner violence shot up’ (I07-1). In
Myanmar, another pointed to the economic stress in the
community, noting: “And right now, as prices rise and
many things change, husbands blame their wives for their
inability to manage things well and provide enough food
for the family” (M13-1).
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Image 22: Young women speak about the rise of child, early and
forced marriage during the COVID-19 pandemic

YOUNG WOMEN SPEAK ABOUT THE RISE OF
CHILD, EARLY AND FORCED MARRIAGE
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

“They are married
now, they don't
have any career.
They don't have
their own jobs"
(BO3-1).

"Young women were given
in marriage due to financial
difficulties” (SL18-1).

"Many girls were given
marriages, they had to go
through marriages, because
the parents considered
them as they're sitting idle,
doing nothing" (B12-1).

"Many of the young women got
married. They couldnt finish
their studies or do what they
wanted to do” (BO6-1).

"There's lots of
students drop out of
their studies, and
lots of child marriage
happened  during
that time" (BO8-1).

"Mostly we see that young women
are getting married and dropping
out of school.. because their
parents don't know how to
overcome the situation” (BO5-1).

"As | said before, some of my friends
too have stopped their education and
got married. They have destroyed their
whole life by dropping out of school to
get married” (SL20-1 FGD).

The most prevalent form of violence reported by young
women was early and forced marriage (Image 22). In
Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka it was widely reported. In
Bangladesh, one young woman noted:

school because their parents thought there is no point

So | think so many students, especially young

women, they were dropped off [out] from

to send them in school anyway, just get them
married... So some of my friends who are female, they
had to get married, like, but they didnt want to, so they
had to leave their studies (BO2-1).

Similarly, another reported:

very young age. Maybe some of them thought they

Because during Covid, the schools and
colleges were shut for more than one and a

half years. So most of them got married at a

would be able to continue their studies further. But

after the lockdown was revoked, they couldnt and

some of them have babies too — so it's quite impossible
for them to return to studies (B15-1).




This was similarly the case in India where a young woman
spoke about the experience of her neighbour, who was
under the age of 18:

“ During Covid she was made to drop out of
school and was married off at a very young age
by her parents [who] were worried that they

may not have enough money later to get her married, so

they got her married that time. They ruined her life and

her future. She could not even complete her education....
She must have been about 16-17 during that time (116-1).

This is consistent with the global research, which
consistently notes a spike in child, early and forced
marriage during crises. UNICEF (2021) estimated that the
pandemic would generate an increase of 10 million

additional child marriages by the end of the decade.

Young women’s leadership on
COVID-19

Importantly, young women were able to identify some
positive impacts that the pandemic had on their lives and
their leadership. For some young women, it encouraged
them to build their skills and knowledge in new areas
(NO2-1),
(PNGO2-1). Others noted that it gave them the time for
independent learning (M05-1), while a young Indian

particularly around online communication

woman reflected that the pandemic had challenged her
to understand “the importance of self-dependence”
(I03-1). Across the regions, several young women
welcomed the opportunity to spend more time with their

families and learn new hobbies.

In terms of their leadership, some young women noted
that they were not consulted on, or given opportunities to
lead on, the public health response to COVID-19. A young
woman in India noted that the implementation of
COVID-19 response programs in her community through
local response task forces was dominated by traditional
male community leadership, “so women are supposed to
stay home, cook and take care of their children” (104-1).
This was also noted in Papua New Guinea with a young
woman reporting that men, in their role as community
leaders, had greater authority and capacity to move

around the community than women (PNGO4-1).

Nonetheless, young women described their leadership
through the COVID-19 crisis and in its aftermath as
focused on a commitment to supporting their families,
friends and communities. They did this by seeking out and
sharing information with others, particularly around
vaccinations, COVID-19 prevention and healthcare,
providing support to those in acute crisis and supporting
each others general wellbeing through networks and

open discussions.

The impacts of COVID-19 on young womens lives, as
noted above, far exceed the immediate consequences of
the virus, with medium- to longer-term impacts only now
becoming clear. Experiences triggered by the pandemic,
such as early marriage, denial of education or job losses,
are likely to have lifelong consequences for young women
while mental health impacts will continue to emerge and
change. To better advocate for the issues that uniquely
impact them, young women need to be given space and

support to participate as leaders in formal and informal

decision-making roles.




Conclusion

The regions of Asia and the Pacific continue to face major challenges. Among these challenges are the COVID-19
pandemic and its ongoing effects, the climate crisis, the persistence of gender-based violence, and conflict and political

violence.

This report has highlighted the unique and sometimes disproportionate ways in which young women in the regions are
impacted by these challenges. In many cases, these impacts have been unexplored or overlooked by the communities

in which young women live.

By amplifying the voices of young women, this report has shed light on these issues and on the ways that young women
lead to address them. This report has highlighted the many examples of young women's strength, resilience, creativity
and the impact of their work. Their leadership generates positive change in their own lives, in their families and their
communities. It is a significant contribution to peace, justice and security across the regions.

However, persistent barriers to their leadership remain. It is incumbent on all actors invested in the regions’ future to
acknowledge these roadblocks and adopt creative, committed and comprehensive solutions, co-designed with young

women, to allow their leadership to flourish. Doing so will enhance the lives and leadership potential of young women,

promote gender equality, and strengthen peace, security and justice in our closest regions.
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