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These are the main objectives of this poll: 

• Generate evidence to support relevant 

stakeholders’ decision-making in aspects related 

to changes in food environments and systems.

• Listen to the voices of adolescents 

and young people in the region and 

amplify their recommendations.

• Support positive lifestyle changes 

during and after the pandemic.

• Support UNICEF programmes in the region.

 Objectives 

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) declared COVID-19 a global pandemic. 

This pandemic affected the lives of millions of 

children, adolescents, and young people globally 

and across Latin America and Caribbean (LAC) 

countries. UNICEF launched a series of polls using 

the U-Report platform to collect information 

from the perspective of LAC adolescents and 

youth and learn more about the effects of the 

pandemic on different dimensions of their lives 

in the Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) 

region. As part of these polls, a first regional 

poll on Nutrition and Physical Activity was 

conducted between July and August 2020 with 

eight participating LAC countries. A follow-up 

survey covering 17 countries was carried out eight 

months later (between April and May 2021). 

 Context 
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 Methodology 

A regional questionnaire was used to collect the 

information. It was locally adapted according to 

participating countries’ needs and priorities. The 

results analysis includes information on participants 

who agreed to be part of the survey and responded 

to questions on their age and gender. The sample 

is not representative between the first and 

second surveys or the participating countries.

Below is a description of the mixed quantitative and 

qualitative method approach for the analysis of results: 

• The quantitative method was mainly used to 

analyze the results of the closed-ended questions 

in both surveys (2020 and 2021). The databases 

were processed using Stata statistical software, 

where analysis variables were created according 

to respondents’ gender, age and country and 

were used to generate the frequency distribution 

tables and graphs. This information was used as 

an input for analyzing the follow-up survey results 

(2021) and comparing them with data obtained 

in the first survey implemented in 2020.

• The qualitative method was used to analyze 

the results of the open questions of the 2021 

survey. The Atlas.ti software was used to assign 

one or more codes to each response, after 

which categories were created by grouping 

semantically similar codes. The analysis 

was based on how often each category was 

mentioned and a ranking of the most frequently 

mentioned responses and their distribution 

according to age groups and gender. A 

comparative analysis of the open questions from 

the 2020 and 2021 surveys was not carried out.
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1.1. Profiles of the respondents
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• 2020: The analysis of the 2020 poll responses 

was based on 10,752 responses from 13 to 

29-year-old adolescents and youth. The most 

represented countries were Mexico, Brazil and 

Ecuador. More than half of the responses (54%) 

corresponded to 18 to 24-year-olds; the 32% 

of the answers referred to 13 to 17-year-old 

adolescents and 14% to individuals from 25 to 

29 years old. The majority of participants who 

responded to this poll were women (58%).

• 2021: The analysis of the 2021 poll results was 

based on 2,850 responses from 13-29-year-olds. 

The most represented countries were Mexico, 

Jamaica, and Guatemala. Young people 

between 18 and 24-years old account for more 

than half of the participants (56%), followed by 

adolescents from 13 to 17 years old (29%) and, 

to a lesser extent, 25 to 29-years-olds (15%). The 

majority of responses were from women (67%). 

Profiles of the respondents in 2020 and 2021, segmented by gender, age and country
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1.2. Quantitative analysis results
 Difficulties to access healthy foods were mainly due to lack of money 

20212020

20212020

13% 12%

51% 51%

37%36%

56%83%

32% 9%

17%

19%42%

22%34%

16%

My family has less
money to buy

Many stores and food
markets are closed

My family has less
time to shop

My family is afraid of getting infected
with the coronavirus while shopping

There is less healthy
 food available

No, same
as before

I don’t know

Yes, more
than before

Percentage of responses regarding di�culties in eating healthy food due to the COVID-19 crisis. 

Percentage of adolescents and young people who reported increased di�culties consuming healthy food due to the 
COVID-19 crisis, according to the causes of these di�culties. 

Both the first and second polls, showed that the 

COVID-19 crisis made it difficult to access healthy 

foods (51%). However, during the first poll in 2020, 

the percentage of participants who reported a 

lack of money as the main barrier to accessing 

healthy foods was higher than in 2021 (83% vs. 56%, 

respectively). Also in 2021, other reasons that made 

it difficult to consume healthy foods were reported, 

including: the availability of healthy foods (22%) and 

families’ fear of getting infected with the Coronavirus 

while shopping (19%), although this percentage 

was lower than in 2020. Regarding differences by 

gender, in both periods, the proportion of women 

who reported difficulties accessing healthy foods 

was higher than in men. With respect to the previous 

year, there was an increase in this proportion during 

2021, with a 12 percentage point difference between 

women and men (55% vs. 43%, respectively).

Perfiles de los encuestados en el 2020 y 2021, segmentados por género,edad y país. Percentage of responses regarding difficulties in eating healthy food due to the COVID-19 crisis

Percentage of adolescents and young people who reported increased difficulties consuming 
healthy food due to the COVID-19 crisis, according to the causes of these difficulties
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 During the pandemic, there was a reported increase in the  
 consumption of carbohydrates (bread, flours, rice, pasta) and a  
 decrease in the consumption of fruits and vegetables and water. 

In both periods, 2020 and 2021, the foods 

of which consumption increased the most 

during the pandemic were bread, flours, rice 

and pasta, with a slight increase even more 

in the second year (from 43% to 47%). 

Additionally, there was a notable decrease in 

water consumption (from 41% to 13%) and dairy 

(from 30% to 20%) between the two poll years. 

This trend is observed among women and men 

of all age groups. The 2021 results also show 

important differences between countries. The 

majority of the participants (47%) reported an 

increased consumption of bread, flours, rice, 

and pasta, while in Bolivia and Guatemala 

(26% and 39% respectively) there was a 

decrease in the consumption of these foods.

In both surveys, fruits and vegetables were 

reported to be consumed less during the pandemic. 

This trend was observed in all countries and groups 

according to gender and age, and it increased 

in 2021, going from 23% (2020) to 31% (2021).

20212020

20212020

36% 34%

27% 25%

43% 47%

24% 24%

30% 20%

30% 27%

23% 26%

41% 13%

23% 31%

20% 18%

10% 12%

23% 17%

15% 14%

21% 17%

28% 21%

8% 10%

Fruits and vegetables

Sugar-sweetened beverages

Bread, flours, rice, pasta

Salty snacks, sweets, desserts

Dairy products

Meat and fish
Fast food, precooked or

frozen products
Water

Fruits and vegetables

Sugar-sweetened beverages

Bread, flours, rice, pasta

Salty snacks, sweets, desserts

Dairy products

Meat and fish
Fast food, precooked or

frozen products
Water

Percentage of t according to foods LEAST consumed during the pandemic. 

Percentage of responses according to foods MOST consumed during the pandemic. Percentage of responses indicating foods of which consumption increased during the pandemic

Percentage of responses indicating foods of which consumption reduced during the pandemic
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 Although the majority of respondents reported seeing the  
 same or less unhealthy foods advertising than before the  
 pandemic, the proportion of adolescents and young people who  
 reported seeing this type of advertising increased in 2021 

The majority of adolescents and young people 

surveyed reported seeing unhealthy foods 

advertising as often as before the pandemic or less 

frequently. However, the proportion of adolescents 

and young people who reported seeing this type 

of advertising increased 5 percentage points 

between 2020 and 2021, rising from 23% to 28%. 

In Guatemala and Bolivia, there was greater 

exposure to unhealthy food advertising (34% and 

35%) compared to the other countries observed 

in 2021. In both countries, exposure to advertising 

increased in relation to the previous year.

Note: The sum of the values for the year 2021 does not add up to 100% due to rounding.

20212020

23%

42%

36%

29%
28%

No, same as before Yes, less than before Yes, more than before

41%

Percentage of responses regarding changes in the amount of unhealthy food 
advertising seen in the media compared to the pre-COVID-19 period. 

Percentage of responses regarding changes in the amount of unhealthy food advertising seen in the media 
compared to the pre-COVID-19 period
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20212020

20212020

52% 54%

25% 25%

21%23%

34%32%

25% 23%

23%

11%11%

9%7%

25%

I practice no
physical activity

Less than one
hour a week

Between 1 and
3 hours a week

Between 3 and
6 hours a week

More than 6
hours a week

Same physical
activity as before

Less physical activity 

More physical activity

Percentage of responses regarding change in physical activity compared to the pre-pandemic period. 

Percentage of responses according to the number of hours spent on physical activity per week. 

60% report no physical activity or less than one hour 
of activity per week. The percentage increases to 
65 in the case of 25-29-year-old U-reporters.

 Physical activity decreased compared to before the pandemic 

In both 2020 and 2021, more than half of 

adolescents and young people reported that 

they were less physically active than before 

the pandemic, and this percentage grew from 

52% to 54% in the last year. This situation is 

generalized for all countries and age groups.

Regarding the time used for physical activity 

during the week, the percentage of adolescents 

and young people who reported no physical 

activity increased slightly in 2021 from 2020 (from 

32% to 34%). Although there were no significant 

variations overall, there was a noteworthy decrease 

between 2020 and 2021 in the number of people 

who reported no physical activity in Argentina 

(minus 17 percentage points). Data from the most 

recent poll in 2021 showed that 57% of adolescents 

and young people report no physical activity 

or less than one hour of activity per week (34% 

and 23%, respectively). Only 11% report practicing 

between 3 and 6 hours of physical activity per 

week and 9% more than 6 hours per week.

Percentage of responses regarding change in physical activity compared to the pre-pandemic period

Percentage of responses according to the number of hours spent on physical activity per week
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Non-binaryMenWomen

Non-binaryMenWomen

55% 56%
48% 48%

50% 77%

23% 23%
27% 29%
28% 18%

22% 21%

35% 37%
28% 28%

32% 27%

26% 23%
24% 23%

20% 27%

24% 23%
26% 24%

24% 27%

10% 11%
13% 12%
13% 14%

6% 6%
9% 13%
11% 5%

25% 23%
22% 5%

Less physical
activity

More physical
activity

Same physical
activity as before

I practice no
physical activity

Less than one
hour a week

Between 1 and
3 hours a week

Between 3 and
6 hours a week

More than 6
hours a week

Percentage of responses regarding changes in physical activity compared to the pre-pandemic period.

20212020

20212020

Percentage of responses regarding the number of hours spent on physical activity.

 Women reported less physical activity than men  

In both surveys (2020 and 2021), the proportion 

of women who reported less physical activity 

than before the pandemic was higher than 

among men. In both periods, the percentage 

of men who were less physically active was 

48%, while this figure was higher among 

women: 55% in 2020 and 56% in 2021.

Regarding the time devoted to physical activity, the 

gap was even wider, as men reported practicing more 

hours of physical activity than women. In 2021, 60% of 

women reported no physical activity or less than one 

hour of activity per week, while the percentage was 51% 

among men. This difference increases proportionally 

to the amount of time spent in the activity.

Note: Data from self-declared non-binary individuals should be interpreted with caution since it only includes 34 observations.

Percentage of responses regarding the number of hours spent on physical activity

Percentage of responses regarding changes in physical activity compared to the pre-pandemic period
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 WhatsApp is adolescents and young people’s preferred platform  
 for receiving nutritional and physical activity recommendations 

According to the 2021 survey, most adolescents 

and young people chose WhatsApp as 

their preferred platform of communication 

to receive nutritional and physical activity 

recommendations (39%), followed by Facebook 

(25%). This pattern is similar across age and 

gender groups, although incidence levels vary. 

Although preference for WhatsApp is the 

same for women and men (39%), more men 

prefer Facebook than women (26% vs. 21%).

39%
39%

39%
41%

21%
26%

25%
18%

10%
7%

8%
18%

1%
2%

2%
0%

6%
9%

8%
24%

22%
17%

18%
0%

Whatsapp

Facebook

Instagram

None

Internet blog

Non-binary TotalMenWomen

All

Percentage of responses regarding the preferred platform to receive nutritional and physical activity recommendations. 

Note 1: The question on the preferred platform was not considered in the 2020 survey; therefore, comparisons are not possible.

Note 2: Data from self-declared non-binary individuals should be interpreted with caution since it only includes 34 observations.

Percentage of responses regarding the preferred platform to receive nutritional and physical activity 
recommendations
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2.1. Profiles of the respondents 

The qualitative analysis of the open responses of 

the 2021 poll was based on 1,133 responses from 

adolescents and young people between 13 and 29 

years old. The countries with the most responses 

were Mexico, Argentina and Guatemala and 

the most represented populations were women 

(60%) and young people 18-24 years old (55%).

1%

39%

308

187

54

40%

55%

5%

512

17

15

6

3

1

1

1

1

27

60%

Gender

Age

Country
Mexico

Jamaica

Panama

Bolivia

Trinidad and Tobago

OECS

Guatemala

Argentina

Costa Rica

Dominican Republic

Ecuador

Haiti

Barbados

18 to 24

13 to 17

25 to 29

Men

Non-binary

Women
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2.2. Qualitative analysis results

The main findings of the qualitative analysis 

of the open responses of the 2021 survey are 

described below. Each section starts with a 

graph showing the percentage distribution of 

the 10 categories most frequently mentioned by 

adolescents and young people, followed by the 

description of the most prominent messages 

that group one or more of these categories.

These were the most frequently made suggestions to 
global and national leaders to ensure the good nutrition of 
adolescents and young people, during and after COVID-19:

 Regulating the supply, prices,  
 and advertising of healthy  
 and unhealthy foods 

Approximately 1 in 4 adolescents and young 

people who participated in the poll called on 

leaders to regulate the supply and prices (18%) 

and advertising of healthy and unhealthy 

foods (7%).  In this context, the most frequent 

suggestion was to control the production and 

supply of unhealthy food and, to a lesser extent, 

to promote the supply of healthy products.

There were some calls to reaffirm regulatory 

actions regarding food product labeling. 

Furthermore, young people expressed the need 

to reduce food prices, particularly healthy food 

prices, since, as they mentioned, price-wise, it 

is much easier to access unhealthy foods than 

products such as fruits and vegetables. They also 

called for advertising regulations by restricting 

unhealthy foods and promoting healthy foods.

 Informing and raising 
awareness of nutrition 
and healthy lifestyle 

The second proposal most frequently mentioned 

by participants is sharing reliable information and 

providing guidance on nutrition (16%). The most 

interesting topics include healthy eating and its 

benefits, as well as healthy and inexpensive 

recipes. Suggestions made regarding information 

platforms or channels include holding talks, 

workshops, courses, or trainings, as well as 

social networks and TV. Along the same lines, 

they also suggested promoting healthy nutrition 

and lifestyle through awareness campaigns 

(13%) promoting good nutrition, personal care, 

physical activity and fruits and vegetables while 

discouraging the consumption of unhealthy food.
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 Promoting physical activity,  
 exercise, and sports 

Promoting physical activity or exercise is the third 

most frequently mentioned strategy (14%) to 

ensure good nutrition in the context of COVID-19. 

The responses included carrying out sports 

activities, promoting physical activity in adequate 

spaces and using community infrastructure, 

and highlighted the importance of promoting 

physical activity in an appealing manner.

Several of the proposals emphasized at-

home or online physical activity and only a 

few recommendations addressed physical 

activity in gyms and schools. The responses 

evidenced the need for adolescents and young 

people to be provided with space, infrastructure 

(public or private), guidance, or simply the 

possibility of practicing physical activity, 

alluding to lockdown-related restrictions.

 Social protection and  
 food security for poor or  
 vulnerable populations 

Several of the responses refer to measures that 

can be framed in the context of social protection 

systems as they seek to protect the nutrition 

of economically vulnerable populations by 

facilitating their access to food. These measures 

include the direct provision of food to individuals 

or households (6%), the equitable distribution 

of food prioritizing poor or low-income people 

and households, and the implementation of 

economic plans, subsidies, or aid (5%).

Income generation, mainly through employment, 

and to a lesser extent, through entrepreneurship, 

are mentioned as other ways to facilitate access 

to food (4%). Some of the responses highlight 

the COVID-19 crisis as a factor that has affected 

their income and, therefore, their access to food.
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Regulating the prices and supply
of healthy and unhealthy foods

Generating income through employment/
business support/ financial support

Supporting the poor/low-income population

Providing professional support in
nutrition and mental health

Providing food to individuals and households

Regulating healthy/junk food advertising

I don’t know/Nothing

Promoting healthy nutrition and 
lifestyle/ awareness campaign

Promoting physical activity/sports

Sharing reliable information and
o�ering guidance on healthy nutrition

18.3%

15.8%

13.8%

12.6%

10.4%

7.4%

5.6%

5.3%

5.2%

4.3%

Percentage distribution of the 10 categories most frequently mentioned by adolescents and young people. Percentage distribution of the 10 categories most frequently mentioned by adolescents and young people

“Find a way to make 

healthy foods more 

affordable than junk 

food and promote more 

healthy options.”

– Natasha, 22 years old, 

Trinidad and Tobago

 Providing professional support in nutrition and mental health 

Providing professional support in nutrition and 

mental health is one of the suggestions most 

frequently made by adolescents and young 

people -especially women, (5%)- to the authorities. 

In this sense, they called for expert and personal 

nutritional care, that is above all, accessible and 

gender-sensitive. Proposals include providing 

centers, virtual channels, or professional advice 

on nutrition issues. It is important to highlight the 

association made between mental health and 

nutrition, and adolescents and young people 

asked for some type of support in this matter.



Qualitative analysis results20

Eating a balanced diet

Adequate frequency of meals

Avoiding or controlling the consumption
 of junk food, flours, sugar, fat and meats

Eating a varied diet

Consuming di�erent
groups of nutrients

Eating moderately

Physical and mental
well-being/Good habits

Nourishing yourself by eating enough and
based on your body’s requirements and needs

Eating healthy/ eating
healthy foods

Eating according to
the 7 food groups

32.5%

17.7%

16.9%

13.7%

11.6%

11.3%

9.0%

8.7%

8.4%

7.1%

Distribution of the 10 categories most frequently mentioned by adolescents and young people. Total, 2021
Distribution of the 10 categories most frequently mentioned by adolescents and young people, 2021

Eating well means eating at 

least 3 meals a day, including 

fruits or cereals at breakfast and 

having foods that provide a good 

amount of proteins, vitamins and 

carbohydrates for lunch.

– Andrea, 16 years old, Peru

Young people’s and adolescents’ most frequent answers 
regarding what eating well means to them are listed below: 

 Eating a balanced, moderate,  
 and varied diet based  
 on eating guidelines

The vast majority of adolescents and young 

people who participated in the poll associated 

eating well with a balanced (33%), moderate 

(11%) and varied diet (9%). The responses 

included several mentions of food guides such 

as the “Food Pyramid”, “Food Groups” and the 

“Healthy Eating Plate” which suggests using 

them as references to facilitate a healthy diet. 

 Eating fruits, vegetables,  
 protein, and drinking  
 plenty of water

An analysis of the responses related to the 7 

food groups (18%) showed a clear association 

between what it means to eat well and the 

consumption of fruits and vegetables, as 

this was the most mentioned group.

On the other hand, water was the preferred 

beverage, followed by the food groups containing 

proteins, vitamins, and carbohydrates (9%).

The food groups that were least reported by 

adolescents and young people were legumes, 

milk and its derivatives, fats, oils and butter.  
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 Eating healthy and consuming  
 healthy foods and avoiding 
the consumption of 
unhealthy foods, flours, 
sugar, fat, or meat 

The term healthy was frequently used to refer 

to a good diet (17%). This concept is associated 

with the nature of food and a balanced and 

nutritious diet, and to a lesser extent, with the 

frequency and quantity of the food consumed.

It is important to highlight some responses 

mentioning the need to eat healthy while 

continuing to “indulge yourself”. The responses 

related to avoiding the consumption of 

foods considered by some as “unhealthy” 

(8%) were also reiterated, which also includes 

ultra-processed foods, sugar or calories 

and sugar-sweetened beverages.

To a lesser extent, fats, flours, and meats 

were also reported within this category.
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 Nourishing yourself by eating  
 enough and at the right  
 frequency,  based on your  
 body’s requirements 
and needs  

Eating foods that nourish the body adequately 

and according to its needs (13%), as well as 

eating frequently enough during the day (7%), 

are part of the most common responses.

Most of the people who specify the amount 

report eating 3 meals as adequate, followed 

by those who report 4 and 5 meals a day. 

 Physical and mental  
 well-being and good habits 

Feeling well and healthy, enjoying good 

physical and mental health and having good 

habits (12%) are also part of the answers 

most frequently mentioned by adolescents 

and young people in response to the question 

about what eating well means for them.

© UNICEF LACRO/2021/Carrillo
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The recommendations listed below are based on responses from both polls on what world 

and national leaders should do to ensure good nutrition for adolescents and youth, during 

and after COVID-19. These recommendations have been grouped into five components: 

regulatory measures, social protection system, health services, social and behaviour 

change communication (SBCC) strategies, and promotion of physical activity.

 3.1. Regulatory measures 

• Promoting regulatory frameworks that 

limit the exposure of unhealthy food 

advertising directed at children, 

adolescents and young people.

• Implementing regulatory frameworks 

that enable regulating the high costs 

of healthy foods, especially in contexts 

of health crises, through a price control 

system or incentives that promote and 

facilitate production and marketing.

• Supporting measures that regulate the 

supply of unhealthy food and beverages 

by controlling their production, marketing 

and distribution, thereby limiting their 

availability and access to children and youth 

in community, family and school settings.

• Continue with advocacy efforts so that more 

countries implement front-of-pack warning 

labels on ultra-processed foods, accompanied 

by educational strategies so that adolescents, 

young people, and their families can make 

informed and healthy diet choices.

• Engage the private sector in regulatory 

discussions and create agreements that 

foster favorable environments for the 

approval of regulatory measures that 

protect the good nutrition of children, 

adolescents, and young people. 

© UNICEF/UN0520331/Arcos
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 3.2. Social Protection System  

• Strengthening nutrition aspects of social 

protection systems in households with poor or 

vulnerable children, adolescents and young people.

• Reducing financial barriers for households 

with adolescents and young people living in 

poverty through cash transfers or subsidies.

• Promoting direct food assistance programs or 

food vouchers to homes and adolescents and 

young people economically affected by the 

pandemic, in community and school contexts.

• Supporting initiatives in the context of social 

protection systems, such as the creation of 

family gardens or community markets that 

involve the direct participation of adolescents and 

young people, and at the same time, facilitate 

availability and access to healthy food.

• Expanding employability 

programs for young people. 

 3.3. Health services: personalized  
 and gender-sensitive  
 nutritional counseling  

• Expanding the offer of nutritional 

counseling services specifically aimed at 

adolescents and young people and focusing 

on aspects associated with the mental 

health of adolescents and young people 

and specific gender-related needs.

• Expanding access to professional care 

services in nutrition for adolescents and 

young people, through in-person care in health 

centers, as well as through virtual channels.
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 3.4. Social and behaviour change communication (SBCC) strategies 

• Developing gender-sensitive awareness and 

behavior change campaigns that promote 

a healthy lifestyle and include messages on 

the importance of physical activity, eating 

fruits and vegetables, drinking water, and the 

harmful effects of consuming unhealthy food.

• As part of the campaigns, carrying out 

weekly or monthly activities based on 

challenges or contests using platforms such 

as U-Report. Once they register, users receive 

periodic recommendations and tasks to be 

carried out and can report compliance.

• Sharing attractive and reliable information 

on nutrition, in inexpensive and healthy 

recipe formats, or infographics on the 

benefits of a healthy diet, through platforms 

such as U-Report that enable reaching 

more adolescents and young people.

• Strengthening and using platforms 

such as WhatsApp and Facebook to 

disseminate information on nutrition and 

recommendations to adopt healthier lifestyles 

among adolescents and young people.

• Organizing virtual or in-person talks, and 

workshops aimed at adolescents and young 

people, with experts on healthy nutrition.

• Designing and implementing dietary guidelines 

based on foods appealing to adolescents 

and youth to help them make decisions and 

select healthier foods when shopping.

• Ensuring communications strategies 

recognize adolescents and young people’s 

food consumption practices at home and 

outside the home, involving caregivers in the 

preparation of healthy recipes at home and 

giving young people tools to make healthy 

decisions when going out to eat with friends. 
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 3.5. Promoting physical activity 

• Expanding and improving public and private 

community spaces and infrastructure so that 

adolescents and young people, especially 

women, can permanently use them.

• Carrying out activities such as virtual 

challenges or contests through platforms such 

as U-Report to motivate adolescents and 

young people to engage in physical activity.

• Promoting sports activities in community 

and school contexts that encourage 

the participation of adolescents and 

young people, especially women.

• Supporting or implementing programs aimed 

at adolescents and young people to encourage 

and guide physical activity at home using 

online platforms or television channels.

• Creating safe environments to enable 

adolescents and young people, and especially 

women, to perform outdoor physical activity.
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