Accepted Manuscript
Version of Record at: https://doi.org/10.1080/29949769.2024.2314513

Living, learning, working, and playing during COVID-19: Tackling

existing and exacerbated problems of low-income Singaporean youth

Running head: Tackling existing and exacerbated problems of low-income Singaporean

youth
Article category: Original Research Article
Authors: Jin Yao KWAN, University of Delaware

Joshua TAN, REACH Community Services Singapore
CHUA Yi Jie, REACH Community Services Singapore
Joanna KHOR, REACH Community Services Singapore

Correspondence information: Jin Yao Kwan, Department of Human Development &
Family Sciences, College of Education & Human Development, University of Delaware,
111 Alison Hall West, Newark, DE 19716, USA, +1 (302) 831-6500 (telephone), +1 (302)
831-8776 (fax), jykwan@udel.edu

Declaration of interest: The authors report no conflicts of interest.
Author biographies:

Jin Yao KWAN is assistant professor in the Department of Human Development & Family

Sciences, College of Education & Human Development, University of Delaware.

Joshua TAN and CHUA Yi Jie were research interns with REACH Community Services

Singapore.

Joanna KHOR is team lead of youth service research projects at REACH Community

Services Singapore. She is a registered social worker.


mailto:jykwan@udel.edu

Accepted Manuscript
Version of Record at: https://doi.org/10.1080/29949769.2024.2314513

Living, learning, working, and playing during COVID-19: Tackling

existing and exacerbated problems of low-income Singaporean youth

COVID-19’s adverse, disproportionate impact on low-income youth, prompting
youth-serving professionals to adapt and adjust, is well-documented. However,
research gaps exist, including explanatory processes underlying COVID-19’s
deleterious impact, systematic documentation of existing and exacerbated problems,
and short- and long-term responses of youth-serving professionals. Using a multi-
informant mixed methods design, guided by a live-learn-work-play theoretical
framework, exploratory findings indicated that COVID-19 worsened existing
problems across all domains. In the short-term, Singaporean professionals prioritised,
moved online, and evaluated programmes. Progressively, they sought to build youth
communities, empower families, collaborate, and experiment. Findings have
implications for understanding and resolving structural problems perpetuating pre-

disaster vulnerabilities.

Keywords: COVID-19, mixed methods, social determinants of health, social work,
youth

COVID-19’s persistent, deleterious impact on youth is well-documented. Although threats
to their physical health are less severe, many youth have struggled psychologically
(Magson et al., 2021; Qi et al., 2020), experienced strained relationships (Astle et al.,
2021), and missed key adolescent milestones (Allmang et al., 2022). Similarly, many
youth-serving professionals have been stretched and stressed (Goh et al., 2022; Seng et al.,
2021). Lockdowns and non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) further worsened these
problems by complicating social interactions (Sun et al., 2022). Moreover, COVID-19 has
exposed pre-existing disparities, with low-income households disproportionately affected
(Kanter et al., 2021; Patel et al., 2020; Rodriguez-Planas, 2022) — including in Singapore
(Beyond Social Services, 2021; DBS Group Research, 2021; Ng et al., 2022) — which has

necessitated professional interventions with low-income youth.
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However, beyond focusing on whether low-income youth have been most affected
by COVID-19, the explanatory processes warrant investigation. In other words, Aow has
COVID-19 affected low-income youth? Additionally, existing research has rarely specified
how youth-serving professionals adapted and adjusted when responding to youth problems
vis-a-vis other civic engagement and participation forms (Kwan, 2022a, 2022b). Even
fewer studies have examined existing and exacerbated youth problems and short- and long-
term professional responses simultaneously. The conditions under which youth live, learn,
work, and play determine their quality of life, constituting the social determinants of health
(Braveman et al., 2011; Felter et al., 2021), and a live-learn-work-play theoretical
framework can be used to understand how individuals were affected within each domain.
Generally, living refers to youth’s home environments and relationships with household
members. Learning relates to their schooling experience. Work concerns centre on their
household’s economic disadvantage, while play is about friend and social media
engagement and access to support.

Therefore, in this study, using the theoretical framework allows for a systematic and
more holistic examination of the problems faced by low-income Singaporean youth before
COVID-19, how COVID-19 exacerbated these problems, and how professionals responded.
Because COVID-19 follows ongoing crises such as climate change and global inequalities
(Wray-Lake et al., 2021), this study not only highlights professionals tackling urgent youth
problems, but also documents structural problems perpetuating pre-disaster vulnerabilities.
Furthermore, effective professional practices can be extended when responding to future

crises.
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Literature Review

Existing and exacerbated problems of low-income youth

Throughout COVID-19, many youth experienced sudden life changes, resulting in adverse
psychological effects, strained personal, social, and familial relationships, and missed
school- and work-related milestones. Following school closures, most youth transitioned to
distance-learning, though learning disruptions persisted for many. Furthermore, with
disruptions to the delivery of physical and mental healthcare, COVID-19 compromised the
psychological well-being of some by limiting access to help. Among Qi et al.’s (2020)
Chinese adolescents, those with low or medium levels of social support reported higher
depression prevalence. US adolescents in Magson et al.’s (2021) sample reported greater
depressive symptoms and anxiety and reduced life satisfaction, reflecting concerns over
government NPIs. They also expressed worries over the virus, online learning, and parental
conflict (Magson et al., 2021). In compliance with lockdowns, youth relied heavily on
digital platforms to communicate with those outside their households. Despite the essential
nature of digital devices and connections, some low-income youth did not have stable
access, thereby rendering lockdowns and NPIs even more stressful.

Within homes, youth well-being may be closely linked to the quality of parental and
familial relationships. Family-level strategies are needed to address COVID-19’s
psychological impact. For many, such as Astle et al.’s (2021) Latinx pregnant and parenting
adolescents, household experiences — encompassing economic and health stress, school
pressure, and time with family — were often complicated. At the workplace, COVID-19’s
long-term impact on youth employment remains under-studied, especially those missing

educational milestones, incomes, and work experience (Allmang et al., 2022).
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Researchers also theorised — immediately following COVID-19’s emergence and in
the context of marginalisation and histories of adversity — that existing socio-economic
disparities would widen. Empirically, low-income and lower-middle-class US households
with school-aged children reported greater instrumental and financial hardships (Chen et
al., 2022). Kanter et al. (2021) found that COVID-19’s economic impact was felt most
acutely by lower-income Black and Latinx US families. Similarly, Patel et al. (2020)
reported the vulnerability of many low-income UK individuals, given poor housing
conditions, non-remote work options, work and income insecurity, poor health conditions,
and limited healthcare access. Youth themselves, such as low-income urban US college
students, were likely to face job loss, reduced individual and household earnings, and other
forms of economic insecurity, including negative impact to their educational and
employment outcomes (Rodriguez-Planas, 2022). Overall, across different contexts and
countries, individuals and families facing socio-economic disadvantage were more

vulnerable to the ramifications of COVID-19, thus necessitating improved interventions.

Youth-serving professionals’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic

With NPIs in place (Sun et al., 2022), most youth-serving professionals adapted and
adjusted. They prioritised moving critical activities and interventions online, which
required professionals themselves to be trained virtually, as many US child protection
caseworkers did (Schwab-Reese et al., 2020). Relatedly, some also advocated for
legislative and policy changes, as South African professionals did for increased child
protection (Fouché et al., 2020). Despite limited training and knowledge of evidence-based
interventions, technology-enabled platforms were critical, but remote adjustments were

complicated by non-profits scaling back programmes and suffering financial losses.
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Early studies of professional responses to COVID-19 coalesced around common
themes, including reliance on digital interventions, social workers’ creativity and
flexibility, and ethical challenges vis-a-vis lockdowns. A qualitative survey of international
social workers documented challenges related to relationship maintenance (Banks et al.,
2020), when prioritising those with greater needs, evaluating personal COVID-19 risks,
exercising professional discretion, caring for self, and rethinking future social work. On
that final theme, Pentini and Lorenz (2020) characterised the pandemic not just as a test of
social solidarity, but also an opportunity for the profession to re-evaluate and improve.
Still, when contemplating the future of social work post-COVID-19, conversations remain
stuck on general proclamations of change and social justice without deeper evaluations of
existing responses.

Within the profession, individual well-being has historically been precarious, which
has only been exacerbated by COVID-19. A survey of Hong Kong social workers
documented mild to severe anxiety and depression and the need for positive psychological
resources (Ho et al., 2022). In Singapore, although many social workers were resilient and
addressed community needs immediately, additional supports were needed. Frontline social
workers in Seng et al.’s (2021) survey were psychologically distressed but benefited from
organisational support. Similarly, workplace support helped reduce burnout among social
workers in Goh et al.’s (2022) survey. Additionally, social support also moderated

secondary traumatic stress through resilience.

Singaporean socio-economic disparities and youth problems

Demands for professional interventions also increased in Singapore. Despite initial

confusion over social service types deemed “essential” and which programs would function
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through work-from-home arrangements — across different viral waves — many youth-
serving professionals adapted to community needs and adjusted to evolving restrictions.
Nevertheless, socio-economic disparities and divisions have persisted. Based on a study of
applicants for its COVID-19 Family Assistance Fund, a charity reported a significant 69%
drop in median household income among low-income families, from S$1,600 pre-pandemic
to S$500 post-pandemic (Beyond Social Services, 2021). Similarly, using its customer
database, DBS Bank — Singapore’s largest bank — reported that lower-income Singaporeans
(with monthly incomes >S$3,000) were the worst hit (DBS Group Research, 2021). For
instance, approximately 49% of these lower-income earners experienced drops in salaries.
Furthermore, news reports have documented challenges of low-income families, including
food insecurity, congested living spaces, and stress caused by declining household incomes.
Singapore’s high population density means that low-income families living in one- or two-
room rental flats with multiple household members were already challenged pre-COVID-19
(Kwan, 2021).

More specifically, many low-income Singaporean youth experienced identical
challenges as their global counterparts, with psychological distress and strained
relationships stemming from distance learning, curtailed in-person socialisation, and family
conflict. NPI measures in Singapore were enforced strictly with stiff penalties. Worryingly,
Ng et al. (2022) found that COVID-19 worsened polarisation for low-wage young workers
— often mired in employment instability — who had poorer psychological well-being.

Therefore, improved interventions and social support for low-income youth are needed.

Methods

Guided by the live-learn-work-play theoretical framework (Braveman et al., 2011; Felter et



Accepted Manuscript
Version of Record at: https://doi.org/10.1080/29949769.2024.2314513

al., 2021), this study uses the live-learn-work-play theoretical framework to holistically
examine the problems faced by low-income Singaporean youth before COVID-19, how
COVID-19 exacerbated these problems, and how professionals responded. We address

three research questions:

(1) Who were the youth most affected by COVID-19 and what problems did they
previously face when living, learning, working, and playing?

(2) How did COVID-19 exacerbate pre-existing problems?

(3) With existing and exacerbated problems, how did youth-serving professionals tackle

youth problems in the short- and long-term?

Using secondary data from REACH Community Services, Singapore (“REACH”), a
multi-informant mixed methods design was used. REACH is a community-based
Singaporean social service agency working with vulnerable and low-income families and
individuals since 1998, and its youth service operates strengths-based interventions (e.g.,
arts and sports programmes, mentorship, casework, and rehabilitation work). REACH
collected data at the height of Singapore’s COVID-19 restrictions to understand the
emergent needs of its service users, and not explicitly for research. Retrospectively, we saw
value in documenting youth problems and professional responses. This study was approved
by the University of California, Los Angeles Institutional Review Board (IRB).

Perspectives were drawn from youth, parents, and youth-serving professionals, most
of whom lived in or operated in Singapore’s western region. In the first quantitative phase
(June-July 2020), we analysed data from youth (n=218) and parent (»=69) surveys. In the
subsequent qualitative phase (July-August 2020), we analysed four focus group discussion

transcripts involving full-time professionals and volunteers (n=21).
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Youth and parent surveys

Data collection

Given COVID-19 restrictions, REACH disseminated the surveys virtually through emails
or text messages to existing service users through purposeful sampling. Some but not all
youth and parents were of the same household. Survey questionnaires were very short (five
minutes). Youth were asked about programme interest (““What kind of programmes would
you be interested in?”), social media platforms frequented (“Which social media
platform(s) do you frequently use?”’), and volunteerism interest (“Will you be keen to
volunteer in the following ways in your community?”’). They were also asked about their
sex, age, race/ethnicity, and current education level. Parents were asked about household
income (“What is your current monthly family income?”, 1=“<S$1,000”; 2=“S$1,001-
S$2,000”; 3=S$2,001-$3,000”; 4=">S$3,000”, with Singapore’s median household

income at slightly above S$10,000), whether COVID-19 affected their families (0="No”;

1=“Yes”), number of COVID-19 impact categories (“How has COVID-19 impacted you

and your family?”, range=0-4), and number of resource categories needed (“Which of the

following resource(s) do you need at this point in time?”, range=0-6). They were also asked
about their sex, race/ethnicity, and whether they purchased or rented their flat. Sample
characteristics are presented (Table 1). COVID-19-affected youth reported reduced income
(31.0%), compromised mental well-being (16.1%), and family issues (13.3%). They needed
financial aid (19.3%), tuition support (15.6%), and food ration (12.8%). Support from
friends (67.4%), family (61.0%), and school (18.8%) were critical. Instagram (70.6%),

WhatsApp (59.2%), and YouTube (48.6%) were the most popular social media platforms.
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Among the youth-serving professionals, 38.1% identified as male and 61.9% as
female. Most were in their 30s-40s. About 23.8% worked in schools, 42.9% in social
service agencies, and 33.3% in government-linked agencies. Most were professionals

(81.0%).

[TABLE 1]

Data analysis

Because of small sample sizes (especially for parents), limited variables, and inability to
match youth and parents, we used basic descriptive and correlational analyses. The Stata 17
software was used. For youth, we reported proportions of those affected by COVID-19,
resources needed, support sources, and social media platforms frequented. For parents, we
ran correlational analyses and reported statistically significant correlations between
household income, whether COVID-19 affected their families, number of COVID-19
impact categories, and number of resource categories needed (the Pearson correlation
coefficient at a pre-specified alpha of 0.05). The continuous variables were normally

distributed.

Youth-serving professionals focus group discussions

Data collection

REACH’s youth workers facilitated three focus group discussions involving full-time
youth-serving professionals from other Singaporean agencies and organisations — including
social workers, youth workers, educators and teachers — and another involving REACH

volunteers, with email invitations extended purposively. Discussions were conducted over
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Zoom, each lasting approximately 90 minutes. Participants were asked about how COVID-
19 affected organisations or youth programmes, motivations, and perceptions of youth

strengths and assets.

Data analysis

Guided by a systematic six-step thematic analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2006), the
focus group discussions were transcribed, read, and re-read to develop familiarity. Second,
transcripts were coded systematically to generate initial codes revolving around the live-
learn-work-play theoretical framework. Third, initial codes were collated into themes with
data. Fourth, an analytical thematic map was populated after themes were checked to coded
extracts and short open-ended survey responses. Fifth, each theme’s definition and name
were refined. Finally, evocative exemplars were chosen. We worked together to ensure the
quality of data analysis, gaining familiarity through multiple readings, coding, and re-
coding of transcripts. Themes were also checked for saturation, recurrence, repetition, and
forcefulness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Technically, the ATLAS.ti 22 software was used by
team members to organise the transcripts as documents. The documents were labelled with
quotations, which were then used to generate and collate the initial codes. Subsequently,

theme-based reports were generated for further analysis.

Results

Low-income youth and live-learn-work-play problems

Among parents, household income was negatively correlated with whether COVID-
19 impacted families (#(65) = -0.24, p<0.05) and number of COVID-19 impact categories

(7(65) = -0.25, p<0.05). Reduced income was the top impact category (30.4%). Household
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income was negatively correlated with number of resource categories needed (7(65) = -
0.21, p<0.05). Financial aid (37.7%), food ration (30.4%), and job opportunity (17.4%)
were the main resource categories. From the surveys, it was clear that youth from low-
income households were the most affected (RQ1).

Guided by the live-learn-work-play theoretical framework, insights of youth-serving
professionals from the focus group discussions illustrated the problems that low-income
youth faced pre-COVID-19, and how COVID-19 exacerbated these problems (RQ1/RQ2)
(Table 2). In the short-term, the professionals tackled youth problems using three strategies.
First, they prioritised important cases, crises, and emergencies, dealing with “high-risk
cases,” “high-needs students,” and “urgent and critical” needs. Second, they moved online,

29 <6

exercising flexibility by “adjusting,” “coping,” and “adapting,” even if building initial
rapport was challenging. Third, they actively evaluated the effectiveness of online
programming. “I really do question in terms of how effective online or virtual counselling
1s,” a social worker shared. Another reflected: “I had one who refused to meet me cause she
doesn’t want to be online. So we end up spending the whole circuit breaker [or lockdown]
just sending WhatsApp messages, which I think is really not enough.” In the long-term,
professionals sought to build sustainable youth communities, empower families, and

improve inter-agency collaboration and experimentation (RQ3).

[TABLE 2]

Live: “It really gets a bit squeezy”

Existing problems

Low-income youth lived in small rental flats. Sharing rooms meant having little privacy.
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Before COVID-19, it was already difficult to have personal conversations or concentrate
when fending off distractions. Additionally, poor familial relationships were strained by

economic stress, with disagreements over finances, caregiving, and parentification.

Exacerbated problems

With strict lockdown laws, low-income youth were stressed by having household members
around 24/7. While they previously spent time outside or found occasional alone time at
home, youth felt suffocated without privacy. This was complicated by poor familial
relationships, with increased conflict manifesting through tensions, quarrels, and fights. A

senior social worker shared:

Their home environment is not very conducive for them to stay at home because there
are so many people in the small rental house and with so many people coming in, there
is tension in the family and they might end up quarrelling and fighting. And youth

want to get out of the house.

Short-term professional responses

Professionals created online and offline safe spaces — adhering to evolving pandemic
restrictions — where youth could get away. A volunteer shared: “Most of them would
appreciate having a shelter to escape to temporarily. At least if there’s anything going on at
home and they really want to escape somewhere.” Because this did not alleviate more
serious problems, professionals also checked on youth and provided counselling, as a

teacher did: “Students come to me to seek help in terms of managing conflict at home.”
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Learn: “I miss school”

Existing problems

Before COVID-19, disconnected youth were disengaged from academic and co-curricular
activities and had trouble with school attendance. Consequently, they did not maintain
strong peer and teacher relationships. Conversely, for connected youth, the school

environment — physically and socially — provided respite from other problems.

Exacerbated problems

Online home-based learning (HBL) was the default, and without technological necessities
many youth experienced further disruption. They needed functional laptops or iPads and
stable Internet connections to attend lessons, meet teachers, and complete homework. Even
with donations and technological support, low-income youth often shared a single digital
device with school-going siblings. With household members connected simultaneously,
Internet connections were often unstable. Consequently, many felt lost and those with
national examinations were unprepared.

Even though some could use school spaces, disconnected youth opted not to.
Previously, social workers worked with teachers and counsellors on home visits, which was
now complicated. Connected youth too were affected. They reported more intense isolation
because school was not just about academics but also socialising with peers and teachers

and participating in co-curriculars. Online options were inadequate substitutes.

Short-term professional responses

Professionals provided additional technological necessities, making sure that each
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household was equipped with at least one fit-for-purpose digital device and stable Internet
or mobile data connections for HBL. Unable to meet face-to-face, Professionals used text-
and online-based platforms to provide support. For disconnected youth, when urgent,
professionals advocated for youth by communicating with parents. For connected youth,
additional stimulus was emphasised. Professionals enlisted community volunteers as part of
broader support systems, created online interest groups, and provided tuition to those

preparing for national examinations.

Work: “Can I catch up? Am I missing out?”

Existing problems

Before COVID-19, as members of low-income households, youth experienced economic
disadvantage, which can perpetuate family stress. Parents strove to make ends meet —
settling bills, buying groceries, and paying for educational expenses — while juggling
employment and caregiving. When they came up financially short, low-income youth

worked part-time or on contracts to supplement household incomes.

Exacerbated problems

With COVID-19, many household members were unemployed or had to work as essential
workers. The former resulted in reduced household income, thereby creating further
financial stress, while the latter increased viral risk exposure, especially with
immunocompromised household members. A community worker observed that

employment and income losses were paired with rising expenses.
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While labouring part-time or on contracts to contribute financially, low-income
youth often had limited guidance over future career or higher education options. Because
their work arrangements were necessitated by economic circumstances, they rarely

considered long-term trajectories.

Short-term professional responses

Most immediately, professionals worked with youth to help families, connecting them with
government grants and ad hoc financial assistance such as COVID-19 grants, upgrading
courses, and job opportunities. IT-savvy youth were resourceful assets, taking up
pandemic-related positions (e.g., temperature screeners) and browsing online aid portals.
Once households achieved some financial stability, professionals emphasised financial
literacy and connected youth through individual and group mentorship to gain insight into
long-term career options. For a senior social worker, this was about “building rapport with

the youth to bridge them to the resources.”

Play: “I feel like I’'m going to lose my mind”

Existing problems

Before COVID-19, for low-income youth with poor familial relationships and disconnected
from school, having peer and social relationships was critical. They relied heavily on social
media, where they were bombarded by online content influencing their identities and

behaviours. Youth also had poor access to social and mental health support, rendering them

psychologically vulnerable.
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Exacerbated problems

Vulnerabilities were acutely exacerbated during lockdown, as youth were denied in-person
social interactions and further increased social media usage. A youth worker observed:
“Youth are cooped up at home and there’s not much avenue for them to express their
emotions.” Physically, desperate to meet friends and play sports, some flouted social
distancing rules, resulting in public nuisance complaints. Digitally, many reported being
cyberbullied, and despite knowing that their children spent more time online, parents were
ill-equipped to appropriately track and intervene. Overall, their lack of support was

compounded by other life stressors.

Short-term professional responses

Transitioning online, professionals replicated in-person activities — learning journeys, drop-
in centres, and community walks — virtually. Using Zoom, Facebook, and Instagram,
popular activities included sports and fitness classes and e-gaming competitions. A
community worker described: “An activity that is truly fun that lets them hang out with
their friends, and then afterwards, we can get them on board with another agenda, or they
can attract their friends and we can grow our reach.” However, with lockdowns, social
workers struggled to recruit and retain increasingly fatigued youth participants: “Traffic
just went down, really went down.” Some social workers had to patrol neighbourhoods to
make sure youth were not flouting COVID-19 restrictions.

Direct support was provided to cyberbullying victims. Professionals also offered
cyber wellness programmes to youth and parents. Progressively, professionals positioned

themselves as “first responders,” especially for youth with multiple stressors, by validating
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experiences, responding to needs, and engaging through small social groups, as one

reflected: “How do we react or reach youth, and how to comfort their friends?”

Long-term professional strategies

Building sustainable youth communities: “Giving them opportunities to show their

strengths”

While meeting immediate youth problems, building sustainable youth communities was
useful for the future. Adopting a youth-centred approach, professionals will provide
resources and create initial opportunities as youth volunteers shape programmes and
communities. Youth interest groups can help build bonds and camaraderie, and community
partnerships can reinforce shared values and goals. A social worker said: “When they are
given the opportunity or the platform to really participate or be engaged, that would really
bring out the benefit and also bring out their individual strength.” During COVID-19,
professionals already leveraged upon tech-savvy youth to help families and community
members, such as elderly residents. Low-income youth were “quite participative,” and
many were “looking for opportunities” to volunteer in meaningful and enjoyable ways, as a
youth worker reflected: “We just need to give them the opportunity, just need to give them
the guidance, and to actually see them blossom.” Progressively, youth workers wanted
youth to develop a sense of belonging to communities and be motivated to make a

difference.

Empowering families: “Families need help”

Professionals acknowledged the long-term limits of their work with youth if families and

parents — who would in turn improve their children’s well-being — are disempowered.
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Helping low-income households through social and financial assistance should be
prioritised. “Because the parents themselves are really not able to discharge their duty. So
it’s affecting the youth because there’s this lack of parental guidance or parental
involvement,” a school leader reflected. A counsellor concurred: “[Youth] cannot wake up,
they cannot come to school, and then the parents also don’t know what to do.” Specifically,
professionals saw limits of their attempts to curb device addictions worsened by COVID-
19. Empowering families thus meant consistent parental partnerships to alleviate youth

problems, as a youth worker summarized:

They’re cooped up at home for the holidays, especially for those with family issues. I
don't think that's very healthy for them, or those with mental issues, where they have to

keep all their thoughts to themselves, like 24/7.

Improving inter-agency collaboration and experimentation: “Maybe if we all come

together and work on a project”

Prompted by fears of duplication and being overwhelmed by multiple youth problems,
professionals saw the benefits of inter-agency collaboration. A community worker saw
many “double efforts” resulting in poor attendance: “We are all like targeting the same
group of people, doing the same thing ... So maybe sometimes if you collaborate then we
won’t have manpower issues.” To foster collaboration, professionals have to first secure
support from their agencies before communicating clear objectives with others. As sites of
socialisation, schools should be included. A school leader proposed: “Collating,
aggregating all the different functions and community resources together, funnel it back to

the schools, schools communicate to parents.”
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Moreover, increased collaboration should lead to experimentation, with
professionals collectively piloting programs, trying alternatives, and investing in areas
demonstrating initial success. The same school leader added: “It’s just experiments. No
outcome is OK, just get them together. And then if it’s successful, then good, further

develop ... It’s only when we get them on board, then we set our agenda.”

Discussion

That low-income youth have been especially challenged by COVID-19 has been well-
established, including in Singapore (Beyond Social Services, 2021). Existing studies have
also documented different explanations for increased distress among these youth (Magson
et al., 2021; Qi et al., 2020), yet this study has gone two steps further. First, we presented
and categorised domains of youth problems. Second, we drew links between pre-existing
problems and their exacerbation during COVID-19. In response to the first two research
questions, specifically, the live-learn-work-play theoretical framework proved useful
(Braveman et al., 2011; Felter et al., 2021), demonstrating how low-income youth already
struggled before the pandemic. Across every live-learn-work-play domain, COVID-19
worsened problems. Future studies should elaborate how the domains interacted. For
instance, those labouring part-time (“work™) have less time for their studies (“learn”) or
recreation (“play”). Similarly, parentified low-income youth not only lack support from
parents working in high-risk roles (“work”) but are also distracted from HBL (“learn™)
when caring for household members within crammed quarters (“live”).

Responding to existing and exacerbated youth problems, youth-serving
professionals in this study adapted and adjusted in the short-term while considering long-

term changes. This directly addressed the third research question. In the short-term, as they
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tackled youth problems across all four domains, Singaporean professionals demonstrated
the same adaptability and responsiveness as their global counterparts (Fouché et al., 2020;
Schwab-Reese et al., 2020), including focusing on those with greater needs (Banks et al.,
2020). They prioritised important cases, moved flexibly online, while evaluating online
programming’s effectiveness. In the long-term, they sought to build sustainable youth
communities, empower families, and improve inter-agency collaboration and
experimentation. These strategies remain applicable in post-pandemic Singapore, as
professionals shape future interventions and tackle emergencies. Nonetheless, despite
demonstrating resilience, professionals in this study were still stretched and stressed.
Beyond documenting psychological distress experienced by social workers (Goh et al.,
2022; Seng et al., 2021), more attention should be devoted to specific and sustainable
interventions for organisational and social support.

In the even longer term, especially vis-a-vis social work implications, COVID-19
presents opportunities to address structural conditions which left low-income youth
vulnerable, pre-pandemic, in Singapore (Kwan, 2022b), where inequality-focused
conversations have gained traction. Given ongoing crises affecting the well-being of low-
income youth (Wray-Lake et al., 2021), the live-learn-work-play theoretical framework can
be used to ascertain whether specific progress has been made and specify how further
change can be made. Particular attention can be paid to youth demographics beyond socio-
economic status, such as differences across sex and education levels. Even with their
commendable pandemic response, professionals have to first articulate theories of change
before marshalling agency and community resources to achieve desired long-term goals.
Subsequently, the framework can also guide policy responses. Relevant questions for low-

income youth include: How can home environments become more conducive and family
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relationships strengthened (“live’”)? What infrastructure is needed for universal digital
access (“learn”)? How effective were COVID-19 income and employment support
“work”)? What are the youth engagement gaps (“play”)?

There were limitations. Youth and parent surveys — built quickly by REACH —
provided limited insight beyond descriptive statistical relationships. Conducting secondary
data analysis, we were not involved in survey design and thus worked with limited
variables and statistical power to test additional hypotheses. For instance, we could not
distinguish between youth who worked and those who did not. Relatedly, the surveys have
limited external validity. Non-probability purposeful sampling was used, with most in the
sample already receiving assistance. Nevertheless, the focus group discussions included
diverse professionals, and the multi-informant mixed methods approach allowed for
methodological triangulation. Even so, no demographic data or information about the
professionals’ organisational tenure or experience were collected. Finally, while data were
collected at the height of COVID-19, the situation in Singapore has evolved and mostly
eased. Still, COVID-19 has fundamentally shaped and re-shaped how professionals operate
and how structural youth problems are resolved.

In conclusion, findings indicated that COVID-19 worsened existing problems faced
by Singaporean low-income youth across all live-learn-work-play domains, and youth-
serving professionals responded efficaciously in the short- and long-term. This study has
implications for understanding and resolving structural problems which perpetuated pre-
disaster vulnerabilities. In the social work context, besides prioritising emergencies and
low-income youth in times of crises and disasters, practitioners can develop and evaluate
programmes using the live-learn-work-play theoretical framework, focusing on domains

where their youth need the most help (e.g., digital devices and stable Internet connections
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to facilitate home-based learning, or matching youth with mentors and career advisors to
build social capital and be exposed to future trajectories). For policymakers, besides
providing organisational and social support to youth-serving professionals who have been
stretched and stressed (e.g., improved supervisory arrangements, or regular check-ins to
assess the professionals’ caseload and psychological well-being), the same theoretical
framework can be used to inform policy responses, so that low-income youth experience

less intense vulnerabilities when living, learning, working, and playing in the future.
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