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Short Abstract
Adolescents (15-19 years) are a priority group for attention in terms of their sexual and reproductive
health and rights (SRHR). However, the COVID-19 pandemic is having enormous consequences on
the lives of adolescents around the world. In Mexico, despite the downward trend in fertility since
the introduction of contraception methods in the 1970s, the adolescent fertility rate (AFR) has been
stagnant during the past decades. Contraception prevalence among adolescents has remained low
compared with older age groups of women. The main objective of this paper is to estimate the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on a series of indicators of sexual and reproductive health
among adolescents in Mexico. Applying the adding-it-up methodology to data from the Mexican
Surveys on Demographic Dynamics 2014 and 2018, we estimated the increase in unmet need for
contraception among adolescents, as well as their additional number of unintended pregnancies and
births due to the pandemic in 2020. Preliminary findings indicate that unmet for contraception
among adolescents in Mexico increased by nearly 40%. This implies nearly 2 in 5 adolescents with
unmet need in 2020 due to the pandemic. Moreover, AFR could increase by 5.3% due to the
pandemic, from an estimated value of 67.7 to 71.5 births per 1000 adolescents.

Extended Abstract
Introduction and justification
The COVID-19 pandemic is having enormous consequences on the lives of adolescents around the
world, not only by limiting or depriving them of educational and labor opportunities, but also by
limiting their access to health, including sexual and reproductive health services (SRHS). Even
before the COVID-19 pandemic, adolescents, and young people from low- and middle-income
countries have experienced inequalities that have persisted for decades when it comes to their
sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) (Sadinsky et al., 2020). These gaps are getting
even worse as a consequence of the current pandemic, leaving the most vulnerable adolescent and
young people in a more precarious condition (Sadinsky et al., 2020).
In Mexico, the downward trend in fertility since the introduction of contraception methods
in the 1970s and the impressive achievements made up to the end of the 1990s, have been widely
documented (Mier y Terán, 2011; Mier y Terán y Partida, 2001; Welti, 2014; Zavala de Cosío,
1992), level that currently places the country at replacement level (2.1 children per woman)
(CONAPO, 2020). However, it should be noted that these declines have occurred in a context of
great inequality, generating very heterogeneous patterns in fertility among the different sectors of
the population (Páez and Zavala, 2016). On the one hand, the better off socioeconomic groups are
characterized by a late fertility calendar and with less intensity, while the less privileged
socioeconomic groups present an early fertility calendar, usually with a much higher intensity.
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Despite these grains in terms of fertility decline, adolescent fertility remains a concern in
the country. Adolescent fertility rate (AFR) has been stagnant during the past decades. In 2000, the
AFR was estimated at 77.1 births per 1000 adolescents, decreasing to 74.3 in 2015, a decrease of
only 5% in a 15-year period. This decreased was significantly smaller compared to the ones
observed on the rest of the age groups.
Faced with this situation, in 2015 the Government of Mexico launched the National
Strategy for the Prevention of Pregnancy in Adolescents - ENAPEA, for its acronym in Spanish-,
embedded in a framework of human rights, including sexual and reproductive health and rights
(SRHR). In the first five years since the ENAPEA began to operate, the rate has decreased from
74.3 births per thousand adolescents in 2015 to 68.5 in 2020. It is undoubtedly an important
advance, but it remains a higher rate, even compared with countries with similar socioeconomic
level in the Latin-American region.
Moreover, despite the government efforts, unmet need for contraception among adolescents
remains extremely high. In 2018, it was estimated that nearly 1 in 3 adolescents were not using
contraception despite being sexually active and not wanting a child within the next 2 years
(estimated at 29.2%).
Adolescents (15-19 years) are a priority group for attention in terms of their SRHR.
However, it has been observed that their sexual activity has not decreased because of the pandemic
(Guttmacher, 2020). Adolescents are facing greater barriers to confidential sexual and reproductive
health care and accurate information. The closure of schools has significantly affected them, as they
have not been receiving adequate information on SRH or accurate information on where to go for
counseling and contraceptive methods. In Mexico, it estimated that 21% of students in secondary
education and 8% in high school (ENCOVID-ED)1 drop from education due the pandemic in 2020
(INEGI 2020).
Hence, the main objective of this paper is to estimate the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on series of indicators of sexual and reproductive health among adolescents 15-19 years
in Mexico.
Data and Methods
We used official records of the Ministry of Health regarding the number of consultations in
adolescent friendly services between 2019 and 2020 to estimate the drop in access to contraception
among this age group due the pandemic. By applying the “Adding it up” methodology, described in
Darroch, Sully and Biddlecom (2017), we used the most recent annual data from the National
Survey of Demographic Dynamics (ENADID, for its acronym in Spanish) in its 2014 and 2018
versions (INEGI, 2014 & 2018). In addition, we used data coming from the Population Projections
of Mexico, 2016-2050 (CONAPO, 2018), to estimate 3 indicators: 1) the additional number of
adolescents with unmet need for contraception, 2) the additional number of unplanned pregnancies,
and 3) the additional number of unintended births that could be added due to the COVID-19
pandemic among adolescents in 2020.

Results
1

https://www.inegi.org.mx/contenidos/investigacion/ecovided/2020/doc/ecovid_ed_2020_nota_tecnica.pdf
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Preliminary findings show that unmet need for contraception among adolescents increased from an
estimated value of 29.2% in 2020 to 40.9% due to COVID-19. In other words, unmet need for
contraction rose by 40% among adolescents 15-19 years as a consequence of the pandemic (figure
1). According to the estimates, with a 40% increase in unmet need for contraception among
adolescents, it is estimated that 141,856 addition women between 15 and 19 years were added to
having unmet contraception needs in 2020. This figure was added to the already 354,645
adolescents with unmet need that were estimated before the pandemic in 2020, implying that nearly
half a million adolescents 15-19 years (496,501) had unmet need for contraception in 2020 in
Mexico due to COVID-19.
Figure 1. Unmet need for contraception, Mexico 2018-2021
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This additional number of adolescents with unmet need imply that with the pregnancy rates
estimated among adolescents with unmet need, in addition to the pregnancy rates estimated in
adolescents using contraceptive methods who had contraception failure, it is estimated that it led to
an additional 21,588 unintended pregnancies if unmet need for contraception were to increase by
40% due to the pandemic in 2020 among adolescents. These pregnancies would be added to the
estimated 85,019 unintended pregnancies estimated before the pandemic among adolescents in 2020
with unmet need and contraception failure, for a total of 106,607 unintended potential pregnancies
in 2020 among women aged 15-19 years with contraceptive method failure and unmet need.
Moreover, based on the fertility rates of these same adolescents (with unmet need and with failure
of the contraceptive method), there could potentially be 19,183 unintended births with an increase
in unmet need of 40% among adolescents due to the current COVID-19 pandemic – most births are
expected to occur in 2021 given the 9-month gestation period. These additional unintended births
would be added to the 79,148 births that were expected without the pandemic, for an estimated total
of close to a 100 thousand (98,331) unintentional births in 2021 among adolescents in Mexico.
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Given the increases in the number of adolescents with unmet need for contraception, it is expected
that the projected age specific fertility rate for adolescents 15-19 years before the pandemic of 67.7
births per 1000 adolescents in 20212 will increase to 71.5 births per 1000 adolescents 15-19 year
due to pandemic (figure 2), i.e., an increase of 5.3%, reverting part of the progress achieved by
ENAPEA since it was launched 2015.

BIRTHS PER 1000 WOMEN 15-19 YEARS

Figure 2. Estimated Adolescent Fertility Rate fue to COVID 19, Mexico 2015-2020
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Concluding Notes
Our results showed that COVID-19 is worsening unmet need for contraception among adolescents
in Mexico, which, pre-pandemic, was already very high in this age group. If adequate and timely
public policies are not implemented in this health emergency, significant setbacks could be
observed, that is a significant number of additional unintended births, with unfavourable
consequences for both the mother and the new-born. Hence, it is of utmost importance to ensure
that the response to COVID-19 does not perpetuate inequalities in SRH in the country. The results
presented in this paper suggest the need to conduct further studies on the barriers faced by
adolescents to achieve their reproductive goals, in general, as well as in the context of a global
health crisis, like the current COVID-19 pandemic.
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Given the 9-monht gestation period, additional births are expected to occur in 2021.
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