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India went into a nationwide lockdown from 
23 March to 8 June 2020 in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Subsequent relaxation 
of the lockdown and related restrictions 
has taken place through a number of 
phases, with a strong focus on reviving the 
economy. ‘Unlock 5’, starting on 1 October 
2020, further relaxed restrictions on public 
activity with a set of guidelines and standard 
operating procedures for businesses. 
States were given the flexibility to declare 
virus containment zones, and to reopen 
education institutions and public places. 

The weekly average of new COVID-19 
cases and related deaths peaked in 
September 2020. Though new cases 
increased temporarily in November 2020, 
related death rates have declined (with 
occasional spikes) since October 2020. 
As of 4 February 2021, India had reported 
10.75 million confirmed cases and a death 
rate of 11.44 people per 100,000.1 

This report investigates the ongoing 
impact of COVID-19 on the education, 
employment, food security and mental 
health of Young Lives respondents in 
Andhra Pradesh and Telangana, tracked 
since 2001, and who are now aged 19 
and 26.2 The findings presented are 
based on a preliminary version of the 
data collected during the third call of the 
Young Lives phone survey, conducted in 
November 2020. 

1	 See https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/data/mortality

2	 More information on the Young Lives phone survey, the fieldwork manual and the third call questionnaire can be found here. Data will be soon available here. 
Background on the Young Lives survey overall (including sampling strategy and previous rounds) is also available at www.younglives.org.uk.

HEADLINES: THIRD CALL

1.	 There has been a strong return to education, with 82% of the 
19-year-olds previously enrolled in education now attending 
classes again; however, just under half (46%) of these classes are 
still online. 

2.	 Around one in five 19-year-old students who were enrolled in 
education in 2020 were not engaged in any form of learning, 
suggesting many students have lost a whole year of learning. 

3.	 Of the 19-year-olds who have enrolled in education, but whose 
classes continue to be suspended, it is a vulnerable group of 
female students living in the poorest households, whose parents are 
not formally educated and/or belonging to Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes who are most affected.

4.	 There remains a significant digital divide in access to online 
learning. Students from the poorest households, those living in rural 
areas, and those whose parents had no formal education were most 
likely to be unable to attend virtual classes.

5.	 Since the lockdown, there has been a strong recovery in 
employment levels for young people, exceeding pre-pandemic 
rates: the rates now stand at 53%, compared to 42% before the 
lockdown. The exception is for young women in the Older Cohort 
(aged 26), where employment levels remain 4 percentage points 
below pre-pandemic levels.

6.	 The increase in self-employment (‘own account’ work) and 
the shift towards agricultural jobs, observed in call 2, have 
slightly reversed, but the proportions are still larger than before 
the pandemic. 

7.	 The proportion of Younger Cohort households who reported 
running out of food in the previous 12 months has increased 
since 2016 (5%, compared to 2% in 2016), with higher rates for male 
respondents, those living in the poorest households and those in 
rural areas.

8.	 There has been a positive change in mental health, with reduced 
reported rates of anxiety and depression. 
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Methods 

The third call of the Young Lives phone survey took 
place between 1 and 30 November 2020. A total of 2,751 
young people were interviewed (1,868 Younger Cohort 
respondents aged 19, and 883 Older Cohort respondents 
aged 26 years old).3 This corresponded to 98% of the 
sample located in the most recent tracking, conducted in 
December 2019, and 99.8% of the second call sample (only 
three respondents from call 2 could not be interviewed). 

In the analysis below, respondents from both the Younger 
and the Older Cohort are merged into one sample, unless 
otherwise stated. Our analysis is informed by data collected 
since 2001 through ‘regular’ Young Lives surveys, to 
assess how the impact of COVID-19 is affecting individuals 
with different socio-economic backgrounds and histories. 
We divided Young Lives households into top, middle and 
bottom wealth terciles on the basis of their wealth status 
in 2016 (Round 5 survey) using the Young Lives wealth 
index (Briones, 2017). Households in the bottom tercile 
of the wealth index have worse access to public services, 
the quality of their housing is lower, and they own fewer 
durable goods.

Results

1. The impact of COVID-19 on education 

To investigate the impact of the pandemic on education, we 
focused on respondents from the Younger Cohort (19 years 
old) who were enrolled in education either when the third 
phone interview took place or at some point during 2020 
(this represents 68% of the Younger Cohort). Unlike the 
previous survey calls, the call 3 interview was conducted 
during the academic year. 

There has been a strong return to education, with 82% 
of the 19-year-olds previously enrolled in education 
now attending classes again. Most institutions had 
resumed teaching, online or in person, by November, and 
the proportion of students enrolled in education but not yet 
attending, owing to the suspension of classes, had fallen to 
11% (compared to 28% at call 2).4 Of the remaining 7% of 
students who are not now enrolled in education, the most 
commonly cited reason for leaving was the completion 
of the course they were pursuing (75% of this group). 
Reasons related to COVID-19 were reported by 24% of 
leavers, alongside inability to pay school fees and being 
forced to take up work. 

Despite encouraging signs of a return to classes, a 
very uneven picture is unfolding with entrenched 
inequalities in access to education. Around 46% of 
students were learning through online classes (similar 
to call 2). However, there remains a significant digital 

3	 In June 2020, when the phone survey started, the Older Cohort was aged between 25.5 and 26.5 years old and the Younger Cohort between 18.5 and 19.5 
years old.

4	 The government permitted online classes to resume from September 2020; admissions were only taking place in a few institutions during the call 2 period. 

divide in access to online learning with students from 
the poorest households, those living in rural areas, those 
with no internet access, and those whose parents had 
no formal education most likely to have no access to 
online learning. 

In-person lessons have increased from around 1% at the 
time of call 2 to 22% at the time of call 3. Students living 
in rural areas had more access to in-person classes than 
their urban counterparts (26% compared to 18%), indicating 
a faster reopening of schools in rural areas. In addition, even 
when students are able to attend online classes (or other 
types of distance learning such as radio, TV and printed 
materials), there is no guarantee of the quality of this 
learning, compared to face-to-face lessons. 

Around one in five 19-year-old students (approximately 
14% of girls and 23% of boys) who were enrolled in 
education in 2020 were not engaged with any form 
of learning. Though a significant reduction from call 2 
(33%), this is still a cause of real concern as it suggests a 
significant number of students have experienced almost 
a whole year of lost learning. The majority of students not 
engaged with any form of learning were those from the 
poorest households, those from rural households, and 
those whose parents had no formal education. Within the 
most vulnerable groups, girls are relatively more likely 
to have stopped attending classes than boys.

2. The impact of COVID-19 on employment 

To monitor the impact of the pandemic on employment, 
we compared the employment levels of both Young Lives 
cohorts at four points in time (Figure 1): (1) before the national 
lockdown (December 2019 – February 2020); (2) during the 
national lockdown (March–June 2020); (3) in the seven days 
before the second call (August–October 2020); and (4) in the 
seven days before the third call (November 2020). The first 
two periods were measured retrospectively.

The national lockdown caused a significant reduction in 
overall employment levels (from 42% before the pandemic 
to 33% during lockdown), with the greatest impact felt by 
male respondents, those in the Older Cohort (26 years old) 
and those in urban areas. 

Since the lockdown there has been a strong recovery, 
resulting in employment levels for young people 
that exceed pre-pandemic rates: rates now stand at 
53%, compared to 42% before the lockdown (and 55% 
at call 2). Pre-pandemic levels of employment have been 
exceeded for both male and female respondents, for those 
living in rural areas and for those from both the poorest 
and wealthier households. The exception is for female 
respondents in the Older Cohort (aged 26) (with rates at 
41% now, compared to 45% before the lockdown) and for 
26-year-olds living in urban areas (55%, compared to 60% 
before lockdown).
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The recovery in employment levels since the lockdown 
continues to be higher for male respondents (71% at call 3, 
compared to 53% before the pandemic), the Younger 
Cohort (48%, compared to 32%), respondents in rural 
areas (61%, compared to 45%), and those belonging to the 
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (59%, compared 
to 46%). This is likely to be in response to income losses 
suffered during lockdown and continuing interruptions in 
education for some groups. Employment levels recorded 
at the time of call 3 have all gone down slightly since call 2, 
suggesting a slow trend back towards pre-pandemic levels.

The increase in self-employment (‘own account’ work) 
observed in call 2 (August–October) has been slightly 
reversed, but the proportion is still larger than before 
the pandemic. About 55% of the Younger Cohort and 37% 
of the Older Cohort were self-employed at call 3, compared 
to 46% and 33%, respectively, before the lockdown (and 
61% and 39% respectively at call 2). More engagement 
in education might have reduced the participation of the 
Younger Cohort in self-employment. Rural public works 
programmes might have enabled dependent workers to 
regain rural jobs. 

Similarly, the shift towards agricultural jobs, observed 
in call 2, has also decreased, though again, the 
proportion remains significantly higher than before 
the pandemic. Among those in employment, 51% were 
engaged in agricultural activities, compared to 55% in call 2 
and 39% before the pandemic. The peak agriculture season 
was over by call 3, which may also have contributed to 
lower engagement in these jobs. Participation in agriculture 
has fallen across all groups, particularly for the Younger 
Cohort (19 years old), though female respondents, those 
in rural areas and those in the Younger Cohort remain 
the largest groups (67%, 61% and 60% respectively), 
similar to patterns observed for self-employed (‘own 
account’) workers. 

Among those in employment, 10% had not actually 
worked in the 7 days prior to interview (14% of the 
Younger Cohort and 5% of the Older Cohort). This did 
not apply significantly to those working in the top four 
sectors: agriculture, wholesale trade, construction and 
manufacturing. The most common reasons for not currently 
working were being temporarily absent and spending more 
time studying (both 30%).

Of those working in the week before their call three 
interview, the vast majority (97%) had worked at 
their usual workplaces. Of the small minority working 
remotely (3%), most were female workers and those in the 
Older Cohort. The availability of internet facilities did not 
significantly impact whether individuals worked remotely. 

3. The impact of COVID-19 on food security 

Overall, 5% of respondents reported that their 
households had run out of food at some point in the 
previous 12 months. Food shortages had a greater impact 
on male respondents than females (7%, compared to 3%), 
as well as on the poorest households (8%, compared to 1% 
among wealthier households) and those living in rural areas 
(6%, compared to 2% of those living in urban areas). 

Young Lives data collected in 2016 for the Younger Cohort 
(only) provide a comparative pre-pandemic measure of food 
shortages. Figure 2 shows that the proportion of Younger 
Cohort households that ran out of food in the previous 
12 months in 2020 was greater than in 2016, particularly 
for male respondents (7%, compared to 3% in 2016), those 
living in the poorest households (8%, compared to 4% in 
2016), and those living in rural areas (6%, compared to 3% 
in 2016). Further analysis on the impact of the pandemic on 
food insecurity is ongoing. 

Figure 1: Employment levels before, during and after national lockdown
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4. The impact of COVID-19 on mental health

We investigated the impact of the pandemic on mental 
health using the Generalised Anxiety Disorder Assessment 
(GAD-7) to measure anxiety, and the Patient Health 
Questionnaire (PHQ-8) to measure depression.5 

Levels of reported anxiety and depression had 
fallen compared to those reported at call 2 (August–
October): 8% of respondents reported symptoms of anxiety 
(compared to 11% at call 2) and almost 9% reported 
symptoms of depression (compared to 10% at call 2). This 
recent improvement may be explained by falling infection 
rates and continued lifting of COVID-19 restrictions, and 
more importantly as economic activity has picked up 
between call 2 and call 3. 

Concluding remarks

This brief provides further evidence on the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on Young Lives respondents in Andhra 
Pradesh and Telangana, presenting a mixed picture. There 
has been an encouraging return to education, with 82% 
of the 19-year-olds now attending classes (just under half 
of which are still delivered on-line). However, around one 
in five students were not engaged in any form of learning 
suggesting a significant number of young people have 
lost a whole year of learning. However, female students 
living in the poorest and most vulnerable households are 
at greater risk of their classes continuing to be suspended, 
and there remains a significant digital divide in access 
to online learning. The strong recovery of jobs has led to 
employment rates exceeding those before the lockdown, 

5	 GAD-7 and PHQ-8 consist of seven and eight statements, respectively, reporting if the respondents experienced any of the anxiety and depression symptoms listed 
and how often. To calculate the GAD-7 and PHQ-8 score, values of 0, 1, 2, and 3 are assigned to frequency of symptoms reported (‘not at all’, ‘several days’, ‘more 
than half the days’, and ‘nearly every day’, respectively) and summed together. Mild, moderate and severe anxiety are defined using 5, 10, 15-point cut-offs (Spitzer 
et al. 2006) and 5, 10, 15 and 20 cut-off points are used to define mild, moderate, moderately severe and severe depressive symptoms (Kroenke et al. 2009).

across most groups with the exception of 26-year-old 
women, whose employment level remains 4 percentage 
points below pre-pandemic levels. The proportion of 
Younger Cohort households who reported running out of 
food in the previous 12 months has increased since 2016, 
but we have seen a positive change in mental health, with 
reduced reported rates of anxiety and depression. Further 
analysis of the impact of mental health, food insecurity and 
other issues is ongoing. 

Young Lives is planning to get back to the field for the 
next regular round of data collection (Round 6) in late 
2021, depending on the evolution of the COVID-19 
pandemic across our four study countries (Ethiopia, India, 
Peru and Vietnam). We will also present related policy 
recommendations from our phone survey in a forthcoming 
country policy brief. 
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Figure 2: Proportion of Younger Cohort households that ran out of food in the previous 12 months (compared to 2016) 
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