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YOUTH UNITED
COVID-19
SPECIAL INITIATIVE
INTRODUCTION
United Way Winnipeg’s Youth United Council is pleased to present this report on the impact of COVID-19 on
youth, prepared with the generous financial support of Canada Life.
United Way Winnipeg (UWW) has been engaging youth in our work since 1992 when the first Student
Community Service Awards were awarded to grade 11 students. The Youth United program was created to
give youth an opportunity to create change in their community. The program consists of a volunteer council, a
grants program, and, most recently, the Youth United Chapters Program.
Our volunteer Youth United Council is a group of passionate young Winnipeggers working to connect youth
with meaningful volunteer, learning, and skills development opportunities that inspire and celebrate youth
leadership.
Youth United works to fund and support youth-driven projects that connect young people with the community,
help them develop the skills they need to take action on issues most important to them, and recognize them
for their contributions.
YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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YOUTH UNITED DURING 2020-2021
The COVID-19 pandemic affected the typical work of Youth United as schools were disrupted and in-person
activities and meetings were limited.
In early 2021, United Way Winnipeg’s Youth United Council initiated a conversation on the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on youth in Winnipeg. The Council wondered how the pandemic was impacting youth
like them and how it will change our world moving forward. Council members wanted to know how other
students in high school and university were coping, how youth were managing their mental health, and if
youth were still employed.
With financial support from Canada Life, Youth United engaged Health in Common, a local planning and
evaluation firm, to help the Council better understand the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on youth in
Winnipeg and beyond. Health in Common conducted a literature scan focused on youth 17 to 25 years old,
which included the impact of COVID-19 on youth in four key areas:
1. mental health and positive coping strategies
2. relationships
3. social and community connections, and
4. school and work.
In addition to sharing their own experiences in focus groups, Youth United members identified other Winnipeg
youth, local community leaders, and social service providers who could share unique perspectives on how
the pandemic has affected school, work, community connections, and mental health for young people. With
training and support provided by Health in Common, members of the Council conducted and transcribed
interviews with youth service providers.
List of service providers involved
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Scott Angus – Partner, HP Change
Rita Chahal - Executive Director, Mood Disorders Association of Manitoba
Shaun Jeffrey - Executive Director & CEO, Manitoba Restaurant & Foodservices Association
Dr. Meaghen Johnston – Therapist, Intentional Futures Counselling
Kendra Monk - Youth Hub Coordinator, NorWest Co-op Community Health
Rylee Nepinak - Co-Founder, Anishiative
Ryan Sabourin – Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate

The following report includes findings from Health in Common’s literature scan, as well as community voices
and insights gathered from the interviews conducted with youth service providers and focus groups with
Youth United Council members. While limited in scope, this report represents the first step in a broader
understanding of the impacts of COVID-19 on Winnipeg youth.
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OVERVIEW
In early 2021, United Way Winnipeg’s Youth United Council initiated a consultation on the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic, including a literature scan of published and grey literature, interviews with service
providers (n=7), and two focus groups with the Youth United Council (n=9).

Literature scan
The literature scan focused on youth 17 to 25 years old, including relevant research on adolescents (17 – 18
years) and young adults (18 – 25). This included the impact of COVID-19 on relationships, mental health
and positive coping strategies, and social connections; other relevant and emerging issues were included
as identified through the review. Searches were conducted in Google Scholar and Google using keywords:
COVID-19, youth OR adolescent OR young adults, Canada, impact, mental health, relationships, and
education OR school OR academics.
The literature scan informed the development of data collection tools (interview and focus group guides) and
prompts for discussion in interviews and focus groups.

Focus groups and interviews
Interviews with key stakeholders (youth service providers, n=7) gathered feedback on observations related to
the impact of COVID-19 on social connections, relationships, school, and work. Service providers represented
those working in education, mental health, social services, and employment.
Two youth focus groups (n=9), facilitated by Health in Common, gathered input on the pandemic’s impact on
social connections, relationships, school, and work, as well as fears and hopes today and in the future.
Members of the Youth United Council conducted and transcribed the service provider interviews. Youth
United members received training prior to conducting interviews. Interviews and focus group discussions were
captured through recordings, and a content analysis of qualitative data was conducted and themed by Health
in Common. Where possible, input is attributed to the respondent group (Youth, Service Provider).

Limitations
Youth respondents do not reflect the diversity of the broader Winnipeg population. Six of nine youth focus
group respondents conducted interviews with service providers. Subjectivity of the evaluator is implicit in the
qualitative theming of findings.
YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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FINDINGS
MENTAL HEALTH AND POSITIVE COPING STRATEGIES
Literature scan
In a focus group of young adults, the Ontario Centre of Excellence for Children and Youth Mental Health
explored the impact of COVID-19 on youth. The focus group revealed that youth who were most at risk for
experiencing negative impacts were those with pre-existing mental health challenges, youth 18 – 25, females,
youth living in northern communities, youth who rated their family as “not so well-off”, and employed youth
(Ontario Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2020).
Depression and anxiety are common in children and youth (Courtney et al., 2020). COVID-19 has had a
significant negative impact on young people already dealing with challenging developmental and mental
health concerns. In a survey of COVID-19 impacts on youth mental health, 28% of school-age youth
experienced multiple symptoms of depression, with females and youth reporting high levels of COVID-19related stress and increased social media time reporting higher levels of depression. Gender (female) and
COVID-19 stress were also significant predictors of loneliness. Most youth reported increased screen time
and reduced physical activity, both related to increased risk of loneliness and depression (Ellis et al., 2020),
(Courtney et al., 2020).
In a cross-sectional study of Canadians of all ages, younger individuals (15 – 24) were less likely to report better
mental health as a result of COVID-19 compared to older adults (Findlay, 2020). Among university students,
33% reported severe depressive symptoms, and 27.3% experienced anxiety (Hamza, 2020).
Among a sample of children and adolescents (from 2 – 18 years), more than two-thirds of children and
adolescents experienced deteriorating mental health associated with stress and social isolation. Thirteen- to
18-year-old participants reported that: 46.6% experienced deteriorating depression, 37.8% increased anxiety,
48.4% increased irritability, 53.3% decreased attention spans, and 33% increased hyperactivity (Cost et al.,
2021).
Loss of regular activities resulted in disruptions to routines and limited access to opportunities that help youth
cope with changing with changing, stressful conditions. Reduction in clinical and therapeutic services created
an additional barrier to managing stress and mental health challenges associated with COVID-19 (Courtney
et al., 2020). Supporting youth to adopt positive coping strategies includes encouraging regular check-ins
YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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with peers, staying connected to family and friends, practicing self-care, and celebrating the positive and
establishing routines (Ontario Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2020).
There is limited but concerning evidence that alcohol and substance use may be increasing among youth and
young adults as a result of the pandemic (Jayasinha et al., 2020), (Suleman MPH et al., 2020), (Ontario Centre
of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2020). Risks of harm including overdose may be heightened
where youth are using drugs alone or have to rely on unknown sources to obtain drugs (Jayasinha et al., 2020).

Community Voices
Youth were overwhelmed and anxious during COVID-19, which was exacerbated by increased social isolation
and online content that often promotes unrealistic standards or unhealthy behaviours. The disruption of
normal activities – like going to the gym or participating in school sports – reduced important outlets for social
and physical activity.

“I think I know a lot of
people that struggle
with mental health.”

− Youth

Service providers identified COVID-19’s negative impact on youth mental health, describing young people
exhibiting or reporting increased anxiety and depression. The stress of COVID-19 also added further
uncertainty at a time of great change for youth.
While there is little known about how COVID-19 impacts different youth demographics (i.e., marginalized
youth), service providers noted youth facing multiple challenges (e.g., poverty, discrimination) might
experience more challenges during the pandemic. Like youth, some service providers noted that lack of
physical activity further contributes to poor mental health.

“I think that absolutely we are seeing more
feelings of depression, feelings of anxiety.”
− Dr. Meaghen Johnston − Therapist,
Intentional Futures Counselling

“It definitely exacerbates other concerns or
other issues that they were already having.”
− Kendra Monk − Youth Hub Coordinator, NorWest Co-op
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Youth and service providers spoke about a sense of meaninglessness, apathy, and grief over missing events or
milestones that mark important moments in life.

“It’s been hard to find the
motivation, largely because
of that distinction between
school and home and social
life being very blurred –
everything is kind of the
same.”

− Youth

“I think it’s because nothing is really changing. You do the same thing every day. After a while, it gets old
and it’s like … what’s the point of getting out of bed if it’s going to be the same process again and again and
again?”
– Youth
“I’m finding it hard to find motivation to do things…I’m lacking that social interaction, and then there’s not
really an incentive to do things…. It’s very socially isolating.“
– Youth

“…so much has been taken
away, so they’re grieving. So,
it’s a lot about loss of freedom,
loss of opportunity. There’s an
overall sense of ‘What’s the
point?’ I hear that a lot.”
− Dr. Meaghen Johnston − Therapist,
Intentional Futures Counselling
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Youth said outdoor visits with friends, engaging with family members, at-home workouts, and restricting
screen time were positive coping strategies.

“I made a conscious decision
to decrease my screen time,
so I wouldn’t spend all day
on my phone, since it is very
easy to. I set limits on how
long I can be on my social
media apps.”

− Youth

RELATIONSHIPS
Literature scan
Among school-aged youth, the amount of time with family and friends significantly affected feelings of
loneliness and depression – the less time spent with family and friends, the poorer their self-reported mental
health. The relationship between COVID-19 stress and depression was strongest among adolescents who
reported high social media use. While increased family time can be associated with decreased stress and
increased support, it can also result in increased conflict when spending time together (Elliss, 2020).
In another sample of children and adolescents, one-third of adolescents reported high levels of loneliness,
and almost half of 18 – 24-year-olds were lonely during lockdown. Mitigating factors of loneliness included
maintaining the structure, quality and quantity of social networks, feeling part of a group, and knowing there
are others they can look to for support (Loades et al., 2020).
Loades et al. (2020) suggested the need to provide accurate information about the relative risks and benefits
of social media and networking, noting there is a tendency to overestimate the dangers of allowing too much
screen time.
Managing family relationships during periods of lockdown and self-isolation presented both opportunities and
challenges for youth. Loss of social connections outside the home elevated anxiety, which was exacerbated
in circumstances with significant family stress (e.g., job losses, anxiety about physical health effects, domestic
violence). Youth living in stressful family situations are at greater risk due to lost contact with peers and
extended community supports (e.g., teachers) (Courtney et al., 2020).
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Community voices
Friends
Youth felt the impact on friendships acutely during COVID-19, describing smaller circles of “really close”
friends, friendships coming to an end, lost opportunities to make new friends, and a general sense of
repetitiveness in social activities. With a less active social life, youth lose incentives that both structure and
reward their efforts.

“I feel like the thing with the pandemic is, not only do
we lose connection with our current friends, but we
don’t have any opportunities to make new friends or
go to parties and talk to maybe someone you don’t
know…”
− Youth
“It has been difficult and not enjoyable. In terms of
a social life, I have definitely struggled in the sense
of missing seeing my friends and being able to hang
out with them somewhere that isn’t a park.”
− Youth
Youth found it hard to stay connected after a day of being online, and some felt less comfortable meeting with
others in person. Youth said it was difficult to maintain close friendships virtually, leading some youth to reach
out less to others.

“Obviously, the frequency of social interactions has
definitely decreased. I also feel like there was a depth
of connection with my friends, and – obviously, we’re
still good pals, and there’s still a connection, but – it’s
just different. I felt like I was much more involved in
their lives pre-pandemic…”
− Youth
“…I feel more comfortable talking to people over
Zoom versus going out and meeting people. So, there
is a decline in social skills that could result from this
pandemic.”
− Youth
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Service providers witnessed the hardships youth felt with limited social interactions. In particular, youth who
transitioned to new environments—such as a new school or graduating to post-secondary—lost opportunities
to get to know others and make new friends.

“They don’t get to see their friends, they’re
very restricted in terms of socializing
with others, and if you’re lacking human
connection, it’s going to take a huge toll on
you psychologically.”
− Rylee Nepinak − Co-founder, Anishiative

“…they’re not seeing their friends…they don’t really know each other, and they never had a chance to meet
other friends in their new school because cohorts are split up; classes are split in half.”
– Ryan Sabourin – Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate
“…students starting university are missing that first-year experience of university, which is always important
to have, to create those bonds and those initial relationships that often happen in that first year of university.
Lifelong friendships emerge from that.”
– Rita Chahal – Executive Director, Mood Disorders Association of Manitoba

Family
Spending more time with family had “positives and negatives” for youth. Being with family meant new
activities (e.g., weeknight movies, after-dinner walks); it also meant tension, “more butting heads”, and
arguments.
“It’s been interesting adjusting to that and not leaving the house. It’s been really nice to have time to actually
spend with my family. This is probably never going to happen again…”
– Youth

“For the last half a year, [my parents] were insisting
on going out on walks and also dragging me out
with them. So, it started out rough, but it got better −
although sometimes we still have trouble coming up
with topics to talk about.”
− Youth

YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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Youth and service providers reported some struggles at home to find quiet or dedicated spaces to study and
poor internet connectivity, contributing to stress and frustration. Youth identified their “transitional” stage of
life and increasing desire for independence as a natural source of conflict with parents.

“I think it has been pretty good because I
think this is the first time where we’re forced
into one house together...So the pandemic
was definitely a blessing in disguise in that
area. But, after a while, it gets a bit much...
you want your own independence, you want
your own space.”
− Youth

“I definitely have friends who have younger siblings or parents who aren’t really considerate with… say they
have an exam, [their parents] won’t really try [sic] be quiet or will use up all the Wi-Fi or something, so then
your computer is slow.”
– Youth
“Not everyone has the flexibility or the good fortune of having a strong family or support system in place, so
when people are missing those, the impact of COVID-19 has exacerbated and ended up making it even more
difficult.”
– Rita Chahal – Executive Director, Mood Disorders Association of Manitoba

SOCIAL AND COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS
Literature scan
Greater stress from social isolation, including cancellation of important events and loss of in-person social
interactions, was strongly associated with deterioration in mental health (Cost, 2021).
A study of transgender and gender diverse (TGD) youth reported that less time with peers and more time
in the family home resulted in greater isolation, especially for TGD youth isolating with family who are not
supportive. Reduced access to gender-affirming care and mental health supports for TGD youth was noted,
as accessing online services while at home can be challenging. As future service delivery adapts and perhaps
shifts to be more online, the need to engage youth in determining what this looks like, including how to
maintain confidentiality for youth trying to access services virtually and sharing space with family members,
was identified (Hawke et al., 2021).
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Reduced access to community resources was a concern for young adults no longer able to attend in-person
services on campus (Ontario Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2020). Transgender
and gender-diverse youth expressed similar concerns about reduced access to supportive services in the
community (Hawke et al., 2021). Youth and young adults isolating in the family home may not know how
to access care that has shifted to a virtual platform, may not have reliable internet, or may not have much
privacy in the home for discussing personal matters online. If barriers are addressed, youth identify digital
technologies as a meaningful and appropriate format to receive support (Jayasinha et al., 2020).
Structural inequities and limited access to needed services are magnified in a crisis with a disproportionate
negative impact on Indigenous Canadians, those living in poverty, newcomers, and gender-diverse youth
(Suleman MPH et al., 2020), (Hawke et al., 2021). An equity-based approach with service providers needs
to include routinely inquiring about safety, social supports, income, food and housing insecurity, access to
services, medication, and risk factors such as substance use, parental stress, and mental health (Suleman MPH
et al., 2020).

Community voices
Youth felt a sense of loss as extracurricular activities and social events were cancelled or moved online,
and they spoke of missed opportunities to network and “gain new opportunit[ies].” For some, cancelling
structured sports translated into decreased physical activity. Others used this unstructured time to engage in
activities they wouldn’t have otherwise.

“[My sports team] is definitely something I miss as
it has not only a big social component but also an
active component, and being physically active is a
stress reliever for me, so I have had to find that in
other ways at home.”
− Youth

“I find myself… just having more time to do things. I find myself having more time to get involved with student
groups and what not. I think that’s definitely a positive thing that’s come out of the pandemic.”
– Youth
Service providers noted it was hard to build a school community with cancelled or curtailed extracurricular
activities and students attending classes online (or in part-time cohorts); the lack of needed supports (e.g.,
student groups) or outlets (e.g., athletics) impacts students negatively – and some more than others. The
broader social and emotional development of students was also compromised.

YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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“The other part for education is that it’s not just
about learning a subject. It’s also about the student
themselves. All of the pieces of education that sort
of make you a good person. A person who is going
to contribute to our society and into our democracy.
When you look at that, there has definitely been a loss
of culture.”
− Ryan Sabourin − Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate
“But anyways, I know that some of those groups [i.e., Gay Straight Alliance] aren’t functioning or working, and
that might have an effect on some students.”
– Ryan Sabourin – Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate

Social media
Youth continue to rely on social media to stay up to date; some admit to leaning on it too heavily, while others
report decreased screen time and social media engagement – they are bored with the repetitive, “echo
chamber” information shared and are aware of the distraction it creates. Some service providers see youth as
passive consumers of social media content, and another reports that youth value online content that doesn’t
gloss over challenges.

“It’s definitely more distracting now because
now that habit from not being engaged in class
is affecting my time where I should be focused
on my own work. It’s created a bad habit for me,
personally.”
− Youth

“…I’m slowly starting to delete all these apps. Cause, I don’t know… everything’s just the same – I’m seeing
the same thing, to be honest. It’s just getting boring, and I don’t see a point in actually using all these apps
anymore. My friends can text me – they have my number. It’s just been a decrease in my social media usage.”
– Youth
“They’re seeing more of the truth of what’s happening out there…they’re like, ‘yeah, this person, they talk
about the struggles of COVID and being at home in isolation.’ Sharing that it’s not all positive.”
– Youth

YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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IMPACT ON SCHOOL AND WORK
Literature scan
The majority of school-aged youth (72%) reported being “very” concerned about the pandemic’s impact on
their school year (Ellis et al., 2020).
Among university students, Statistics Canada surveys indicate that 26% of post-secondary students had
courses cancelled or delayed, 21% were not able to complete a course of a planned credential on time, and
35% had work placements delayed or cancelled. Multiple studies suggest younger adults may be at increased
risk for distress during the pandemic relative to older adults (Huang & Zhao, 2020).
University students reported increased rates of depression, loneliness, and stress as negative impacts of
COVID-19 but reported a decrease in time pressure (Hamza et al., 2020).
In a focus group, young adults noted that moving to virtual learning meant a loss of routine, loss of access
to friends, and loss of access to non-academic opportunities (sports, social activities) (Ontario Centre of
Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2020). Youth and young adults expressed anxiety about the
impact of the pandemic on their long-term education and career prospects overall (CBC, 2021), (Loades et
al., 2020). In a Statistics Canada survey of post-secondary students, 67% reported being very or extremely
concerned about the lack of job prospects in the future (Statistics Canada, 2020).

Community voices
Impact on school
Youth spoke about a persistent lack of motivation to do schoolwork or actively engage in a virtual school
environment. This lack of motivation is set against a backdrop of uncertainty, students’ perceptions they
are falling behind academically, feeling pressured to catch up, and constant adaptations to a new learning
environment and modes of interaction (i.e., online as opposed to in-person). According to service providers,
youth report “more assignments and due dates than they would normally have.”

“It’s been really overwhelming, to be honest. There’s
like, no motivation. I don’t know. For me, personally,
there’s no motivation cause I’m just here, sitting on
a screen.”
− Youth

“I think it’s a positive for me because now I’m not stuck to my phone all the time. I’m just actually living my
life.”
– Youth
“I felt like I had to keep going forward even though there was a lot of uncertainty…”
– Youth
“I can’t find the motivation to do anything. So, I mean, it’s crazy. And I also have to keep my grades up so I can
get into university next year. It’s a lot.”
– Youth
YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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Youth say lack of social interaction contributes to declining motivation and general erosion of learning. Service
providers agree that for “the majority [moving online is] affecting their education; it’s making it more difficult
for them to stay motivated and focused.

“The main reason I’m missing that motivation
is because that peer-to-peer connection piece in
courses or with other people in my major is kind
of lost… that participatory component becomes a
really big part of your learning. It’s much harder
to do over Zoom when you don’t know your peers
in your class, and you don’t really connect as well
with your professor.”
− Youth

“I do feel like I missed out on a piece there because working in a lab isn’t something you necessarily get to do
a ton while you’re in school…I do feel like I missed out a bit on that educational piece there.”
– Youth
“The second thing is that the connection isn’t happening in a learning environment. And I don’t think we ever
appreciated how much we depended on momentum and group-learning in order to learn independently and
collectively, and that’s not happening.”
– Dr. Meaghen Johnston – Therapist, Intentional Futures Counselling

Learning environment
Challenges at school during COVID-19 are exacerbated for youth who have learning challenges or trouble selfregulating emotions or behaviours. Youth experiences with online learning are on a “spectrum;” some youth
are functioning well while others are faltering. Both youth and service providers are sensitive to the disparity of
experiences throughout COVID-19 and spoke about some youth being left behind academically while others
excelled.
“Because there’s also some people I know who have really been doing well – like, they think it’s much better.
And, obviously, since teachers are also understanding, they’ve been finding it better in this environment,
where others haven’t. So, the big spread is… kind of concerning.”
– Youth
“They’re either striving and coping with it and quite like the relaxed schedule of it, especially in schools cause
we’re only running half time. And for a lot of them, they like not having the pressure of having to get a job…
And the other ones, I find they see it as an excuse for not doing a lot, which is kind of like that first group.”
– Ryan Sabourin – Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate
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Youth and service providers identify barriers to online learning, including barriers in the home environment
(e.g., lack of structure or supports); lack of access to reliable Wi-Fi or Wi-Fi-enabled technology; limited
strategies to engage youth in online discussion (e.g., no group chat initiated), and educators not ready to lead
virtual classrooms.

“In terms of studying, that has been a struggle.
With libraries being closed it is very difficult to
find motivation to study, especially in a home
environment where you have pets and other
family members who aren’t always quiet.”
− Youth
“…a lot of youth in care… don’t have phones, they don’t have laptops, so they’re asking staff to borrow them,
like when they can, but you know it’s pretty discouraging if you don’t have a setup at home to even be able to
do that. And you know if they did have a phone or they did have a tablet, it’s pretty low quality, and it’s not,
very helpful.”
– Rylee Nepinak – Co-Founder, Anishiative
“We’re seeing some students just aren’t doing school at all. You know the structures even at home aren’t in
place, and we can’t make the assumption that they are able to learn at home. That it is a good environment
for learning. So, we’re kind of seeing some students; they’re dropping off. They’re just not doing anything.”
– Ryan Sabourin – Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate

Impact on work
For youth, COVID-19’s impact on work focused on concerns related to future employment opportunities.
Service providers spoke in more detail about COVID-19’s negative impact on the youth workforce, including
uncertainty about job prospects, limited job search supports, ongoing closures in target youth employment
sectors (i.e., service industry), and fewer positions for part-time work. One service provider said, “the ones that
are looking for work are still finding it,” and another reported youth are working more than expected due to
staff shortages.
“I know a lot of my friends decided that they didn’t want to do university just because it’s going to be online
and harder for them. In a nutshell, there were a lot of kids who maybe were going to go to university but
didn’t. I feel like that will really affect … future employment and their futures.”
– Youth
“Some youth have told me that they felt pressured to work more hours than they want to because of wanting
to help out other employees or managers who are short-staffed due to individuals calling in sick or needing to
self-isolate.”
– Kendra Monk – Youth Hub Coordinator, NorWest Co-op Community Health
“So, what we hear from those young people, most from the post-secondary are saying that they’re not quite
sure what the future is going to hold for them. This sort of thing—of the level of uncertainty of what the
futures going [to] hold, whether they’ll even find a job in their respective field…”
– Rita Chahal – Executive Director, Mood Disorders Association of Manitoba
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Service providers note that youth have “big concerns” about limited involvement in extracurriculars and
how that may negatively impact their path to post-secondary or employment. Intermittent closure of
service industries (e.g., restaurants, fast food) that hire a large proportion of young people creates financial
uncertainty that can impair youths’ ability “to support themselves and to be able to support their future
goals.” – Shaun Jeffrey – Executive Director & CEO, Manitoba Restaurant & Foodservices Association

“I could see where that impact could be in terms of post-secondary students because
you’ve picked a career or you’ve picked a path, and if your education can’t provide
you with the skills necessary for that, that’s going to be huge….could see where that
would have a really negative impact on someone’s skill ability and mental health
cause you’re just so deflated by it. Like they lost a year and a half of their education
and how do you get that back. Especially when you’re paying huge fees.”
− Ryan Sabourin − Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate
YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)
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CONCLUSIONS
LESSONS LEARNED
New approaches
Emerging from COVID-19, youth and service providers see opportunities to do things differently in the
education sector and beyond. Opportunities include offering a mix of at-home and online learning and work;
rethinking class time, such as dedicating group time to activities that prioritize building connection; continuing
to improve online and remote learning, and incorporating new technologies that support services and connect
youth with each other.
“I think since they’ve made online school a lot more accessible lately, I think that would be a really good thing
to carry on into the next couple years after the pandemic.”
– Youth
“The fact that I don’t have to go to school every day is actually kind of cool. I can’t imagine going to school
five days a week again – I don’t think I can handle that.“
– Youth
“Again, also, I think it’s about using class time. So, if we are together, what can we do together that’s
important that we can’t do online? …let’s use our time in class to play a game. We can do this because I’m
confident that you can also work remotely and do homework at home.”
– Ryan Sabourin – Teacher, Nelson McIntyre Collegiate
“Taking all that we’ve learnt about digital learning and communicating and digital programming and finding a
way to integrate that into society more. Not that we’re completely online, but there is a mix and that option to
be connected with people virtually still.”
– Youth
“We can continue to practice our work in different ways, I think, is an important lesson to move forward
with. I think this is especially important in the social services sector. So, for example, pre-pandemic, there
wasn’t a wealth of [support] services available that weren’t in-person — aside from crisis phone lines. Now we
provide…services…virtually, over telephone, over video conference and even text. I don’t think this option
should ever really go away.”
– Kendra Monk – Youth Hub Coordinator, NorWest Co-op Community Health
YOUTH UNITED COUNCIL COVID-19 SPECIAL INITIATIVE (MAY 2021)

19

Inspiring change
Youth report the COVID-19 experience has helped them grow and build resilience. Many want to carry these
new perspectives and positive behaviours forward, including embracing unstructured time and being open to
new opportunities. Youth and service providers see possibilities for the shared experience of the pandemic to
connect people and communities. As one youth said, “Overall, I hope this somehow brings some good into
the world.”
“If it hadn’t been for the pandemic, I would have just continued on the path of what I was doing…I think it’s
opened up more possibilities and more doors.”
– Youth
“In my own life, prior to the pandemic, I was way too busy. I had way too much going on. The pandemic has
really allowed me to see that it’s ok to have spare time and free time to just read or go for a walk.”
– Youth
“I want to use this year to set a standard. I think I’ve been involved this year the most out of my life. When it
goes back to in person, I think I want to achieve more…”
– Youth
“I have grown a lot, compared to what I was in grade 11 compared to right now…I’m more flexible and am
taking more time to reflect on who I want to be and where I want to go in the future. I think that will influence
my life huge.”
– Youth
“…everyone in the world has been affected by the pandemic; as an entire human population, we’ve all had
to deal with this. So, I think, that feeling of unity and that we’re all together… that feeling, so we don’t feel so
isolated coming out of the pandemic will be important in our recovery and making sure we don’t go back to a
mindset where we work in isolation, and we’re only worried about our own communities – that we think more
globally.”
– Youth
“…everybody has experienced the same thing. And in that, there is an opportunity for connection that we’ve
never had before.”
– Dr. Meaghen Johnston – Therapist, Intentional Futures Counselling

“I’m hoping, as I leave this pandemic
stage, that I’ll have some built-in
resilience as future global or just
personal challenges happen to me…
these are the kinds of lessons I’ll take
with me as I get older and experience
different things.“
− Youth
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Mental health and well-being
While stigma continues to be attached to mental health, service providers note more people are talking
openly about personal experiences; ongoing education about mental health is important. Further areas of
focus include engaging youth populations in conversations about mental well-being – especially with groups
where these topics are sensitive, such as newcomers – and continuing to promote social interaction as a key to
good mental health.

“…if there’s anything I would like for
people to hear or see, it’s that they
need to really see this group as a
demographic that is our future. That
we need to shift it towards healing.
And how do we acknowledge that this
has been very hard for them.”
− Dr. Meaghen Johnston − Therapist,
Intentional Futures Counselling

“I think that recognizing the positive
impact that healthy social interaction
has for our mental health should be
kept in mind.”
− Kendra Monk − Youth Hub Coordinator,
NorWest Co-op Community Health
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Thanks to the generous support provided by Canada Life, United Way Winnipeg’s Youth
United Council was able to start a conversation on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on youth in Winnipeg. Through this process, Council members had an opportunity to
reflect on youth-focused research, share their experiences, and interview local youth service
providers about their observations and perspectives.
As the effects of the pandemic linger and our community begins to recover, it will be
important for Youth United Council members to continue listening to community voices and
deepening their understanding of the challenges and opportunities facing Winnipeg youth.
Given Youth United’s role in funding and supporting youth-driven projects that connect
young people with the community, the Council is well-positioned to support youth-led
initiatives that respond to the evolving needs in our community.

