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Abstract
India is presently in the midst of a major health crisis with the second wave of corona virus spreading at an alarming rate 
and claiming more lives than ever before. Although the pandemic is affecting the lives of all sections of society, adolescent 
girls being a vulnerable group are affected in dual manner, not just by the direct effects of the virus but also by many still 
underrated indirect effects. The present article aims to highlight the indirect yet sinister effects of COVID-19 on physical, 
mental, social, sexual and reproductive and psychological health and well-being of adolescent girls and other issues like 
their personal safety, peer support and long-term health issues.
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India is presently in the midst of a major health crisis with 
the second wave of corona virus spreading at an alarming 
rate and claiming more lives than ever before. The country 
now has the second highest number of cases in the world, 
only after USA, and at the present pace would soon overtake 
it as well in near future [1]. COVID-19 pandemic has been 
a major setback to the health and well-being of all sections 
of the society. Adolescent girls being a vulnerable group 
are affected in dual manner, not just by the direct effects of 
the virus but also by many still underrated indirect effects.

Adolescence is a period when major transitions are 
occurring in the life of females. Apart from bodily changes 
that mark puberty, hormonal and emotional changes are a 
hallmark of this period. A number of major decisions like 
education, career opportunities, time of marriage, etc., are 
taken during this time period. Adolescent health is probably 
one of the worst affected with a number of domains includ-
ing education, physical and mental health, personal safety, 
sexual and reproductive health, peer support and economic 
aspects being affected.

Isolation, social distancing and avoiding group activities, 
essential as a measure to prevent the spread of COVID, have 
had adverse effects on the physical and mental health of 
adolescent girls [2]. Physical inactivity and unhealthy eating 
behaviours have been associated with a tremendous increase 
in childhood and adolescent obesity, more so in urban areas 
[3, 4]. Increase in the body mass index would further lead to 
an increase in gynaecological diseases like polycystic ovar-
ian disease, hirsutism, abnormal uterine bleeding, infertility 
and also a long-term increased risk of ovarian and endome-
trial cancers [5]. The long-term effects that this may have in 
future are yet to be seen and truly estimated.

Mental health of adolescents has also suffered a major 
setback at the time of pandemic. There are numerous reports 
of increased anxiety, stress, impaired sleep, post-traumatic 
stress disorders [6, 7] and suicidal tendencies among ado-
lescents and young women. Stress and anxiety can adversely 
affect the menstrual health of adolescents, through activation 
of the hypothalamic–pituitary–gonadal (HPG) axis, thereby 
altering the neuromodulatory cascade that drives gonadotro-
pin-releasing hormone (GnRH) regulation [8]. The conse-
quence is increase in menstrual irregularities, amenorrhea 
and abnormal uterine bleeding.

School closure has been implemented all over the world 
as a preventive measure to decrease the spread of corona 
virus. Adolescent girls on an average spend much more time 
doing household chores as compared to boys [9, 10], and 
once they drop out of school, their possibility of going back 
to school is far lower than boys and would further add on to 
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the gender inequality in education. The problem is probably 
more in rural areas and would eventually lead to a decrease 
in the literacy rate in females. Ebola outbreak has already 
shown that an increase in school dropouts has been asso-
ciated with an increase in teenage pregnancies [11]. This 
would further transform into increase in pre-eclampsia, pre-
term delivery, increased rates of caesarean section and other 
complications as observed in teenage pregnancies [12]. A 
low literacy rate has been found to be a strong predictor of 
anaemia [13], eclampsia and many other obstetric complica-
tions. The coming future is thus expected to see many such 
complications, an indirect and probably unanticipated effect 
of the current pandemic.

The problems that adolescent girls face in rural areas are 
multifaceted and largely under-reported. Globally, 1 in 5 
girls are married before the age of 18 years, and India alone 
accounts for one-third of the total cases. It was assumed that 
the economic destitution, lack of education and communica-
tion, poverty and social insecurity would reverse the 25-year 
progress in the field of stopping child marriage [17]. Child 
marriage not only closes the educational and career oppor-
tunities that adolescent girls need for economic independ-
ence but also translates into increase in teenage pregnancies 
and their consequent harmful health effects. Strong regula-
tions for preventing sexual- and gender-related violence and 
childhood marriages are probably required and need to be 
implemented in an effective manner.

Use of contraception is essential in fertility regulation. 
Many countries all over the world have done a complete 
shutdown of transport to and from their boundaries due 
to lockdown, as a means to control the spread of corona 
virus. Sexual and reproductive health services have suf-
fered a major setback as these are not considered life-saving. 
Shortage of all forms of contraceptive methods, especially 
barrier method, is a major concern. Apart from an increase 
in unwanted pregnancies, this could lead to an increase in 
the incidence of HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) and 
other sexually transmitted diseases [18]. The problem is 
further confounded by travel restrictions, non-availability 
of transport services, shutting down of small and primary 
health clinics and also bigger hospitals being converted into 
care centres predominantly of COVID patients. Adoles-
cents and young females are unable to access reproductive 
health services. An increase in unsafe abortions and con-
sequent increase in maternal mortality could be inevitable 
consequence.

Adolescent health predominantly sexual and reproductive 
health often takes a backseat and is neglected in health emer-
gency situations [14]. Economic insecurities in pandemics 
especially that involve quarantine measures have seen an 
associated sharp increase in gender-based violence in the 
form of intimate partner violence, rape and domestic vio-
lence [15]. A number of countries all over the world have 

reported a significant increase in violence against women 
and girls [16], during the course of pandemic, although for 
majority of underdeveloped countries the exact data might 
not be available. These have long-term effects on the adoles-
cent health in the form of psychiatric disorders, social and 
cultural insecurities and suicidal tendencies.

Preventive services too are not spared by the brunt. Vac-
cination services predominantly against human papilloma 
virus have shown a sharp decline to the tune of up to 70% 
[19]. Vaccination against rubella and flu has also taken a 
backseat in current scenario. Preventive services like screen-
ing for sexually transmitted diseases, iron folic acid sup-
plementation programs, midday meals in schools and regu-
lar antenatal check-ups are among the few to be mentioned 
and are also affected to a great deal. To what extent, all 
these would translate into increase in anaemia, malnutrition, 
pregnancy complications and increased incidence of cervical 
cancer, only the future can tell.

Adolescent health services are a basis to building a 
strong platform for the well-being of women in reproduc-
tive years. Community participation, public awareness cam-
paigns, social protection programs and educational programs 
mainly focussing on physical and mental health of adoles-
cents are the need of the hour. Prohibition of child marriage 
and gender-based violence should be prioritised and made 
an essential and life-saving service. Community workers 
like ASHAs and auxiliary nurse midwives should be made 
a part of preventive services like distribution of iron/folic 
acid tablets and contraceptives in adolescents and also with 
minimal training be made competent to administer vaccines 
like HPV, rubella and flu at home. If adolescent health issues 
are not addressed at this time, the impact that COVID-19 
would have on adolescent health would really take a long 
time to reverse.
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