
123

PANEX-Youth: resilience and 
challenges in food, education, and 
leisure among young people in urban 
peripheries

I
ntroduction

The COVID-19 pandemic deepened pre-existing social and economic 
inequalities, especially in Brazil’s urban peripheries. This situation 
was aggravated by the federal government’s denialist stance, which 

discredited science, discouraged protective measures and vaccination 
campaigns, and dismantled public crisis-response systems. Although the 
direct epidemiological risk was lower for youth, they were profoundly affected 
by the social, economic, and psychological consequences: prolonged school 
closures, rising unemployment, food insecurity, and restricted access to 
public spaces. In addition, young people faced overexposure to uncertainty, 
rupture of social ties, and premature adultification, resulting in excessive 
responsibilities.

The PANEX-Youth project, a collaboration among universities in Brazil, the 
United Kingdom, and South Africa, sought to understand how young people 
aged from 10 to 24 adapted to the pandemic’s impacts, focusing on the nexus 
between food, education, and leisure. Through participatory methodologies, 
such as university extension courses and workshops in Heliópolis and 
Paraisópolis, the research gave voice to a population often rendered invisible 

Abstract: The PANEX-Youth project investigated how 
young people from urban peripheral communities in São 
Paulo, especially Heliópolis and Paraisópolis, adapted 
to the challenges imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Using participatory methodologies, the research revealed 
resilience strategies in the face of deepening social 
inequalities, food insecurity, educational difficulties, 
restrictions on leisure, and mental health impacts. 
Community action and youth protagonism stood out as 
fundamental to confronting the crisis, pointing toward 
pathways for more inclusive and sustainable public 
policies.
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in public policies (Bizzoto et al., 2023).

This article analyzes the experiences of these young people during the pandemic, highlighting 
adaptation strategies and community organization that emerged in these territories. It also 
discusses the effects of governmental policies on these populations and the lessons learned to 
strengthen resilience in the face of future crises.

Development

The context of denial and the dismantling of social protection in Brazil, especially between 2019 
and 2022, was marked by a far-right government. The denialist stance and discrediting of science 
hindered coordinated responses and left the population - particularly peripheral communities, 
which are more dependent on public policies - without state support (Bizzoto et al., 2025). This 
scenario was compounded by increased political polarization, which fostered popular adherence 
to such measures and discourses. Combined, these factors resulted in thousands of preventable 
deaths (Giatti et al., 2021).

For young people, this crisis generated multiple social, economic, educational, and mental 
challenges. Their rights were denied by prolonged school closures, rising unemployment, 
declining household income, and rising food prices, resulting in hunger and food insecurity 
(Giatti et al., 2021).

The pandemic placed Brazil back on the United Nations (UN) hunger map. By 2022, more than 33 
million Brazilians lived in food insecurity. Low-income families, women, and Black populations, 
historically marginalized and comprising most of those living in favelas and urban communities, 
were the most affected. School closures worsened the problem, as school meals represented the 
main daily meal for many.

The crisis also exposed structural flaws in the Brazilian food system and the impacts of agribusiness. 
Although Brazil is a major food exporter, the focus on exports led to rising domestic prices for 
basic foods, further eroding the purchasing power of low-income households (Schneider et al., 
2020). Young PANEX-Youth participants perceived the federal government’s role in deliberately 
worsening food insecurity as a form of decimation of the poorest population.

Moreover, the industrial model of animal protein production revealed precarious conditions in 
slaughterhouses, which became hotspots for COVID-19 outbreaks. Family farmers, dependent on 
short supply chains and local markets, suffered from trade restrictions and lack of government 
support (Schneider et al., 2020). Increased consumption of ultra-processed foods, driven by 
falling incomes and easy access, worsened health problems (Giatti et al., 2021).

Although the government’s emergency cash aid benefited millions, it was insufficient to offset 
rising prices. Meanwhile, agribusiness, focused on exports, experienced growing international 
demand without improvements in domestic food security (Schneider et al., 2020).

For young people and their families in favelas, basic goods became more expensive and less 
accessible, deepening food insecurity, already aggravated by income loss and ineffective public 
policies. Thus, political and commercial decisions at the global scale had direct impacts on the 
daily lives of families in São Paulo, evidencing the systemic interconnectedness of crises.

Another axis of strong impact in the lives of young people was education. Schools remained 
closed for more than 40 weeks, compromising access to education and school meals. The 
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implementation of remote learning faced multiple barriers (three quarters of low-class users 
accessed the internet exclusively by cell phone and only 12% had computers) (Giatti et al., 2021).

Additional pressures related to the need to work and take care of the family compromised the 
access to education of many young people. The fragility of student-teacher ties worsened in 
the context of social isolation. For many, school represented not only formal learning, but also 
socialization, food security, and protection against domestic violence.

The access to leisure spaces, already scarce in peripheral neighborhoods, was even more 
compromised with the closure of parks and squares during the pandemic. Children and young 
people, in seeking alternatives, turned to intensive use of digital devices, social networks, and 
electronic games as forms of socialization and entertainment.

Strategies of resistance also emerged, such as maintaining meetings in unauthorized spaces, 
continuity of cultural activities such as funk, and occupation of rooftops and streets for play. 
These practices, although risky in the context of a health emergency, revealed the fundamental 
need of young people for socialization and movement, especially in overcrowded housing and 
limited resources.

Youth adaptations and community response

In the face of state omission, urban peripheries mobilized with remarkable adaptability, forming 
broad networks of solidarity, care, and protection (Circuito Urbano, 2023). Young people played 
an important role in these initiatives, often assuming leadership in the distribution of food and 
protective masks and in the dissemination of health information. Young people also reported 
fighting misinformation on social networks, acting in social media groups with family members 
and disseminating research on the reality of the pandemic in their communities.

Examples stand out such as the organization of “street presidents” in Paraisópolis, responsible for 
health monitoring and distribution of resources in groups of 50 houses, in addition to the G10 
Favelas Pavilion, which became a logistics center for the distribution of meals and hygiene items. 
Telemedicine was an innovative solution adopted in some territories. Women demonstrated 
fundamental leadership on the front line of these actions, in the production of meals and the 
making of masks.

These support networks not only offered material assistance, but also promoted learning 
processes, strengthened social capital, and cultivated empathy and solidarity, generating among 
young people a sense of belonging and purpose in times of obscurantism.

Challenges and recommendations for the future

Despite the success, community initiatives face sustainability challenges. The reduction of 
donations after the first year of the pandemic and the overload of volunteer work, especially for 
women, led to the weakening or closure of many projects.

Mental health, especially among children and adolescents, gained prominence during the 
pandemic, bringing significant challenges for peripheral communities. Factors such as the 
interruption of school activities, lack of leisure spaces, and family conflicts contributed to the 
psychic suffering of young people. Many faced discouragement, loss of socialization skills, 
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and fear of interacting after returning to in-person activities. In this context, it is essential to 
strengthen institutional support in the promotion of mental health, through collective practices, 
psychological support in schools, and access to specialized treatments. The engagement of the 
community network and local partnerships also proved essential to expand the reception and 
socio-emotional protection of young people in vulnerable situations.

It is essential that governments learn from these experiences. Sustainable and inclusive public 
policies must recognize, value, and integrate local knowledge and youth protagonism. A “nexus” 
approach, which connects food, education, and leisure, emerges as a promising way to integrally 
face the challenges of communities. For this, permanent financing mechanisms and institutional 
support are necessary, which allow the professionalization of community work and the continuity 
of these essential actions.

In this sense, the recommendations resulting from the discussions of the “Local Café”, held on July 
2024 at the School of Public Health (University of São Paulo) (Figure 1), were systematized in a 
mind map that summarizes the main axes of action identified by young people and participating 
organizations, reflecting the collective proposals to face the challenges in food, education, 
leisure, mental health, and strengthening public power in urban peripheries.

Figure 1. Recommendations of the Local Café on resilience and challenges in food, education, leisure, and 
mental health of young people in urban peripheries. Source: Synthesis of the discussions of the Local Café, 
PANEX YOUTH (July/2024).

Source: elaborated by the authors.
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Conclusion

The PANEX-Youth project investigated how young people in vulnerable urban peripheries of 
São Paulo, such as Heliópolis and Paraisópolis, adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic, a moment 
that exacerbated structural inequalities and neglected their basic needs. Communities face 
significant challenges in access to education, food, and leisure, in addition to serious impacts 
on mental health, with reports of anxiety, depression, and social isolation, aggravated by the 
deepening of digital exclusion.

However, the resilience of these communities was manifested through solidarity networks, self-
organization, and local initiatives, where young people played a crucial role on the front line, 
demonstrating great agency and empathy.

The participatory and qualitative methodology of the project was fundamental to give voice 
to young people, a group historically excluded from political discussions and decisions. This 
approach allowed the co-creation of knowledge, integrating academic and non-academic 
perspectives, promoting a deeper and culturally sensitive understanding of local realities. By 
recognizing and valuing territorial knowledge and youth protagonism, participatory research 
not only records experiences, but also drives reflection, self-confidence, and mobilization so that 
solutions are rooted in the needs of communities and sustainable for facing future crises.
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