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Summary

During the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, global measures preventing the spread of the new
coronavirus required most of the population to lockdown at home. This sudden halt to collective life
meant that non-essential services were closed and many health promoting activities (i.e. physical ac-
tivity, school) were stopped in their tracks. To curb the negative health impacts of lockdown meas-
ures, activities adapting to this new reality were urgently developed. One form of activity promoted in-
door physical activity to prevent the adverse physical and psychological effects of the lockdown.
Another form of activity included the rapid development of online learning tools to keep children and
youth engaged academically while not attending school. While these health promoting efforts were
meant to benefit the general population, we argue that these interventions may have unintended con-
sequences and inadvertently increase health inequalities affecting marginalized youth in particular, as
they may not reap the same benefits, both social and physical, from the interventions promoting at-
home physical activities or distance learning measures. We elaborate on several interventions and
their possible unintended consequences for marginalized youth and suggest several strategies that
may mitigate their impact.
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INTRODUCTION world to varying degrees of severity (BBC News, 2020).

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, global meas-
ures to prevent the spread of the new coronavirus have
led governments globally to implement lockdown meas-
ures (Bambra et al., 2020). These measures broadly in-
volved restrictions to social life and requirements to
shelter in place, which were implemented around the

Due to the unprecedented nature of the sudden halt to
collective life, a series of new concerns emerged for pub-
lic health authorities, including the effects a lockdown
might have on the population’s physical and mental
health and the effect that school closures would have on
the opportunities for learning and for completing the
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2019-2020 school year (Van den Broucke, 2020).
Problems anticipated due to lockdown included an in-
crease in stress, fear and anxiety (Brooks et al., 2020),
physical health problems (e.g. pain/weakness, weight
gain) (Margaritis ef al., 2020), and the risk of falling be-
hind in coursework and dropping out of school
(Canadian Federation for Students, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic has by many accounts also
shone a light on the flagrant social inequalities that al-
ready exist (van Dorn et al., 2020). Indeed, while inter-
ventions were introduced to accompany the population
as it began to shelter in place, it became clear that even
well-intentioned interventions assumed that everyone
had an adequate place in which to shelter and in which
these new activities could be adopted. Not only were
there differences in the places and possibilities for living
in lockdown (i.e. house, apartment, shelter, street), the
threat of the coronavirus itself was greater for those liv-
ing in more crowded spaces.

In this article, we argue that interventions created
during early lockdowns to maintain physical activity
and address disruptions to education may inadvertently
increase health inequalities. To illustrate this, we out-
line several campaigns and interventions that emerged
during the first COVID-19 lockdowns in France and
Canada in March 2020, some of which are still cur-
rently in place (November 2020) or have been rein-
stated. While these efforts intended to promote health
for the whole population, we suggest they may produce
unintended negative consequences for marginalized
youth—already disproportionately affected by the turn
towards ‘life in the home’—Dby aggravating existing so-
cial and health inequalities. We suggest various strate-
gies to mitigate these consequences, which if addressed
before crises arise, may help reduce inequalities. We
discuss two kinds of interventions in this article: (i)
those broadly promoting physical activity at home, and
(ii) those promoting online schooling. We draw our
examples from France and Canada, where the authors
currently reside and experienced lockdown measures
first hand.

CONTEXT OF LOCKDOWN MEASURES
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

The emergency measures around the new coronavirus
grew quickly from tracking the increasing cases in the
city of Wuhan, China in late 2019 to the identification
of 4 million cases of COVID-19 worldwide by early
May 2020 and over 54 million by mid-November 2020
(European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control,
2020; World Health Organisation, 2020b) (As numbers

are continuously increasing, this count is accurate for 16
November 2020.). Already mid-January 2020, Wuhan
was placed under quarantine and by late February to
early March 2020, many countries around the world
were implementing some form of lockdown to stop the
virus’ spread (e.g. Vietnam, Italy, Iran, Philippines,
Malaysia, followed by much of Europe and countries in
the Americas) (BBC News, 2020). As such, for many
countries, either a full or localized lockdown was a main
feature of the public health measures taken to ‘flatten
the curve’ (BBC News, 2020). Lockdowns typically in-
cluded regulations to ensure the population sheltered in
place, worked from home, and that daycares, schools
and non-essential services be closed.

Country-specific responses were diverse, however,
and varying degrees of restriction were implemented
(BBC News, 2020). While many opted for lockdowns,
other responses included aggressive forms of contact
tracing and tracking (e.g. Taiwan, Singapore), signifi-
cantly boosting the number of COVID-19 tests con-
ducted (e.g. South Korea) as well as relatively low-level
strategies that involved simply encouraging social and
physical distancing, banning large gatherings and
restricting travel (e.g. Sweden, Japan) (London School of
Economics News, 2020; Time Magazine, 2020). All
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic have subse-
quently evolved and continue to do so according to each
country’s or region’s level of virus circulation.

This article addresses the lockdown situations in
France and in the province of Québec (Canada) as the
authors directly experienced lockdown living in these
two localities. The pandemic responses were similar (i.e.
lockdowns and service closures), but were different
enough to emphasize particularities in their responses.
In France, the first national lockdown was put in place
on 17 March and enforced until 11 May 2020. To leave
the house during this period, a state-issued form had to
be completed indicating name, address, purpose and ex-
act time and duration of the outing. One of five eligible
reasons could be indicated for leaving the home. (Travel
for: (i) medical appointments, (ii) groceries in authorized
shops, (iii) exercise or taking out pets (1 h and no further
than 1 km), (iv) essential work (including a letter from
the employer stating your presence was required), (v)
providing assistance to family, vulnerable populations
or childcare.) Failing to abide by the requirements or not
carrying a valid state-issued form could result in a fine
of 135 Euros. As residents of France were only permitted
to leave the home for 1 h at a time and travel no further
than 1km from their place of residence, much of the
population left their homes only once per week for es-
sential necessities, such as groceries. Given these
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restrictions on the population’s movement, there was a
legitimate concern from the public health authorities
that the population would be significantly less active
and that this would have negative health effects. As
such, significant efforts were made to encourage physi-
cal activity among the population during the lockdown
months.

In Canada, lockdown measures varied by province.
In the province of Québec, a health emergency was de-
clared as early as 13 March 2020, with the implementa-
tion of measures such as physical distancing, closing of
public spaces and prohibition of private gatherings. This
culminated in a full lockdown on 24 March 2020 after
which only essential outings were permitted, although
enforcement was not as strict as in France. As education
is a provincial responsibility in Canada, on 16 March
2020 Québec’s Ministry of Education and Higher
Education announced the closure of all schools and
higher education institutions (Gouvernement du
Québec, 2020b). While other provinces also shut down
schools and university classes, Québec was the only
Canadian province to reopen some elementary schools
on 11 May 2020, a hotly debated decision (Radio
Canada, 2020). High schools, colleges and universities,
some of which had turned to online teaching in the
meantime, remained closed for the summer. What was
distinct in Québec’s response was the early efforts made
to develop teaching materials and new platforms to
adapt coursework and teaching methods to distance and
online learning. One significant, although criticized, on-
line learning tool was already released on 30 March
2020 Québec, Ministére de
I’Education et de I’Enseignement Supérieur, 2020).

(Gouvernement du

In the next section, we present interventions for
physical activity and education during lockdown and ex-
amine how they may inadvertently produce unintended
negative consequences. We draw on elements of Allen-
Scott et al.’s typology of unintended negative consequen-
ces of public health interventions, which encompasses
physical, psychosocial, economic, cultural and environ-
mental consequences (Allen-Scott et al., 2014). Due to
the diverse responses to the pandemic globally and the
ever-changing situation within countries, it is not possi-
ble within the scope of this article to expand our analy-
ses beyond France and Quebec (Canada), nor to topics
beyond physical activity and education. We recognize
that what we describe here and the possible mitigating
strategies suggested will be most useful for those coun-
tries experiencing similar lockdown  situations.
Nevertheless, there are some central principles to design-
ing these mitigation strategies that can apply to other sit-

uations in other contexts.

INTERVENTIONS FOR PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
AND EDUCATION DURING LOCKDOWN

Interventions promoting physical activity during
lockdown

A first type of campaign that emerged within days of
lockdown encouraged families to keep up physical activ-
ity while staying at home. Available everywhere online,
articles and blog posts proliferated in March and April
2020 to promote physical activity during lockdown
globally. For instance, one of many opinion pieces pub-
lished in a popular science journal (i.e. The
Conversation) entitled How to stay fit and active at
home during the coronavirus self-isolation (Stamatakis
et al., 2020) was written to motivate families every-
where to find new ways to stay active. The article
includes incitements to take the stairs, use one’s own
body weight for strength exercises, play actively with
our pets, and that we can all ‘dance the Covid19 blues
away’. Indeed, even formal dance classes offered free at-
tendance as they moved from the studio to free online
sessions (May 2020). There were also living room toning
workouts prepared and conducted via the storm of new
online applications rapidly gaining popularity, such as
Zoom or Houseparty and YouTube channels, all of
which created or updated their platforms to adapt to the
new lockdown situation and guide homebound families
through daily exercise routines. The message became
abundantly clear: not only were all of our previous ac-
tivities still possible, but they were perhaps even more
necessary now to stave off the increasing physical and
mental health concerns that living in lockdown during a
pandemic might bring with it.

The place of public health organizations in promot-
ing physical activity during lockdown was also promi-
nent through newsletters, television campaigns and blog
posts published on their respective websites to outline
the importance of staying active during lockdown.
Suggestions always included child-friendly activities that
could be done at home or in the backyard. Lockdowns
around the world generated fears of decreasing physical
activity and as such, the promotion of at-home physical
activities became globally prevalent. For example, the
WHO developed the ‘Be Active campaign’ to provide
ideas for how to stay active while at home during lock-
down, and they created social media tiles with simple
tips for being active in the home (World Health
Organisation, 2020a). Drawing on international physi-
cal activity guidelines that recommend 60 min of physi-
cal activity per day (World Health Organisation,
2020a), ideas for staying active in the home included: pi-
lates and yoga, dancing, walking or stair climbing,



S.A. Alexander and M. Shareck

aerobics, ping-pong, basketball, yardwork, home work-
outs (with online links) and stationary biking. Similarly,
the Active Healthy Kids Global Alliance, a Canadian-
initiated organization promoting and evaluating youth
physical activity in over 49 countries, also provided an
online guide entitled Guidance on healthy movement
behaviours for kids during the covid-19 pandemic
(Active Healthy Kids Global Alliance, 2020a,b). They
write that ‘depending on your accessibility to places,
take a walk around the block, or use driveways, back-
yards, sidewalks, cul-de-sacs, and forests to be physi-
cally active’.

In France specifically, where a restrictive first lockdown
was in place for 2 months, the public health authorities
were worried about the effect this would have on the pop-
ulation’s physical and mental health (Santé Publique
France, 2020). In anticipation of the possible harms lock-
down might inflict, France’s national public health agency,
Santé Publique France, developed a survey to examine the
evolution of health behaviours and mental health during
2020).
Ministry of Sports (Ministére des Sports, Gouvernement de
la République frangaise, 2020a) and the National
Observatory for Physical Activity and Sedentarism
[Observatoire National de I’Activité Physique et de la
Sédentarité (ONAPS), 2020b] in turn provided their own
recommendations for maintaining physical activity during
lockdown. For instance, the French Ministry of Sports en-

lockdown (Santé Publique France, France’s

couraged families to engage in physical activity at home
and provided a list of French sport federations all of whom
had developed online classes for a variety of activities rang-
ing from cycling, golf and fencing to judo, chess, bowling
and gymnastics (Ministére des Sports, Gouvernement de la
République frangaise, 2020b). Every sports club appeared
to have an online version of its activities, so that life could
go on ‘as before’.

For a broader and perhaps less strictly athletic audi-
ence, the French public broadcaster, France Télévisions
created a televised physical activity programme that was
aired during lockdown (and beyond) and which gained
immense popularity in France (France Télévisions,
2020). The new show aptly named #Restez en forme
(#Stay in shape) with the byline Restez chez vous (Stay
at home) appeared daily during a morning time slot of
10:30 and featured two qualified trainers demonstrating
strength and cardio exercises for the public to do in their
living rooms. Each episode featured two new guests par-
ticipating from their homes via video: one guest was a
known professional athlete and the other was a parent/
guardian and child duo. The idea was that physical ac-
tivities during lockdown could be done by everyone,

from the professional athlete who needs high intensity
training to families and children of all activity levels.

The message behind these campaigns was that de-
spite the global pandemic and the necessity of lock-
down, we should all aim to maintain an optimal level of
physical activity to prevent any adverse physical and
psychological effects. With all these tools made avail-
able, what excuse could any family, parent or child have
to not emerge from lockdown ready to pick up where
they left off?

Interventions for maintaining academic activities
during lockdown

Another type of intervention that was introduced to ease
the negative impacts of lockdown focused on maintaining
academic learning for students of all levels and ages.
Recognizing that education is essential to young people’s
development and an important social determinant of
health (The editors, 2020), in the face of school closures,
authorities urgently devised plans to prevent discontinuity
in the learning process. Although there was variability in
the types of measures implemented between countries,
provinces, and even types of schools (public vs. private
schools in Québec), and in the guidance and quality of
resources provided to educators and parents, measures
mainly involved the development of online learning tools
(Children’s Commissioner for England, 2020; Fortier,
2020, Québec, Ministére de
PEducation et de I’Enscignement Supérieur, 2020).

Gouvernement du

During lockdown, Québec’s Ministry of Education
and Higher Education collaborated with the education
network to offer accessible educational activities deliv-
ered online for the duration of the pandemic. Already by
30 March 2020 it had developed ‘L’Ecole ouverte/The
Open School’ (https://ecoleouverte.ca/en/), an online
platform meant to allow pre-school, elementary and sec-
ondary school students, as well as young people enrolled
in adult education or vocational training, ‘to choose
their own path and learn at their own rhythm’
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2020b). Rather than offer
virtual classes or downloadable lessons tailored to each
grade level, the website served as an aggregating plat-
form where weblinks to external online resources were
provided (e.g. links to news or museum websites). For
families and students without access to a computer and/
or high-speed internet, paper-based lessons were to be
provided by mail, although the Ministry’s website did
not describe how to apply for this service. In order to
reach a wider audience, three hours’ worth of educa-
tional material was also offered on public television via
a programme entitled ‘Tele-Québec en classe’ (Téle-
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Québec, 2020). Because the challenges brought about by
the pandemic for young people and their families were
acknowledged, engaging in online and home schooling
was not made mandatory. For students enrolled in
higher education, the decision of whether courses would
be converted to an online format and what that would
concretely look like was left to each institution’s discre-
tion, but most turned to online classes to allow their stu-
dents to complete the Winter semester (Gouvernement
du Québec, 2020b).

Community and private sector initiatives also
emerged either when authorities were slower to provide
guidelines and adequate resources or as a complement
to government-led initiatives. It took the Québec gov-
ernment a few weeks to provide schools with harmo-
nized guidelines, which left parents to manage on their
own at first. This time gap led a private tutoring com-
pany to initiate, already within two weeks of the start of
lockdown, an online series of free 20-min French lan-
guage and Math classes for elementary school students
called ‘La classe en ligne’. Making use of innovative
technology and hosted by a passionate teacher, ‘La
classe en ligne’s’ popularity quickly grew with a
reported 35 000 Quebec families logging in daily (La
Presse, 2020), and several hundred more families in
other provinces viewing the videos as well. Although
this was not mandated by the authorities, individual
schools took the initiative of posting educational materi-
als and activities on their social media pages, and some
teachers chimed in regularly to stay in touch with their
students through videoconferencing while others turned
to in-person visits when they were unable to reach their
students through online communication.

In early May, kindergartens and elementary schools
were allowed to re-open in Québec to wrap-up the
school year, except in some regions where the virus was
still active, and high schools and universities remained
closed until the Fall term (Gouvernement du Québec,
2020c). While elementary schools re-opened, attendance
was non-mandatory, and teachers observed a lower at-
tendance among children from disadvantaged back-
grounds and among those who had learning disabilities:
64% of elementary students attending more advantaged
schools returned to school compared to 50% of those at-
tending more disadvantaged schools (Sioui, 2020). In
terms of higher education, plans for the Fall semester
were left to each institution’s discretion, although the
government recommended that institutions adopt a hy-
brid online and in-person approach and pay special at-
tention to new incoming students and to those living
with a disability or with anxiety (Gouvernement du
Québec, 2020d). As of November 2020, elementary and

high schools have re-opened for in-person teaching but
with various and evolving guidelines such as mandatory
mask wearing for certain grade levels and alternating in-
person attendance with online learning. Even with most
students back in school, distance learning is still advised
for those with special permission (e.g. personal or house-
hold vulnerability to the virus) and students are forced
to isolate during school outbreaks (415 active outbreaks
as of 10 November 2020, representing 27.8% of all out-
breaks in the province). Regarding higher education,
most institutions have gone ahead with hybrid courses
for the Fall and Winter semesters (Université de
Sherbrooke, 2020; McGill University, 2020a,b).

What these trends towards online learning during
lockdown illustrate is that not only have many students
missed out on learning in person and collectively with
their peers for more than 3 months, once in place, the
online learning trend may remain widespread post-
lockdown. While this preparedness for online teaching is
certainly advantageous in cases of subsequent lock-
downs or as a complement to in-person teaching, the un-
equal access that youth have to online learning tools
cannot be ignored (Lancker and Parolin, 2020).

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF
HEALTH PROMOTION INTERVENTIONS

While perhaps not the first to contemplate the question,
Gugglberger’s editorial in this journal (Gugglberger,
2018) entitled Can health promotion also do harm? in
which she explicitly confronts the question of harm
caused by health promotion interventions, is particularly
relevant for our own considerations of unintended
effects of health interventions in the time of COVID-19.
Gugglberger argues that unintended effects of health
promotion interventions—both the good and the bad—
are ‘usually not foreseen, can be difficult to observe, but
occur nonetheless’ (p. 557) (Gugglberger, 2018).

According to Gugglberger (Gugglberger, 2018), the
stigmatization of a population who either engages in an
unhealthy behaviour (e.g. smoking) or who does not en-
gage in a recommended behaviour (e.g. physical activity
or online classwork) is the ‘most widely discussed unin-
tended effect of health promotion interventions in the
literature’ (p. 558). Given that the COVID-19 pandemic
resulted in considerable changes to our daily habits and
inspired significant stress, anxiety and frustration
(Government of Canada, 2020), injunctions to adapt
our health and social behaviours according to the new
lockdown situation may have numerous additional un-
expected effects.
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Allen-Scott et al. propose a typology of unintended
negative consequences of public health interventions
(Allen-Scott et al., 2014). These include: (i) physical con-
sequences (harm occurs to the physical being of the per-
son); (ii) psychosocial
psychological and social aspects, connecting social con-

consequences (harm  to
ditions and mental health); (iii) economic consequences
(production, distribution or consumption of goods); (iv)
cultural consequences including the damage to a group’s
‘way of life’ and (v) environmental consequences (dam-
age to circumstances, objects or conditions). Their typol-
ogy is likely more adapted to examining long-term,
complex public health interventions than to the urgently
developed COVID-19 interventions we discuss here.
Nonetheless, we find this typology useful and draw on it
to organize the analysis of interventions illustrated in
this article. We suggest that the central unintended con-
sequence of the lockdown interventions we discuss may
result in the widening of already existing social inequal-
ities in health. We disentangle this and identify the possi-
ble physical, psychosocial and economic inequalities
that may emerge due to the lockdown interventions pro-
moting physical activity and online homeschooling.

Unintended consequences of physical activity
interventions

Discussing the socially differentiated health impacts of
outdoor environments, Abraham et al. suggest that not
everybody has equal access to health-promoting land-
scapes and as such, ‘unequal access may function as a
way in which inequalities in the distribution of resources
contribute to the (re-)production of health inequalities’
[(Abraham et al., 2010), p. 65]. Socially disadvantaged
groups who do not have access to safe outdoor spaces in
which to engage in physical activity are less likely to be
physically active and are therefore ‘likely to suffer more
often from obesity than people with access to such spaces’
[(Abraham et al., 2010), p. 65]. We suggest that the possi-
bility of being physically active at home during lockdown
is similarly socially patterned; since not all families can
engage in physical activities during lockdown in the same
way due to their different life situations, not all families
are able to equally reap the benefits of new forms of phys-
ical activity either. This we suggest can have multiple con-
sequences for the less advantaged households.

The French National Observatory for Physical
Activity and Sedentarism [Observatoire National de
I’Activité Physique et de la Sédentarité (ONAPS), 2020a]
conducted a survey with 28 400 respondents about their
physical activity practices during France’s strict first lock-
down period (between 17 March and 11 May 2020). The

results suggest that on average the levels of physical activ-
ity did not change significantly for most respondents, ex-
cept for the adolescent group, whose levels of physical
activity had diminished [Observatoire National de
I’Activité Physique et de la Sédentarité (ONAPS), 2020b].
While the overall results of the survey may be indicative
of positive consequences of French physical activity cam-
paigns during lockdown, since there is no detailed break-
down of the results by different socio-demographic
groups, it is difficult to know whether these benefits were
experienced equally for inhabitants of different kinds of
households. Indeed, looking at the groupings of the sur-
vey respondents, 64% were between the ages of 18 and
64 years and 70% were living in homes that included ei-
ther individual yards or gardens. Given this population of
respondents, the positive health consequences may only
be applicable to older groups and to those living in homes
with gardens.

One element that the incitements to engage in physi-
cal activity at home during lockdown have in common is
that they required an inordinate amount of motivation
and organization. This may have been especially true for
those families who were also dealing with multiple addi-
tional complexities related to the COVID-19 pandemic
and which are not equally experienced by all families.
For instance, the COVID-19 related experiences of job
and income loss or fear thereof, employment and sched-
uling changes, new childcare requirements, sickness and
overcrowding in homes are all more common for fami-
lies already experiencing disadvantage (Bambra et al.,
2020). Furthermore, youth whose families already en-
gage in physical activities together and have the time
and organizational habits of physical activity routines
would also be those most able to continue these routines
during lockdown. Therefore, the suggestion that all fam-
ilies can continue to engage in daily physical activities
during lockdown may simply place an additional burden
on those families who are already managing multiple
health, economic and logistical stressors related to
COVID-19. We would identify this as an unintended
negative psychosocial consequence of the physical activ-
ity campaigns during lockdown.

In addition, the promotion of physical activities at
home during lockdown assumed that each family had
access to sufficient space in which to be active (e.g.
backyard, vacant living room). Families without this
space were thus excluded from participating fully in
many of the promoted lockdown activities. As suggested
by Teran-Escobar et al. who conducted a survey examin-
ing barriers to physical activity during the COVID-19
lockdown in France, smaller homes were indeed associ-
ated with lower levels of physical activity during
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lockdown (Teran-Escobar et al., 2020). Furthermore,
while youth who adopt suggested physical activities
could benefit from feelings of satisfaction and accom-
plishment, youth who cannot participate in the physical
activities may not experience this. Indeed, being part of
a regular online exercise class can benefit physical
health, but may also allow for virtual connections out-
side of the home and a means of socializing with peers.
Not having the possibility to participate in at-home ac-
tivities during lockdown may thus lead to increased iso-
lation and feelings of exclusion. All of this may have
further negative psychosocial consequences for youth.

Lastly, it is known that being physically active is not
only beneficial for weight maintenance, but also for
muscle and bone health and for psychological well-being
(Sallis et al., 2020). However, given the unequal living
situations for families, the physical and psychosocial
benefits of being physically active during lockdown
were likely not equally experienced either. This, we sug-
gest, could be considered a negative physical conse-
quence of the interventions, since youth in less
advantaged families will not reap the same physical
health benefits as those from more advantaged families.
This would have the potential to further exacerbate any
pre-existing inequalities in health that are socially struc-
tured. Furthermore, not only will youth from less advan-
taged families not benefit from continued physical
activity during lockdown, but they will also carry the
burden of the negative physical and psychosocial conse-
quences of being more sedentary during lockdown than
they previously were.

Unintended consequences of online education

Although online learning may yield positive results for
students (Means et al., 2013), some may not benefit as
much, such as those with learning difficulties, suffering
from mental health issues or with fewer economic means
(Bettinger and Loeb, 2017; Van den Broucke, 2020).
The turn to online and distance learning during lock-
downs without thorough consideration of marginalized
youth may therefore exacerbate any pre-existing social
and health inequalities (Colao et al., 2020). An in-
creased feeling of exclusion and stigma may inadver-
tently result when not all families and young people
have the space, privacy, calm, and technological tools
(i.e. personal computer, high-speed and unlimited inter-
net connection) to fully engage in, and benefit from, on-
The
attempted to address some of these challenges by provid-

line learning activities. Quebec government
ing additional funds to educational institutions for on-

line and distance learning, and by collecting 30 000

tablets and personal computers for schools to provide
students with the required materials. It is not known,
however, how many students benefited from this.
Furthermore, the Ministry left a key element of online
learning in the hands of families: ensuring and paying for
an internet connection. Instead, if internet connection
was a problem, the Ministry recommended downloading
course materials via hotspot connections, via the school’s
internet network (accessible from outside school build-
ings), or via LTE mobile internet keys purchased and
loaned by schools (Gouvernement du Québec, 2020a).
Thus despite its intention to support families less able to
fully engage in online learning, the Québec government
did not secure all that was needed for at-home schooling
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2020a).

Given this situation, the psychosocial consequences
of online learning may include increased stress and anxi-
ety for young people and their parents. For example, not
being able to access or fully engage in online learning
services, the fear of not graduating on time, or falling be-
hind when self-isolating due to school outbreaks are ma-
jor stressors (Statistics Canada, 2020a). Furthermore,
schools, colleges and universities are not only settings
where young people learn academically; they are also
places where they socialize with their peers and access
physical activity facilities, cafeterias and health clinics
which provide comprehensive services to address their
unique health care needs (Brindis & Sanghvi, 1997). For
more marginalized youth, schools can also be a lifeline,
shielding them from poverty and violence at home (The
editors, 2020). In a UK study of 4550 students, 60% of
children who benefited from free school meals in
January and February 2020 were not receiving any sup-
port (i.e. free school meals or food vouchers) during
(Children’s

2020). The move to online learning may therefore lead

lockdown Commissioner for England,
to increased stress due to the inability to socialize and
find support among friends, and to receive support from
services that young people would normally access.

The sudden closure of academic institutions and on-
line learning might also have long-term economic conse-
quences, which would be felt more strongly among
marginalized youth. The transition from high school to
college or from college to university is particularly criti-
cal moments in young people’s lives, and dropout rates
are suspected to increase due to the pandemic. The mul-
tiple disruptions might prevent some students from
returning to school once it reopens regularly again,
while others may have to postpone (re)entering higher
education due to the need to work to compensate for
revenues lost because of the pandemic (Canadian
Federation for Students, 2020). Still, others might not be
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keen to pay the price for online courses without also
reaping the social and academic benefits of on-campus
life (Burki, 2020). In a survey of 1100 Canadian high
school and post-secondary students, 50% reported that
COVID-19 made it difficult to pay for schooling and
30% were reconsidering their plans to attend higher ed-
ucation in the Fall (Canadian Federation for Students,
2020). While registrations across Quebec universities
had increased by 1.3% by November 2020 compared to
2019 numbers, the proportion of first registrants in an
undergraduate programme had decreased by 8.3%. The
long-term economic consequences on students thus re-
main uncertain (Bureau de la coopération interuniversi-
taire, 2020).

Some fields of study which involve hands-on learning
and job placements were also affected by the lockdown
(Statistics Canada, 2020a). A national survey found that
Canadian students who had a work placement cancelled
or denied because of COVID-19 were more concerned
about the financial impact of this delay, their ability to pay
for future expenses, and having to use their savings to live
in the meantime (Statistics Canada, 2020b). Studies have
also documented that compared to receiving in-person
training, students find online classes more difficult, score
lower (Heppen et al., 2017), and are more likely to drop
out (Bettinger et al., 2017). These effects may be more pro-
nounced among students already struggling in their classes,
suggesting that online learning might exacerbate existing
inequalities (Bettinger et al., 2017).

MITIGATING UNINTENDED
CONSEQUENCES

One assumption that appears to underlie the campaigns
and interventions discussed in this article is that doing
something is better than doing nothing when it comes to
promoting physical activity and implementing online
learning. While the measures have not been evaluated
and there are surely positive impacts from these inter-
ventions, we suggest that the main problem is that some
groups benefit more from them than others, and that
those who are less likely to benefit tend to be those al-
ready disadvantaged.

First, it has previously been shown that media and
mass communication campaigns promoting health were
not only less likely to have positive effects, but were
sometimes more likely to increase already existing social
and health 2013).
Interventions designed for the general population with-

inequalities (Lorenc et al.,

out considering the specific needs and resources of the
most marginalized groups have also been hypothesized

to contribute to a widening of social inequalities in
health (Frohlich and Potvin, 2008).

Second, the interventions discussed above were ulti-
mately settings-based interventions, with the home being
the main setting. However, they failed to consider the
physical and social context within which they were
implemented, a context which not only shapes the way
families and youth live daily, but also how they can—or
cannot—benefit from health promotion interventions.
Rather than considering homes in their complexity to
address social inequalities in health, the COVID-19
interventions mainly sought to address the issue of inter-
est (i.e. increasing physical activity and facilitating on-
line learning), which can exacerbate inequalities
(Shareck et al., 2013).

Third, by providing families with informational ma-
terial and assuming they would take up activities for
which they were not necessarily prepared or equipped,
these types of interventions ultimately placed the respon-
sibility of being active and keeping up with learning on
parents, children and young people in particular, at a
time in which other health and life concerns may have
been a priority (i.e. sickness, job and income loss)
(Lorenc and Oliver, 2014).

Last, as outlined by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2020), espe-
cially in crisis situations, it is necessary to ‘harness young
people’s sense of agency by engaging them in the formula-
tion, co-creation and/or implementation of policy
responses and recovery plans’. Indeed, some countries al-
ready made efforts to include youth in their planning
strategies for COVID-19. For instance, the African Union
Youth Envoy held virtual consultations with youth from
40 African countries to include their perspectives in re-
covery plans, and in the Netherlands children, youth and
youth organizations were also involved in planning recov-
ery measures (OECD, 2020). Several European countries
launched digital ‘hackathons’ for youth to suggest ideas
for how to slow the spread of the virus, or facilitated
peer-to-peer support for youth studying in lockdown
(OECD, 2020). While these methods may not reach all
youth, particularly those who are not digitally connected
or engaged in youth groups, these kinds of inclusive con-
sultations may be key to creating health policies that im-
prove the lives of all youth.

Mitigating unintended consequences of
strategies for physical activity

For the promotion of physical activity during or post-
COVID-19, it has to be acknowledged explicitly that liv-
ing situations are not equal, and that expectations to be
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active and stay active while living in lockdown will not
be adopted as easily by those with fewer means to do so.

One angle at which this inequality could be
addressed draws on the recent evidence identifying the
reduced risk of COVID-19 infection while playing or be-
ing active outdoors (Qian et al., 2020). Indeed, such
findings have led some researchers to question the clo-
sure of parks and playgrounds in many countries and
the requirement for children to stay indoors during lock-
down, and to suggest that this lack of outdoor physical
activity could have other lasting negative effects on chil-
dren (Ball et al., 20205 de Lannoy et al., 2020; ESPUM,
2020; Stenning and Russell, 2020). One strategy to ad-
dress youth physical activity during lockdown and
which would be more inclusive of disadvantaged youth
would involve maintaining (or insisting on re-opening)
access to green spaces and parks for children. This ap-
proach was already implemented in France for the sec-
ond national lockdown that began on 30 October 2020
for at least 4 weeks. In this way, all parks and green
spaces could still be used to engage in individual forms
of exercise (e.g. jogging, walking and moving).

The ability to access parks, green spaces and play-
grounds, however, depends on how far these are from
one’s home. Given restrictions in the distance travelled
from the home during lockdowns, simply opening parks
and playgrounds may stillnot render them more accessi-
ble to all youth. In this situation, the transformation of
outdoor spaces (e.g. streets, back alleys) may be a means
of providing youth with opportunities for play and phys-
ical activity regardless of the distance between their
homes and available parks and green spaces. For in-
the well-known Dutch
Woonerf, also called living street or home zone (Gill,
2006; United Nations Children’s Fund, 2012), residen-
tial streets in various neighbourhoods could be tempo-

stance, as a variation of

rarily closed to traffic. This may be especially relevant in
more disadvantaged neighbourhoods or in locations
where accessing parks and playgrounds is more difficult.
Such street interventions were endorsed in a United
Nations Children’s Fund (2012) report which suggested
that creating public play spaces for children in urban set-
tings globally is one means of providing children with a
wide range of diverse social, psychological and physical
health benefits. Compared to being indoors, access to
safe outdoor spaces can provide youth with opportuni-
ties for play and physical activity with friends, while still
maintaining a safe distance from one another (Mitra
et al., 2020). Such modifications of public spaces, put in
place relatively easily and even temporarily and co-
created with youth, could provide children and parents
living in more disadvantaged communities with more

equal access to opportunities for physical activity and
socializing (see Gill, 2021). This type of intervention
could, as such, address not only the physical activity
concerns of a lockdown situation, but could also amelio-
rate the psychosocial difficulties related to isolation and
lack of social contact, and address concerns of over-
crowding that some youth may have encountered while
home pandemic

staying in the during  the

lockdown.youth

Mitigating unintended consequences of
strategies for online learning

With regards to online learning, the onus of having a tab-
let or computer and high-speed unlimited internet should
not fall on families and young people themselves. One po-
tential solution to address this is for governments to sub-
sidize internet access for all. The Canadian Radio-
television and Telecommunications Commission has ac-
knowledged this need and is attempting to address it
through its $750 M ‘Broadband Fund—Closing the digi-
tal divide’ programme which will fund infrastructure and
access initiatives over a S-year period (Canadian Radio-
Television and Telecommunications Commission, 2020).
However, short-term solutions are also needed given that
online learning will continue beyond the Fall 2020.
Schools and universities should be provided with the
means to purchase the technological tools (e.g. com-
puters, high-speed internet) for their students who need
them to pursue online learning. The Canadian Federation
for Students recently advocated for financial support be-
yond tuition to cover costs related to online learning and
ensure an equitable recovery from COVID-19 for all
higher education students, regardless of socio-economic
status or geographic location (Canadian Federation of
Students, 2020).

Complementary approaches which could help mitigate
the unintended consequences of the turn to online learning
may also be needed. Accessible tutoring services should be
provided to youth who may not benefit as much from on-
line learning as others. Investments should also be made to
train professors to create inclusive online learning pro-
grammes that cater to a diversity of students (e.g. include
closed captioning, sign language or descriptive audio in
course materials) (Canadian Federation of Students, 2020)
and acknowledge that online learning might have to be
done in suboptimal conditions, for instance, if one lives in
a busy house or has childcare duties. This highlights the
need for a gendered approach to developing online learn-
ing strategies and curricula that are flexible and allow for
self-paced studies, a recommendation made by UNESCO
for youth from the Global South but which undoubtedly
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applies more broadly (UNESCO, 2020). If online learning
is to stay with us, online curricula must be continuously
improved to ‘strengthen the quality of these courses and
hence the educational opportunities for the most in-need
populations’ (Bettinger & Loeb, 2017).

Finally, strategies to support academic continuity via
online learning should view educational institutions ho-
listically and recognize the special role they play in
young people’s physical, emotional and social develop-
ment. As such, they should find ways to maintain conti-
nuity in other benefits young people reap from attending
school in-person, such as socializing with peers and
accessing food distribution, psychosocial and health
services (Colao et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2020). In these
circumstances, innovative hybrid approaches might be
needed to ensure the advantages of life at school or on
campus and of in-person interactions are preserved.

CONCLUSION

COVID-19 appears to be with us for the long term and
strategies to promote health for countries and regions in
lockdown will continue to be developed. In this article, we
argue that to avoid increasing social inequalities in health
among young people, efforts to address these concerns will
need to consider the varying living situations and needs of
young people, and the possible unintended consequences
that health promotion interventions may have on them. As
such, it will be especially pertinent to engage young people
and their families in co-creating suitable interventions, re-
gardless of the health issue, and root the health practices in
people’s daily life circumstances.
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