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1.3 COVID-19 is More of the Same: The Old 

Continue to Extract Value from the Young

In recent years, the growing discontent of the young genera-

tion has resulted in many student-led protests around the 

world. Young adults feel ignored by policy makers and in-

creasingly angry about what can essentially be described as 

intergenerational wealth transfers. That is, the older genera-

tions ‘extract’ wealth at the expense of the current young 

and future generations. How are we, the young (I write as a 

student), being burdened? These extractive business models 

take various forms and are captured in the EQx through In-

dicators such as ever-increasing Government debt as % of 

GDP (DBT, iii.9), environmental damage (EPI, iii.9) or rigid 

labor markets leading to a surging Youth unemployment rate

(YUN, iv.12). Amid growing intergenerational frictions, 

COVID-19 hit and greatly exacerbated this rift. 

In the first months of the pandemic, young people abided by 

the restrictive measures without much complaint. But, as time 

has passed and the public discourse seems centered on the 

trade-off between health and the economy, feelings of injus-

tice, anger and disillusionment have started to develop 

among young people. As all eyes are on the high-risk popu-

lation – mainly comprised of adults over 70 years of age –

young adults feel left out. It is as if the heavy burden that 

COVID has placed on our shoulders carries no weight at all 

and has not been factored into policy-making. The impact of 

COVID on the elderly is clearly understood and therefore 

fully accounted for, yet many seem to ignore, or at best do 

not fully grasp, the extent to which the pandemic has im-

pacted the life of young adults. For the vast majority of us, 

this impact is not on our health, but on our futures. 

Far from this being an unsensitive complaint—the young ev-

idently care deeply about their elders—this is an analysis 

that transcends individuals and affects the very future of our 

societies. Many Boomers and Gen Xers—at least those 

whose jobs have not been directly impacted by the pan-

demic—continue to live an almost normal family life; losing 

only their annual vacations and visits to restaurants. Stu-

dents and young professionals, on the other hand, have 

had to give up exchange semesters, long-planned back-

packing trips, graduate programs overseas, etc. All of these 

experiences would have shaped us as citizens and been at 

the core of who we will become (besides constituting life-

long memories!). Students entering higher education; the 

proverbial “best years of our lives”, are instead forced to 

stay at home, often in tiny studio apartments, jumping from 

one online lecture to the next. Not only does this greatly af-

fect the learning experience, but it also deprives them of the 

social interactions that are critical at this age. Even gradua-

tion is now done online, freshers’ weeks and study trips are 

Visual 1.4: The example of Switzerland: Proportion of people with moderately severe or severe depressive 
symptoms in relation to age 
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Source: Based on Swiss National COVID-19 Science Task Force (20 Jan 2021). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health in Switzerland
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cancelled and almost all of the events organized by student 

clubs, which are the life of any campus, are prohibited. The 

young who do not go to university are not entering the job 

market, but instead find their lives moving in slow motion as 

they tread water instead of getting the on-the-job training 

and discipline that would hone their skills and provide in-

come to allow them to get on the property ladder or start 

families. This accumulated experiential deficit will likely 

haunt them—and society as a whole—for a long time. It is 

therefore no surprise that numerous studies point to the surg-

ing mental health issues impacting young adults (as high-

lighted in Visual 1.4), driven by increased stress, anxiety 

and loneliness. 

The crisis has also greatly widened inequalities among 

young adults, disproportionally impacting those relying on 

insecure temporary or student jobs and without any finan-

cial buffer. In fact, one in six adults aged 18-29 have lost 

their jobs during the pandemic with the remainder seeing 

their work hours fall by almost 25% on average (ILO, 

2020), more than in any other age group. Looking ahead, 

the future does not seem any brighter as the first steps on the 

job ladder are critical determinants of long-term earnings 

and career paths. The Polish Economic Institute estimates 

that young people’s future earnings will be 6.2% lower as 

a result of the pandemic (Kutwa, 2021). Who will pay for 

the tremendous financial costs resulting from the multiple 

lockdowns, government deficits, and monetary inflation? 

Our generation. Overall, the costs of the pandemic for the 

young generation in mental, educational and labor terms 

are estimated to reach USD1.7 trillion globally, or circa 2% 

of the world’s GDP. These figures might eventually turn out 

to be much higher.

Despite all of these facts, the public discourse has only re-

cently started to acknowledge this burden on the young. In 

France, for example, the term ‘génération sacrifiée’ (the 

sacrificed generation) has been heavily used in the media 

in recent weeks. However, this late recognition will not pre-

vent the profound and long-lasting damage done to a bro-

ken, mentally strained and disillusioned generation. Let us 

not forget that the generation that is now sacrificing us once 

had the motto: “don’t trust anyone over thirty”. Is the gener-

ation now in charge worthy of our trust? 

Camille Zeller,

University of St.Gallen, Switzerland 


