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The impacts of COVID-19 on Indigenous youth were immense and spanned across all
aspects of health and wellbeing. These impacts continue to be felt today by
Indigenous communities. Indigenous youth in particular faced major disruptions in
areas such as education, social engagement, and social emotional skill development.

This research note will highlight the social impacts of COVID-19 on Indigenous youth
and will provide insight into the ways cultural connectedness created a pathway
towards resiliency in spite of these challenges.

This Research Note will discuss:
I.  The social impacts of COVID-19 on Indigenous youth
lI.  The health and wellbeing of Indigenous youth after these social impacts
lll.  The importance of community-driven connections for Indigenous youth
resiliency

Social Impacts of COVID-19 on Indigenous Youth

COVID-19 created major disruptions in education, an area that is highly connected to
a young person's social wellbeing. Indigenous youth were particularly impacted by
educational shifts to online learning. A survey conducted by the National Indian
Education Association (NIEA) found that schools serving Native students were more
likely to have outdated technology resources'. Native students also have lower rates
of home internet access, which makes remote learning all the more challenging'.
These disruptions in learning and social interaction have major impacts on
social/lemotional wellbeing. The transition to remote learning can present challenges
to student attention and comprehension levels. One study spoke with Indigenous
youth from Cheyenne River Sioux, Oglala Sioux, and Rosebud Sioux. Students from
these tribal nations reported difficulties maintaining their educational studies due to



remote learning issues and the reduction in peer-to-peer interactions® These
challenges have been connected to greater stress in students®.

Beyond educational impacts, high levels of isolation for youth is connected to
worsening mental health. Isolation is particularly impactful to youth because social
interaction is key to cognitive development. Exposure to isolation and trauma during
adolescence can contribute to lifelong mental health challenges like depression and
anxiety. The negative effects of social isolation are heightened for Indigenous youth
due to pre-existing inequalities and historical impacts*®. Indigenous youth reported
loss of peer friendships and an increase in social anxiety during COVID-19% This loss
continues to influence Indigenous youths’ social skills and networks.

Indigenous youth experienced disruptions in their larger social networks as well.
Social networks of friends, extended families, and tribal communities were disrupted
by COVID-19. An Indigenous youth's support system may have weakened during
guarantine. Indigenous youth were 2 to 3 times more likely to experience familial and
community loss compared to white children®. Such loss is deeply impactful to youth
and can create long-lasting changes to family and community support networks. The
loss of elders during the COVID-19 pandemic is particularly detrimental to
Indigenous youth as well as the larger community because of the potential
coinciding losses of cultural, linguistic, and spiritual teachings.

Health and Wellbeing of Indigenous Youth

It is clear that Indigenous youth faced major disruptions in social support systems
like school, immediate friends and families, and their broader community. Social
disruptions are likely to be followed by similar mental health challenges. Increased
feelings of isolation, anxiety, and other mental health struggles were common
amongst Indigenous youth®*, In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, access to
mental health resources declined due to the transition to remote learning and
remote care delivery. Gaps in mental healthcare may increase the long-term impacts
of mental health challenges*®.

These negative mental health trends during and after the COVID-19 pandemic are
particularly dangerous to the wellbeing of Indigenous youth. Before the COVID-19
pandemic, Indigenous youth already faced the highest rates of suicidal ideation and
suicide due to intergenerational trauma from colonization>’. COVID-19 only
exacerbated this inequality, as suicide rates for Indigenous youth increased>’.

The physical health of Indigenous youth was significantly impacted by COVID-19.
Indigenous youth face higher rates of diabetes and asthma compared to
non-Indigenous youth, and these conditions were exacerbated during the
pandemic*. Indigenous youth reported less physical activity, in part because of the
lowered access to public recreational facilities and physical education classes®“.
Substance use rates amongst Indigenous youth increased during COVID-19, which
could lead to negative physical health outcomes>.

Cultural Connection Is Key To Indigenous Youth Resiliency
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While COVID-19 enhanced persistent inequality for Indigenous youth, it also
highlighted the resiliency of Indigenous communities. Cultural connections and
family engagement was reported by Indigenous youth as positive experiences
during the pandemic? Ongoing family support is key to youth wellbeing and can
mitigate the negative effects of social isolation.

The power of Indigenous resiliency cannot be overstated. Participation in cultural
activities led to positive health outcomes for Indigenous youth during the
pandemic®. Decreased stress and increased social connectedness have been seen
from practicing cultural activities®. Increased self-confidence, which can mitigate
mental health challenges, has also resulted from cultural participation’.
Culturally-relevant health programs have begun to be developed. Early research
suggests these resources are more meaningful and impactful to Indigenous youth®,

Conclusion

This research note discussed the profound impacts of COVID-19 on Indigenous youth,
focusing on social disruptions, health challenges, and the role of cultural
connectedness in fostering resilience. Social disruptions in education, peer
engagement, and community connections led to mental and physical health
challenges. Isolation worsened Indigenous youth mental health. Physical health of
Indigenous youth was also impacted through the exaggeration of pre-existing
conditions, decreased physical activity, and increased substance use.

Despite these challenges, cultural connections emerged as a source of resilience.
Engagement in cultural activities and ongoing family support helped mitigate the
negative effects of isolation, reduce stress, and boost self-confidence. These
protective factors highlight the importance of cultural and familial ties in promoting
the mental and physical wellbeing of Indigenous youth, underscoring the need for
culturally relevant health programs to support them moving forward.

Feedback

We would love to hear from you!

Want to provide us with anonymous feedback for this resource? Let us know how we did,
how, and if this Research Note was useful to you, others, and/or Indigenous
Communities!

Please visit this Research Note Feedback Form to provide your feedback! NIWRC does
not collect any personal identifying information. The feedback is completely anonymous

without the collection of IP addresses or any other personally identifiable information.
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https://forms.gle/2LgJkgzFJBEokRWh7
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Research Note, please contact NIWRC Research & Evaluation at oanderson@niwrc.org.
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