
� 1Shepherd T, et al. BMJ Public Health 2024;2:e000414. doi:10.1136/bmjph-2023-000414

Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
young people living with HIV in 
Lesotho: a qualitative study

Thomas Shepherd  ‍ ‍ ,1 Michelle E Robinson,1 Maema Ramaema,2 
Moraoetsi Rakuoane,2 Ntoli Moletsane,2 Rafiloe Mpholo,3 Christian Mallen,4 
Graham Leigh5

Original research

To cite: Shepherd T, 
Robinson ME, Ramaema M, 
et al. Impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on 
young people living with 
HIV in Lesotho: a qualitative 
study. BMJ Public Health 
2024;2:e000414. doi:10.1136/
bmjph-2023-000414

	► Additional supplemental 
material is published online only. 
To view, please visit the journal 
online (http://​dx.​doi.​org/​10.​
1136/​bmjph-​2023-​000414).

Received 18 July 2023
Accepted 7 December 2023

1Keele University, Keele, UK
2Mamohato Children’s Centre, 
Maseru, Lesotho
3National AIDS Commission, 
Maseru, Lesotho
4Primary Care and Health 
Sciences, Keele University, 
Keele, UK
5Sentebale London, London, UK

Correspondence to
Dr Thomas Shepherd;  
​t.​a.​shepherd1@​keele.​ac.​uk

© Author(s) (or their 
employer(s)) 2024. Re-use 
permitted under CC BY-NC. 
Published by BMJ.

ABSTRACT
Introduction  There is a growing body of research 
evidencing the detrimental impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the mental health and well-being of young 
people. This impact may be worse in low-resource 
settings, especially those in sub-Saharan Africa, where 
pandemic impacts may be exacerbated by poverty, limited 
healthcare access and other health epidemics including 
HIV. We explored the COVID-19 pandemic impacts on 
young people living with HIV in Lesotho to understand the 
experiences of HIV management, well-being, financial 
stability and education status.
Methods  Thirty-one semistructured, face-to-face 
interviews were conducted with young people aged 15–19 
years of age living with HIV from eight districts across 
Lesotho. Interviews were conducted in Sesotho, audio-
recorded, later transcribed and translated to English prior 
to analysis. Analysis consisted of a thematic analysis using 
principles of constant comparison to explore key and 
emerging themes.
Results  Analysis revealed five major themes: ‘financial 
instability and food insecurity’, ‘challenges to health and 
well-being’, ‘changing relationship dynamics’, ‘loss of 
educational opportunities’ and ‘understanding the threat of 
COVID-19’.
Conclusions  While participants discussed being able 
to access antiretroviral therapy, this study highlights 
the significant impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
associated lockdown measures on the mental health and 
well-being, financial stability and educational development 
of young people living with HIV in Lesotho.

INTRODUCTION
There is a growing body of research evidencing 
the significant and detrimental impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health and 
well-being of young people, such as increased 
levels of depressive symptoms, anxiety, distress 
and suicidal thoughts.1 2 Furthermore, 
with notable disruptions to typical routines 
through lockdowns, school closures, mask 
wearing and local travel restrictions, young 
people have also experienced loneliness, 
isolation, loss of education opportunities, 

reduced physical activity and disturbed 
sleep.3 Most research has taken place in high-
income settings, yet the COVID-19 pandemic 
is likely be most impactful to people living in 
resource-constrained settings, such as sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA), where its effects are 
compounded by high poverty rates, inade-
quately resourced health systems and co-oc-
curring HIV epidemics.4

COVID-19-related disruptions have affected 
crucial HIV services, including testing and 
access to medication. Challenges in medica-
tion supply chains, changes in national poli-
cies and resource reallocation have further 
exacerbated these disruptions.5 A study 
conducted in Kenya identified a substantial 
decline in the number of individuals seeking 
HIV testing, accessing medication and 

WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC
	⇒ The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound effect 
on the mental health and well-being of young peo-
ple. This impact is likely to exacerbate in vulnerable 
groups such as those living with HIV and those living 
in low-resource settings like Lesotho.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS
	⇒ This is the first qualitative study to explore the im-
pact of the COVID-19 pandemic on young people 
living with HIV in Lesotho.

	⇒ Participants had continued to access antiretroviral 
therapy throughout the pandemic but had expe-
rienced a broad range of effects on their mental 
health including depression, anxiety and distress.

	⇒ The pandemic also had a detrimental effect on the 
financial stability, educational development and food 
security of young people in Lesotho.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH, 
PRACTICE OR POLICY

	⇒ Psychosocial intervention development is required 
to support young people living with HIV to help ad-
dress the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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receiving treatment.4 Similarly, a Ugandan study indi-
cated that the pandemic had disrupted the provision of 
HIV services, resulting in missed appointments and treat-
ment interruptions leading to additional health chal-
lenges and stressors for this group.6 Modelling studies 
suggest that the disruptions caused by the pandemic in 
SSA will lead to significant increases in HIV transmission 
and related deaths.7 The economic consequences of the 
pandemic have also had significant consequences for 
young people, with the pandemic exacerbating existing 
social and economic disparities through job losses and 
reduced household income, which affect the ability of 
vulnerable populations to not just access healthcare but 
to afford necessities such as food and shelter.8 9

Lesotho, a small landlocked country in southern 
Africa, has one of the highest HIV prevalence rates glob-
ally, of approximately 24%10 with estimates for adoles-
cents ranging from 3.4% to 11%.11 However, the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on young people living with 
HIV (YPLWH) in Lesotho remains a critical gap in the 
emerging literature in our understanding of the impacts 
of the pandemic on this group in low-resource settings. We 
aimed to explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on YPLWH in Lesotho. An exploratory qualitative 
approach was used to develop a comprehensive under-
standing of the challenges faced during the pandemic in 
relation to their mental health and well-being, their HIV 
management and other psychosocial impacts.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Research setting
Lesotho is a lower middle-income country where 49.7% 
of the population live in poverty.9 Lesotho has a popula-
tion of just over 2.3 million (75% are rural dwellers) with 
current life expectancy of 47 years for males and 54 years 
for females. Although significant resources have been 
invested in Lesotho to reduce the number of new infec-
tions, HIV incidence remains high.12 The healthcare 
system suffers from chronic workforce shortages with 
approximately 6 nurses and 1 physician per 10 000 people. 
The WHO estimates that approximately 47 physicians per 
10 000 people are to be required by 2030.13 There is an 
established body of literature describing the associations 
of HIV in young people with mortality, mental and phys-
ical ill-health, poverty, reduced education attainment, 
social mobility and quality of life.11 14 Consequently, third-
sector and non-governmental organisations contribute 
significantly to supporting a fragile and suboptimal 
healthcare system and research contributing to the 
evidence base required by the Lesotho Government to 
continue working to control and further understand that 
the HIV epidemic is of paramount concern.5 Sentebale is 
a non-profit organisation dedicated to supporting at-risk 
children and youth in Lesotho by offering crucial HIV 
education and psychosocial support. The organisation 
achieves this primarily by implementing various educa-
tional initiatives and organising camps at their specialised 

residential facility, Mamohato Children Centre, located 
in the capital city of Maseru. In addition, Sentebale 
conducts numerous community outreach programmes 
throughout Lesotho, collaborating closely with local 
communities to deliver essential HIV-related education 
(https://sentebale.org).

Participants and recruitment
Participants were recruited using an opportunity 
sampling method. Attendees due to attend one of Sente-
bale’s HIV education residential camps for YPLWH were 
sent a camp welcome pack to their home address. The 
pack included a participant information sheet (PIS) 
describing the purpose of the study and what participa-
tion would entail. Eligible participants were asked if they 
wanted to take part in the study during the camp arrival 
process. Those who opted in to the study then completed 
a consent form with a member of the research team. For 
eligible participants aged under 16 years who wished to 
take part and arrived with a parent/guardian were asked 
to each complete a consent form during the camp arrival 
process. Eligible participants/parents/guardians were 
given the opportunity to ask questions about the study 
either before the residential camp using the research 
team contact details on the PIS, or once they had arrived 
at the camp. Prior to the start of the interview, all partic-
ipants were reminded of their right to withdraw and that 
breaks could be taken throughout. Informed consent for 
the use of pseudonymised indirect quotes was obtained 
from all participants.

Data collection
A topic guide (online supplemental file 1) was co-devel-
oped by the research team, including the National Aids 
Commission, Lesotho, to address key research ques-
tions and findings emanating from other SSA countries 
including Kenya and Uganda.4 6 Consequently, the topic 
guide included the following broad questions: ‘How 
has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your life?’, ‘Do 
you access healthcare for your HIV or mental health?’, 
‘Has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your mood or 
HIV management?’, ‘Do you have any further concerns 
related to COVID-19?’ and ‘Do you talk to friends about 
HIV?’. The topic guide was then translated into Sesotho 
(local language) by bilingual members of the research 
team (NM, MRak and MRam). Subsequently, the topic 
guide was the focus of a discussion with a patient and 
public involvement group which included five YPLWH 
and five social workers who work with YPLWH. The 
discussion explored whether the topic guide questions 
were relevant, appropriately phrased and ordered, and 
whether they would facilitate in-depth discussion around 
key research objectives without being burdensome to 
participants. While the topic guide was deemed appro-
priate across these domains, it was revised to include 
more fixed prompts to each question to promote a more 
in-depth discussion during the interview.
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All interviews were led by NM, MRak or MRam and 
took place in a quiet office at the Mamohato Children 
Centre in Maseru, Lesotho, on 5 December 2022. Inter-
views were conducted face to face, in Sesotho, and lasted 
between 20 and 45 min. Audio from the interviews was 
recorded using a digital audio recorder and later tran-
scribed verbatim by the research team. Transcripts were 
fidelity checked by reading through the transcript while 
listening to the audio-recorded interview. Identifiable 
information was redacted to prevent participant identifi-
cation. Transcripts were translated into English by bilin-
gual coauthors prior to analysis.

Data analysis
The study was exploratory in nature and therefore 
thematic analysis was conducted using the principle 
of constant comparison15 to analyse the data. Braun 
and Clarke’s six key stages in the thematic analysis of 
qualitative data were followed: (1) familiarisation (2) 
generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) 
reviewing themes, (5) defining themes and (6) writing 
the data analysis.16 Codes and subsequent subcatego-
ries were generated directly from topics raised in the 
data. Initial coding (conducted by TS and MER) was 
conducted inductively, after a period of familiarisation 
and rereading of the transcripts. These initial codes 
were generated based on their relevance to the research 
objectives, how frequently text pieces appeared in the 
transcripts and the impact on the described participant. 
Initial codes were then refined into overarching themes 
and discussed with the wider research team (NM, MRak 
and MRam), before being taken forward and subthemes 
defined from the data. Subthemes were then discussed 
with the wider research team and the most appropriate 
exemplifying pieces of data determined. Any discrep-
ancies were solved through discussion in research team 
meetings. Throughout the analysis process, the research 
team engaged in open reflexivity during online analysis 
meetings to enhance the credibility and validity of the 
data analysis. Primarily, this was achieved through open 
discussion and acknowledgement of any presupposi-
tions and biases. Critically, the research team worked 
collaboratively to minimise any potential impact they 
may have had and to ensure the trustworthiness of the 
analysis.17

Patient and public involvement
The study was designed in collaboration with the National 
Aids Commission, Lesotho, and a group of social workers 
working with YPLWH and YPLWH. Contributions 
included the development of the key topics to explore 
in the topic guide and question structuring. YPLWH 
provided feedback on the accessibility of the PIS and 
consent form and the appropriateness of the questions.

RESULTS
Thirty-one interviews were completed with YPLWH aged 
between 15 and 19 years (mean 17.02 years) from eight 
districts in Lesotho. The participant group consisted of 
17 females and 14 males. Descriptive data for all partici-
pants are presented in table 1. Analysis of the interview 
data revealed main themes of: ‘financial instability and 
food insecurity’, ‘challenges to health and well-being’, 
‘changing relationship dynamics’, ‘loss of educational 
opportunities’ and ‘understanding the threat of COVID-
19’. Each theme is described below with data to support 
analysis.

Table 1  Descriptive characteristics of interview 
participants in Lesotho

ID
Years in 
school District

Years since 
HIV diagnosis

1 11 Butha-Buthe 8

2 10 Butha-Buthe 7

3 10 Butha-Buthe 3

4 11 Qacha’s Nek 8

5 6 Mokhotlong 3

6 14 Maseru 5

7 17 Mhoek 8

8 12 Mhoek 6 months

9 13 Qacha’s Nek 13

10 10 Qacha’s Nek 13

11 10 Mafeteng 7

12 13 Maseru 8

13 11 Maseru 10

14 12 Qacha’s Nek 11

15 13 Mokhotlong 10

16 11 Thaba Tseka 5

17 11 Butha-Buthe 5

18 13 Butha-Buthe
Since 
childhood

19 10 Mokhotlong 7

20 11 Mokhotlong
Since 
childhood

21 10 Thaba Tseka
Since 
childhood

22 11 Butha-Buthe 7

23 13 Mhoek 17

24 14 Mhoek 10

25 9 Qacha’s Nek 11

26 8 Mokhotlong 9

27 9 Maseru Not sure

28 14 Thaba Tseka 7

29 9 Mokhotlong 8

30 14 Maseru Since birth

31 14 Ha Mabote Since birth
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Financial instability and food insecurity
Lost family income
Many participants said that the COVID-19 pandemic had 
negatively affected the income within their households. 
Several young people discussed how their parents or 
grandparents lost their jobs because they were unable to 
work or because workplaces had closed as a result of the 
nationwide lockdown, and if work was across the border 
in South Africa, they were unable to go to or return from 
work.

The pandemic affected us negatively at home as my father 
had to stay home when it was at its peak because my father’s 
workplace closed down, therefore he only got a portion of 
his salary. (Participant 2)

It was not easy because my mother lost her job, and my 
father was the only one working. (Participant 31)

COVID-19 did bring a negative impact on my family because 
my father works in South Africa. Then, he was locked up in 
another country. We were struggling financially. For some 
families, they lost jobs due COVID-19. (Participant 16)

Food insecurity
Participants were asked how the reduction of household 
income had impacted them and many expressed food 
scarcity, with some participants relying on the generosity 
of other village/community members sharing food.

My Aunt stopped working during the pandemic, so it was 
hard to have food and other basic needs. (Participant 13)

Given that my mother was not going to work as a result of 
the nation-wide lockdown there were times when we had 
no food at home. (Participant 9)

Income diversification
Some young people described how their household 
had to rely on alternative income sources during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, such as through selling their live-
stock, whereas others said that they were able to get by 
because they grew food at home so they were able to eat.

Finances at home were not really affected because my par-
ents opted for selling their livestock for survival. (Partici-
pant 5)

My sisters stopped working but nothing really changed 
for we produce crops at home, so we still had food. 
(Participant 14)

Challenges to health and well-being
Stress, anxiety and low mood
Participants who experienced a lack of access to food and 
necessities expressed changes in their mood.

COVID-19 affected my mood because I got worried 
about food and toiletries when my dad had no job. 
(Participant 27)

During the pandemic seeing my mother home not going 
to work, made me suffer from low mood swings. Given 
that my mother was not going to work as a result of the 

lockdown, there were times when we had no food at home. 
(Participant 9)

Additionally, participants who had experienced 
bereavement because of the pandemic also experienced 
symptoms of anxiety and low mood. Many participants 
were fearful or scared of losing their lives or of those 
around them.

Because of COVID-19 one of my teachers passed away and 
that made me very sad and my mood was very low during 
this ordeal. (Participant 8)

COVID-19 really frightened me because I feared for my life 
and the lives of those close to me. My mother once tested 
positive, and I was scared for her life. (Participant 3)

He [father] got infected with COVID-19, I was so stressed 
seeing how it was killing people. I was so scared for he is my 
only parent still alive. (Participant 16)

In addition to school closures, participants said that 
their teen clubs (operated by Baylor College of Medicine, 
to provide social support to YPLWH) were also closed 
during the pandemic and many said that this made them 
feel unhappy/sad.

The teen club did not operate during the peak of COVID-19 
and this made me sad. (Participant 4)

Fear of emerging variants
While many participants stated that they did not believe 
that COVID-19 existed in Lesotho and so were not 
scared, some participants discussed being fearful of the 
new variants that emerged throughout this period and 
reflected their evolving stresses and anxieties during the 
pandemic.

The emergence of new variants did not sit me well as I was 
scared of dying of those new waves. (Participant 26)

In addition to being fearful of new variants because of 
being scared of dying, others were fearful of any further 
impact on household finances.

I am concerned about the emergence of new variants be-
cause of the fear that the state of finances at home will be 
negatively affected. My mother works and, at times, does 
not get paid, ever since the emergence of COVID-19. (Par-
ticipant 1)

HIV medication and service availability
Participants were still able to access HIV services and 
collect their antiretroviral therapy (ART) during the 
COVID-19 pandemic; however, some said that it took 
them longer to receive their medication as they had to 
queue for a longer period.

I still accessed services, but queues became longer and I 
think that is how some people got infected with COVID-19. 
Also, I did not like the masks, they were suffocating. I still 
got my medication. (Participant 16)

We were still able to access our health care services despite 
the challenges. Our movements restricted. We were 
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whipped by soldiers when we were traveling, but we were 
able to find another way by taking another route at the far 
mountains. (Participant 21)

Changing relationship dynamics
Some young people found that because their family 
members were home, they were able to have more time 
together as a family.

During the COVID-19 lockdown, we began to spend a lot 
of time with my family, and I realized the importance of 
family. (Participant 12)

Some missed family members who were working more 
because of their occupation.

In my family, we were not struggling with food for my 
father at the time was working at Paray [hospital] with 
COVID-19 patients. He was always busy, had no time for us 
and I missed talking to him. (Participant 16)

Loss of educational opportunities
Participants felt that their education had been affected 
negatively by the school closures during the pandemic. 
Many also reflected that school closures meant that they 
were moved on to their next classes without appropriate 
qualifying assessments.

COVID-19 affected my life negatively because schools 
closed down. We have been taken from one class to the 
next without proper evaluation. (Participant 2)

Another concern is that I suffered academically due to the 
fact that schools closed for a long time, and I was taken 
from one class to the next without any assessment. (Par-
ticipant 1)

Additionally, several participants talked about failing 
grades or not getting the grades they were expecting due 
to the pandemic. Some participants also said that their 
school fees could not be paid because of reduced house-
hold income.

As a result of COVID-19 I failed at school, and I had to 
repeat a Grade. (Participant 8)

It affected me badly for I did not do grade ten, in grade 
eleven I was struggling had to do two syllabuses in one go. I 
did not perform well at my final Examination as a result of 
COVID-19. (Participant 15)

Understanding the threat of COVID-19
Denialism and uncertainty
Many participants said that they had not been concerned 
about COVID-19 because they did not believe that it 
existed in Lesotho. It was only when new variants began to 
emerge that more fear was expressed from participants.

It [COVID-19] never affected my mood because I did not 
believe that COVID-19 existed in Lesotho. (Participant 30)

The new variants affected me because at first, I thought it 
was for old people. When the new variants emerged I was 
scared that it will come to me. Although I was scared, I 
never believed COVID-19 was there. (Participant 31)

DISCUSSION
This exploratory qualitative study illustrates the signifi-
cant impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on YPLWH in 
Lesotho, across several health and psychosocial domains. 
Participants described how they had managed to continue 
to access their ART, but that the pandemic had provided 
significant challenges to their mental health and well-
being, with many experiencing low mood, anxiety and 
stress. Participants discussed financial hardships because 
of job losses in the household and food shortages. There 
has been a significant loss of educational opportunities 
as participants described being no longer able to afford 
school fees or transport to get to school, while others 
described needing to begin work to provide household 
income. These findings have been reported in other 
youth populations not just those living with HIV.1 18 Posi-
tively, participants talked of renewed and strengthened 
relationships with family members whom they had spent 
more time with as a result of lockdown measures and 
travel restrictions. Participants expressed varying degrees 
of understanding in relation to COVID-19, with some 
denying its existence while others experienced high levels 
of concerns about their and family members’ safety.

There is a growing body of literature suggesting ART 
adherence has been significantly disrupted in SSA 
(Uganda, South Africa and Kenya) and in Southeast Asia19 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.4–6 This is a conse-
quence of several factors: health facilities were repur-
posed for COVID-19 treatment or closed completely; 
human resource shortages due to illness, self-quarantine, 
strikes or diversion to the COVID-19 response; decreased 
availability of public transportation; and fear of attending 
healthcare settings due to increased risk of COVID-19 
exposure or police/military brutality if caught outside 
during strict lockdown mandates.5 However, partici-
pants in this study suggested that ART access had been 
maintained through the pandemic period. Partici-
pants discussed some of the above reasons as additional 
barriers or challenges to them accessing medication as 
opposed to stopping them completely. Other factors may 
have contributed to this finding, such as the ongoing HIV 
education campaigns in Lesotho targeted at young people 
and the involvement of the US Presidents Emergency 
Plan for AIDS Relief, which shifted pre-exposure prophy-
laxis and ART initiations and refills from large commu-
nity outreach facilities to more community-based drop-in 
centres for key and priority populations.5 The impact 
of the pandemic demonstrated in this study is consis-
tent with the wider literature that shows the COVID-19 
pandemic as a precipitator of elevated levels of psycho-
social strain leading to mental ill-health and decreased 
well-being20 with adolescents being particularly vulner-
able21; however, evidence on the pandemic’s impact on 
adolescent mental health and well-being in resource-
limited settings has been limited. A multicountry cohort 
study in Ethiopia, India, Peru and Vietnam reported 
anxiety symptoms in up to 41%.22 This study also found 
that pandemic-related stressors such as health risks, 

copyright.
 on January 15, 2024 at U

niversity of K
eele. P

rotected by
http://bm

jpublichealth.bm
j.com

/
bm

jph: first published as 10.1136/bm
jph-2023-000414 on 6 January 2024. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjpublichealth.bmj.com/


6 Shepherd T, et al. BMJ Public Health 2024;2:e000414. doi:10.1136/bmjph-2023-000414

BMJ Public Health

economic adversity, food insecurity, and educational or 
employment disruption were all risk factors for anxiety 
and depressive symptoms—all of which were discussed by 
participants in this study. In a mobile phone-based survey 
among parent–adolescent dyads in Kenya, over 33% of 
adolescents had depressive symptoms, which were posi-
tively associated with income losses of the adult house-
hold member.23 Similarly, a survey across Burkina Faso, 
Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria and Tanzania reported that 
the prevalence of psychological distress was 86% higher 
during the pandemic in adolescents who were also three 
times more likely to experience depressive symptoms 
and 3.4 times more likely to develop anxiety during the 
pandemic compared with before.24

Findings relating to financial instability and food inse-
curity for YPLWH in Lesotho are consistent with other 
research. Chin et al indicated that reduced household 
income during the COVID‐19 pandemic was associated 
with stressful family relations between spouses and that 
the pandemic affected all family members.25 26 This was 
reported by the participants here with financial pres-
sures causing some to be removed from school in favour 
of earning money to contribute to household income, 
but the loss of education opportunities discussed here is 
consistent with evidence suggesting that education defi-
cits are present in young people across a number of other 
low/middle-income countries (Brazil, Colombia, Mexico 
and South Africa).27

The lockdown regulations resulted in many families 
now working from home and children home schooling, 
thus generally being in closer proximity for longer 
periods than usual.28 Consequently, some families expe-
rienced family feuds and conflict in their homes, as 
spending more time together resulted in frustration and 
arguments.29 Furthermore, while some participants in 
this study discussed this, most found that spending more 
time together created opportunities to build stronger 
relationships among family members, especially siblings, 
which is consistent with other evidence from South Africa 
and several North African countries.28 30

Participants demonstrated a mixed understanding of 
COVID-19, with some not believing it existed, while some 
having no information about new variants and some 
questioning the authenticity or necessity of COVID-19 
vaccination. This is largely consistent with evidence 
from a large survey study across Africa that found similar 
levels of COVID-19 public health-related misinforma-
tion in Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa, 
Tanzania and Uganda.31 32

This study demonstrates the significant impacts experi-
enced by YPLWH in Lesotho across several multifaceted 
yet linked psychosocial domains. While the participants 
in this study discussed being able to maintain their ART 
access and adherence throughout this period, more work 
is required to understand the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on HIV testing, in particular in high-risk or 
marginalised groups. There is a clear need for evidence-
based interventions or programmes that can support 

YPLWH (and young people more broadly) with their 
mental health and well-being in Lesotho in the event of 
future pandemics and perhaps more generally.

Lesotho is a lower middle-income country and the 
extent of the financial instability and food insecurity 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic may need to be 
further explored to illustrate its full impact and perva-
siveness. This is also the case for the loss of educational 
opportunities discussed by participants—assessing the 
extent of an ‘education gap’ among young people in 
Lesotho (not just those with HIV/AIDS) and developing 
intervention that may address this gap are critical and 
urgent priorities. A major concern that requires further 
investigation is exploring whether those who left school 
during the pandemic have returned or will return to 
school, or how they can be supported to do so.27

Findings from this study suggest that there was a high 
degree of misinformation about COVID-19 and varying 
levels of credibility afforded to COVID-19 as a genuine 
health threat, including new variants. Further research 
is required to understand how public health-related 
information is disseminated, understood and adopted in 
Lesotho, especially in rural areas, to inform the develop-
ment of future public health information dissemination 
strategies.32 33

The study has several limitations. An opportunity sample 
was used to recruit participants through Sentebale youth 
programme registrations and Baylor teen club member-
ships, leading perhaps to a selective group of participants 
who have experienced a greater degree of HIV-related 
education due to their attendances at such programmes 
and therefore may not fully represent YPLWH in Lesotho 
more broadly. Recruitment of YPLWH without such expe-
riences may have yielded a more diverse set of findings, 
especially in discussions relating to HIV care, medica-
tion access/adherence and wider mental health and 
well-being impacts. As data were collected over two fixed 
time periods, it was not possible to iteratively evolve the 
topic guide over time to further explore emerging topics 
in the data. This may have led to an increased depth 
and comprehensive understanding of the key issues for 
YPLWH,34 for example, the study has limited contextual 
exploration and a more in-depth incorporation of socio-
economic factors contributing to financial instability, 
or a nuanced understanding of educational challenges 
could enhance the comprehensiveness of the findings. 
However, as far as the authors are aware, this is the first 
qualitative study to explore the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on YPLWH in Lesotho and has demonstrated a 
broad range of multifaceted and interlinked impacts and 
highlights several target areas for bespoke psychosocial 
support interventions.

CONCLUSION
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on 
YPLWH in Lesotho. Despite ART supply and access being 
maintained (through additional third-sector support), 
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the pandemic has clearly had adverse impacts on the 
mental health and well-being, education and financial 
security of YPLWH. As the world continues to recover 
from COVID-19, concerted and multisectoral efforts are 
needed to ensure that the often-neglected SSA adoles-
cents receive mental health and well-being support, 
and interventions to remediate the educational gaps 
and financial instability experienced throughout the 
pandemic. Research with this vulnerable group is critical 
to inform effective future pandemic planning.

Acknowledgements  The authors would like to thank the young people who took 
part in this research, for giving their time and sharing their personal experiences 
of the pandemic with the research team. The authors would also like to thank the 
National Aids Commission, Lesotho, for their unwavering support in the conduct of 
this research.

Contributors  The study concept was conceived by TS and GL. Study design 
was completed collaboratively between TS, GL, MER, NM, MRam, MRak and RM. 
Implementation of the study design was managed by NM, MRam and MRak. 
Data management was led by MRam. Data analysis was led by TS and MER 
with significant contributions from NM, MRam, MRak, RM and GL with regard 
to the contextual interpretation of findings. TS led manuscript development with 
contributions from MER, NM, MRak, MRam, CM and GL. All authors approved the 
final version of the manuscript. TS is the overall guarantor.

Funding  The research was funded by a QR Global Challenges Research Fund 
(GCRF; grant reference S394-2020-446).

Disclaimer  The funders had no role in considering the study design or in the 
collection, analysis, interpretation of data, writing of the report or decision to submit 
the article for publication.

Competing interests  None declared.

Patient and public involvement  Patients and/or the public were involved in the 
design, or conduct, or reporting, or dissemination plans of this research. Refer to 
the Methods section for further details.

Patient consent for publication  Not required.

Ethics approval  This study involves human participants and research ethics 
approvals were obtained from Keele University (reference: 2022-0313-317) and 
the Ministry of Health, Lesotho (reference: 183-2022). Participants gave informed 
consent to participate in the study before taking part.

Provenance and peer review  Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Data availability statement  Data are available upon reasonable request.

Supplemental material  This content has been supplied by the author(s). It has 
not been vetted by BMJ Publishing Group Limited (BMJ) and may not have been 
peer-reviewed. Any opinions or recommendations discussed are solely those 
of the author(s) and are not endorsed by BMJ. BMJ disclaims all liability and 
responsibility arising from any reliance placed on the content. Where the content 
includes any translated material, BMJ does not warrant the accuracy and reliability 
of the translations (including but not limited to local regulations, clinical guidelines, 
terminology, drug names and drug dosages), and is not responsible for any error 
and/or omissions arising from translation and adaptation or otherwise.

Open access  This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY-NC 4.0) license, which 
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non-commercially, 
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is 
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the 
use is non-commercial. See: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

ORCID iD
Thomas Shepherd http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8311-7452

REFERENCES
	 1	 Bell IH, Nicholas J, Broomhall A, et al. The impact of COVID-19 

on youth mental health: a mixed methods survey. Psychiatry Res 
2023;321:115082. 

	 2	 Winter R, Lavis A. The impact of COVID-19 on young people’s 
mental health in the UK: key insights from social media using online 
ethnography. Int J Environ Res Public Health 2021;19:352. 

	 3	 El-Osta A, Alaa A, Webber I, et al. How is the COVID-19 lockdown 
impacting the mental health of parents of school-age children in the 
UK? A cross-sectional online survey. BMJ Open 2021;11:e043397. 

	 4	 Lagat H, Sharma M, Kariithi E, et al. Impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on HIV testing and assisted partner notification 
services, Western Kenya. AIDS Behav 2020;24:3010–3. 

	 5	 Holtzman CW, Godfrey C, Ismail L, et al. PEPFAR’s role in protecting 
and Leveraging HIV services in the COVID-19 response in Africa. 
Curr HIV/AIDS Rep 2022;19:26–36. 

	 6	 Pollard R, Gopinath U, Reddy YA, et al. HIV service delivery in the 
time of COVID-19: focus group discussions with key populations in 
India. J Int AIDS Soc 2021;24 Suppl 6:e25800. 

	 7	 Jewell BL, Mudimu E, Stover J, et al. Potential effects of 
disruption to HIV programmes in sub-Saharan Africa caused by 
COVID-19: results from multiple mathematical models. Lancet HIV 
2020;7:e629–40. 

	 8	 Brooke-Sumner C, Rapiya B, Myers B, et al. Experiences of the 
COVID-19 pandemic amongst individuals with severe mental health 
conditions and caregivers in south africa: a qualitative study. In 
Review [Preprint] 2023. 

	 9	 World Bank. 2023. Available: https://databankfiles.worldbank.org/​
public/ddpext_download/poverty/987B9C90-CB9F-4D93-AE8C-​
750588BF00QA/current/Global_POVEQ_LSO.pdf [Accessed 06 Jun 
2023].

	10	 UNAIDS. 2020. Available: https://www.unaids.org/en/​
regionscountries/countries/lesotho [Accessed 06 Jun 2023].

	11	 Low A, Thin K, Davia S, et al. Correlates of HIV infection in 
adolescent girls and young women in Lesotho: results from a 
population-based survey. Lancet HIV 2019;6:e613–22. 

	12	 Schwitters A, McCracken S, Frederix K, et al. High HIV prevalence 
and associated factors in Lesotho: results from a population-based 
survey. PLoS One 2022;17:e0271431. 

	13	 World Health Organisation (WHO). Health labour market analysis 
guidebook. Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization, 2021.

	14	 Napierala Mavedzenge S, Olson R, Doyle AM, et al. The 
epidemiology of HIV among young people in sub-Saharan Africa: 
know your local epidemic and its implications for prevention.  
J Adolesc Health 2011;49:559–67. 

	15	 Guest G, MacQueen K, Namey E. Applied thematic analysis. 
Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2012. 

	16	 Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res 
Psychol 2006;3:77–101. 

	17	 Finlay L. Negotiating the swamp: the opportunity and challenge 
of reflexivity in research practice. Qualitative Research 
2002;2:209–30. 

	18	 Iacobucci G. Covid-19: pandemic has disproportionately harmed 
children’s mental health. BMJ 2022;376:o430. 

	19	 Fauk NK, Gesesew HA, Seran AL, et al. Barriers to access to 
antiretroviral therapy by people living with HIV in an Indonesian 
remote district during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative study. 
BMC Infect Dis 2023;23:296. 

	20	 Ammar A, Mueller P, Trabelsi K, et al. Psychological consequences 
of COVID-19 home confinement: the ECLB-Covid19 multicenter 
study. PLoS One 2020;15:e0240204. 

	21	 Loades ME, Chatburn E, Higson-Sweeney N, et al. Rapid systematic 
review: the impact of social isolation and loneliness on the mental 
health of children and adolescents in the context of COVID-19. J Am 
Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 2020;59:1218–39. 

	22	 Porter C, Favara M, Hittmeyer A, et al. Impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on anxiety and depression symptoms of young people in 
the global south: evidence from a four-country cohort study. BMJ 
Open 2021;11:e049653. 

	23	 Pinchoff J, Friesen EL, Kangwana B, et al. How has COVID-19-
related income loss and household stress affected adolescent 
mental health in Kenya. J Adolesc Health 2021;69:713–20. 

	24	 Wang D, Adedokun OA, Millogo O, et al. The continued impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on education and mental health 
among sub-Saharan African adolescents. J Adolesc Health 
2023;72:535–43. 

	25	 Chin M, Sung M, Son S, et al. Changes in family life and 
relationships during the COVID‐19 pandemic and their associations 
with perceived stress. Fam Environ Res 2020;58:447–61. 

	26	 Fong VC, Iarocci G. Child and family outcomes following pandemics: 
a systematic review and recommendations on COVID‐19 policies.  
J Pediatr Psychol 2020;45:1124–43. 

	27	 Betthäuser BA, Bach-Mortensen AM, Engzell P. A systematic review 
and meta-analysis of the evidence on learning during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Nat Hum Behav 2023;7:375–85. 

	28	 October KR, Petersen LR, Adebiyi B, et al. COVID-19 daily realities 
for families: a South African sample. Int J Environ Res Public Health 
2021;19:221. 

copyright.
 on January 15, 2024 at U

niversity of K
eele. P

rotected by
http://bm

jpublichealth.bm
j.com

/
bm

jph: first published as 10.1136/bm
jph-2023-000414 on 6 January 2024. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8311-7452
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2023.115082
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19010352
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2020-043397
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10461-020-02938-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11904-021-00587-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/jia2.25800
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2352-3018(20)30211-3
https://databankfiles.worldbank.org/public/ddpext_download/poverty/987B9C90-CB9F-4D93-AE8C-750588BF00QA/current/Global_POVEQ_LSO.pdf
https://databankfiles.worldbank.org/public/ddpext_download/poverty/987B9C90-CB9F-4D93-AE8C-750588BF00QA/current/Global_POVEQ_LSO.pdf
https://databankfiles.worldbank.org/public/ddpext_download/poverty/987B9C90-CB9F-4D93-AE8C-750588BF00QA/current/Global_POVEQ_LSO.pdf
https://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/lesotho
https://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/lesotho
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2352-3018(19)30183-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0271431
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2011.02.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2011.02.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781483384436
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/146879410200200205
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.o430
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12879-023-08221-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0240204
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.05.009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.05.009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-049653
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-049653
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2021.07.023
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2022.11.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.6115/fer.2020.032
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsaa092
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsaa092
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41562-022-01506-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19010221
http://bmjpublichealth.bmj.com/


8 Shepherd T, et al. BMJ Public Health 2024;2:e000414. doi:10.1136/bmjph-2023-000414

BMJ Public Health

	29	 Andrade C, Gillen M, Molina JA, et al. The social and economic 
impact of COVID-19 on family functioning and well-being: where 
do we go from here. J Fam Econ Issues 2022;43:205–12. 

	30	 El Tantawi M, Folayan MO, Aly NM, et al. COVID-19, economic 
problems, and family relationships in eight Middle East and 
North African countries. Fam Relat 2022;71:865–75. 

	31	 Pennycook G, McPhetres J, Zhang Y, et al. Fighting COVID-19 
misinformation on social media: experimental evidence 
for a scalable accuracy-nudge intervention. Psychol Sci 
2020;31:770–80. 

	32	 Osuagwu UL, Miner CA, Bhattarai D, et al. Misinformation about 
COVID-19 in sub-Saharan Africa: evidence from a cross-sectional 
survey. Health Secur 2021;19:44–56. 

	33	 Okereke M, Ukor NA, Ngaruiya LM, et al. COVID-19 
misinformation and Infodemic in rural Africa. Am J Trop Med 
Hyg 2021;104:453–6. 

	34	 Roberts D, Appleton L, Calman L, et al. Protocol for a longitudinal 
qualitative interview study: maintaining psychological well-being in 
advanced cancer--what can we learn from patients' and carers' own 
coping strategies. BMJ Open 2013;3:e003046. 

copyright.
 on January 15, 2024 at U

niversity of K
eele. P

rotected by
http://bm

jpublichealth.bm
j.com

/
bm

jph: first published as 10.1136/bm
jph-2023-000414 on 6 January 2024. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10834-022-09848-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/fare.12691
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0956797620939054
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/HS.2020.0202
http://dx.doi.org/10.4269/ajtmh.20-1488
http://dx.doi.org/10.4269/ajtmh.20-1488
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2013-003046
http://bmjpublichealth.bmj.com/

	Impact of the COVID-­19 pandemic on young people living with HIV in Lesotho: a qualitative study
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction﻿﻿
	Materials and methods
	Research setting
	Participants and recruitment
	Data collection
	Data analysis
	Bookmark 9
	Patient and public involvement

	Results
	Financial instability and food insecurity
	Lost family income
	Food insecurity
	Income diversification

	Challenges to health and well-being
	Stress, anxiety and low mood
	Fear of emerging variants
	HIV medication and service availability

	Changing relationship dynamics
	Loss of educational opportunities
	Understanding the threat of COVID-19
	Denialism and uncertainty


	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References


