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Abstract

Coronavirus has spread worldwide with over 140 million cases and resulting in more than 3

million deaths between November 2019 to April 2021, threatening the socio-economic and

psychosocial stability of many families and communities. There has been limited research to

understand the consequences of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations in West Africa, and

whether such consequences differ by countries’ previous experience with Ebola. Using a

media analysis of leading online news sources, this study identified the populations particu-

larly vulnerable to the threats of the COVID-19 pandemic, described the consequences of

COVID-19 experienced by these populations, and reported on the solutions to address

them. All articles from the selected news sources published between January 1 and June

30, 2020 on 6 West African countries were imported into Dedoose. A total of 4,388 news

articles were coded for excerpts on vulnerable populations, only 285 excerpts of which men-

tioned the existing effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations or implemented solutions.

News articles from countries with past experience with Ebola were more likely to mention

the pandemic’s effects on vulnerable populations, especially on incarcerated people. Vul-

nerable groups were reported to have experienced a range of effects including economic

disruptions, heightened domestic and sexual abuse, arbitrary arrests, health care inaccessi-

bility, and educational challenges throughout the pandemic. With implications for the

achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) for 2030 in West Africa, these

countries should consider and focus more strategic efforts on vulnerable populations to

overcome their fight against the COVID-19 pandemic and to achieve the SDG for 2030.
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Introduction

Coronavirus has spread worldwide with over 140 million cases and resulting in more than 3

million deaths between November 2019 to April 2021 [1]. Despite having weaker health sys-

tems than richer countries, West African countries have experienced relatively low incidence

and case fatality rates [2]. The COVID-19 incidence rate in West Africa is 14 times lower than

the global incidence rate and the COVID-19 case fatality rate is 1.7 times lower than globally

[1, 2]. The relatively lower spread and severity of the disease in Africa have been presumably

attributed to the relatively younger population with lower rates of chronic disease [3], limited

testing and surveillance capacities resulting in an underestimation of the true burden of the

coronavirus [4], milder symptoms in these populations despite potentially higher seropreva-

lence rates [5], and serological cross-reactivity against SARS-CoV-2 due to prior exposure to

other coronaviruses among other explanations [6]. However, present literature further draws

on the ties between social equity and COVID-19 cases and deaths. Unequitable contexts pres-

ent in low-income countries, such as socioeconomic disparities and severe population density

might lead to higher COVID-19 infection and death rates [7]. Alternatively, many West Afri-

can countries have prior experience with the Ebola epidemic, potentially improving the pan-

demic response to COVID-19 [8]. However, while the direct effects of COVID-19 on

mortality may appear less severe in West Africa, there have been concerning social conse-

quences relating to the pandemic.

To reduce the spread of coronavirus, lockdowns, travel restrictions and curfews were estab-

lished in some places, triggering and exacerbating economic instability and political turmoil in

some African countries [9, 10]. The pandemic has also had far-reaching consequences on the

psychosocial health of individuals and communities. Illness and deaths due to COVID-19,

temporary and permanent layoffs, restrictions on informal income generating activities due to

social distancing protocols, disruption of social celebrations and forms of entertainment, tran-

sitions to in-home learning for students, and social distancing from relatives have increased

feelings of stress and anxiety for many people and interrupted the livelihoods of many popula-

tions globally including those in West Africa [11, 12].

Certain populations are more vulnerable to the negative social and economic effects of the

COVID-19 pandemic due to underlying wealth inequalities, social discrimination, and social

exclusion [13]. Mothers and children, prisoners, older adults, persons with disabilities, and

individuals and families living in poverty are key groups who may face additional challenges in

enduring the effects of the pandemic [11]. There is existing research documenting the dispro-

portionate and varying effects of the pandemic on vulnerable populations. One study by Dur-

izzo et. al. describes the impact of the pandemic on the mental well-being of the urban poor in

African countries, including Ghana, gathered from survey results [14]. Another study in Nige-

ria details case reports of intimate partner violence against women in relation to economic

stressors induced by the pandemic [15]. However, extensive research on the effects of the pan-

demic on these vulnerable populations in West Africa has been limited. Furthermore, even

fewer studies have reviewed African countries’ targeted interventions to limit the effects of

measures such as lockdowns on vulnerable populations and have examined the effectiveness

of such interventions on the wellbeing of vulnerable populations [16, 17]. Additionally, based

on our findings, not many studies have examined the role that managing the Ebola epidemic

has played in a country’s response to managing COVID-19, particularly in efforts to protect

vulnerable populations. The West African context provides a unique opportunity to pursue

this question, as several countries in the region were the worst hit by the Ebola epidemic,

potentially improving capacity to address the effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations

[18].
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The overall aim of this study was to determine the most pressing effects of the COVID-19

pandemic on vulnerable populations in West Africa using media analysis methodology. Specif-

ically, this study sought to identify the populations notably vulnerable to the threats of

COVID-19, describe the effects of the pandemic on these vulnerable populations, and cata-

logue the response measures used to manage such effects.

This qualitative media analysis is nested in a broader study to examine the effects of the

COVID-19 pandemic on West African countries and document how the experience of the

Ebola epidemic in certain countries may have influenced the management and subsequent

effects of COVID-19. During the Ebola epidemic, countries established prevention measures

such as lockdowns, market and school closures, similar to those experienced throughout the

COVID-19 pandemic [19–21]. To address the objectives of the broader study, this study also

includes a focus on how experience with Ebola may have served as lessons learned to adjust

country response towards the effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations. We compare

the effects and policy and programmatic responses to COVID-19 for vulnerable populations

in six countries, four with prior experience of Ebola, and two without.

Methods

For this study, we used an exploratory media analysis: media sources provide essential infor-

mation during large-scale phenomena such as the current pandemic [22]. This media analysis

follows the standards for reporting qualitative research [23].

Country selection

Countries were selected to reflect a diversity of experiences with Ebola and coronavirus, as

well as accessibility of online news sources for the media (Fig 1). First, all 16 countries in West

Africa were ranked by coronavirus incidence and case-fatality rates as of June 2nd, 2020 (S1,

S2 Tables in S1 File) used as a proxy for diversity of COVID-19 experience. Second, the num-

ber of Ebola cases and deaths reported during the West Africa Ebola epidemic in each country

was used to categorize countries by extent of experience with Ebola: no Ebola, moderate Ebola,

and high Ebola. Countries with at least two available online news sources in either English or

French were included in sampling frame. Maximum variation sampling was then employed to

select six countries with the greatest range in levels of experience with coronavirus and Ebola

[23]. The countries selected were Ghana, Guinea, Liberia, Niger, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone.

Search strategy, data collection, and data abstraction

For each country, two leading news sources were selected based on circulation numbers (Fig

2). Circulation numbers were used to determine the most popular and most read online news

sources within each country. For logistical reasons, only online newspapers were included.

The list of news sources was a composite of both publicly and privately owned newspapers:

Ghanaian Times (public, circulation: 80,000) [24] and Daily Graphic for Ghana (public, circu-

lation: 100,000) [25]; Daily Observer (private, circulation: not found) [26] and The Inquirer for

Liberia (private, circulation: not found) [27]; Punch (private, circulation: 80,000) [28] and

Vanguard (private, circulation:120,000) [29] for Nigeria; Sierra Leone Telegraph (ownership

not found, circulation: not found) [30] and Awoko (private, circulation: not found) [31] for

Sierra Leone; Le Sahel (public, circulation: not found) [32] and A Niamey (private, circulation:

not found) [33] for Niger; and GuineeNews (private, circulation: 245,000) [34] and Guinee7
(ownership not found, circulation: not found) [35] for Guinea. Newspapers whose circulation

numbers were not found were listed as the top read newspapers in country [36]. West

Africa has high overall mobile phone ownership, with 86% of the population having a SIM
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connection, denoting internet access [37]. All news articles, regardless of classification, pub-

lished from January 1 to June 30, 2020 and containing any of the search terms: COVID-19;

COVID; Coronavirus; Coronavirus-19; nCov-19; Corona; SARS-CoV-2; Coronavirus-2019;

and pandemic, were identified and downloaded directly from the news sites, and imported

into Dedoose Version 8.0.35 [38]. Prior to importing to Dedoose, articles in French were

translated into English using the Adobe translate plug-in, then the accuracy of the translation

was verified by French-speaking study team members.

Fig 1. Country inclusion flow chart.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252890.g001
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Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was not required for this study. All data was obtained from news sources,

information freely available in the public domain.

Data processing and analysis

A mix of deductive and inductive coding was performed. Deductive codes were drawn from

the World Health Organization (WHO)’s frameworks, WHO’s Everybody’s Business:

Strengthening Health Systems to Improve Health Outcomes and Managing Epidemics [39,

40]. The documents provide a blueprint to evaluate the effects of the pandemic on core compo-

nents of health systems and provide insight into standard approaches countries may use to

effectively respond to the pandemic. To identify any remaining codes that were not included

in the WHO frameworks, a random selection of 40 articles from all countries covering the

period January through June was coded inductively.

Each team member was required to complete two evaluations of coding 40 sample news

articles to assess intercoder agreement (kappa score) [41]. Team members were required to

have a kappa score of 0.80 or above before starting to code. Further disagreements between

the coders were resolved through discussion. The final codebook included codes focused

on the existing effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations, which were defined induc-

tively during the coding process as groups who were identified by the articles as at risk of

experiencing more negative effects of COVID-19. Codes also focused on solutions that

West African governments, organizations, and populations used to manage the effects of

COVID-19. Only solutions that were implemented at the time the articles were written were

included.

Fig 2. News article inclusion chart.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252890.g002
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A total of 4,388 news articles were coded for mention of the existing effects of COVID-19

on the vulnerable populations including mothers and children, prisoners, older adults, and

persons with disabilities, informal sector workers and poor populations and solutions used to

mitigate these effects (S3 Table in S1 File). Excerpts from coded articles were categorized into

themes by reported effects on vulnerable population and types of solutions implemented. For

the purposes of this manuscript, the excerpts selected for inclusion were chosen by our analysis

team as the most representative of each theme.

Results

The coded news articles produced a total of 285 excerpts (S4, S5 Tables in S1 File).

Effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations in West Africa

Effects of COVID-19 on mothers and children. Mothers and children were by far the

most commonly discussed vulnerable group during the COVID-19 pandemic, with over 129

excerpts discussing them specifically. The main challenges faced by mothers and children were:

1) disruptions in education; 2) reduction in care seeking behavior and access to health care; 3)

sexual abuse and other forms of domestic violence; and 4) food and economic insecurity.

Disruptions in education. From the beginning of the pandemic, school closings were

reported across West Africa, potentially interrupting cognitive and psychological development

(GU-C1089F). News outlets in Nigeria and Liberia frequently reported fears that the pandemic

would worsen circumstances for the most at-risk students, particularly children with special

needs and disabilities, who were more susceptible to drop out (LI-C0178E) (NA-C0497E).

“Many students are ‘at-risk’ of dropping out of school including students of low-income

households, overage students, children with disabilities and those affected by one or a com-

bination of factors such as from poor teacher attendance, overcrowding, sexual violence or

the long commute to schools.” (LI-C0178E)

Reduction in care seeking and access to health care. In most countries, except Niger, articles

documented that the pandemic reduced the level of preventative health care seeking behaviors

for women and children. Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Nigeria, countries with moderate

to high previous Ebola experience, reported the most concern with access to health care for

mothers and children. In Ghana and Sierra Leone, newspapers reported that some pregnant

women refused to attend antenatal care and feared giving birth at health facilities due to con-

cerns of contracting the virus (SL-C0459E). Sierra Leone Telegraph wrote:

“In Port Loko and the Western Area Urban, pregnant and lactating mothers abandoned

hospitals prior to the lockdown for fear that they could be injected (infected) with the virus.

This resulted in more health risks, as these women and their innocent children suffer in

silence” (SL-C0459E).

In Guinea, mothers were hesitant to bring their children to health facilities to receive vacci-

nations for preventable diseases (GU-C0197F). Moreover, some vaccination programs halted

in Guinea and Nigeria and in certain regions, health facilities were reported to have reduced

the quota for the number of children to be vaccinated per day (GU-C0877F, NA-C0241E).

The pandemic additionally inhibited access to family planning products or services, as

noted in Sierra Leone and Liberia. The Inquirer newspaper of Liberia reported that in one sur-

vey, 96% of women encountered challenges traveling to health facilities to receive family
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planning products because of the lockdown and fear of visiting health centers during the pan-

demic (LI-C0012E). Along with creating individual barriers to family planning, newspapers

indicated that the pandemic triggered delays in production and shipment of family planning

products to West African countries (LI-C0012E).

Food and economic insecurity. With the exception of Guinea and Nigeria, news articles

in most countries reported that the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated food and economic

insecurity, particularly for children. With the closing of schools during the pandemic, many

children were left to fend for themselves or obligated by their family to contribute to the house-

hold finances. According to some news sources, many children of low socio-economic back-

grounds turned to the streets to sell items or to beg for money and food (SL-C0214E). In

Liberia, children were seen on the street selling masks for an income without wearing any

masks for protection, increasing their risk for contracting coronavirus (LI-C0085E).

Food and economic insecurity also hindered in-home learning for children in Sierra Leone

as children spent more of their time selling on the streets, affecting their ability to attend

implemented radio learning programs.

“Many children are not following the radio teaching programs initiated by the Teaching

Service Commission (TSC)” Nicole noted. “I come to sell cold water every day from 8:00 a.

m. and return home around 7:00 p.m. It is during this coronavirus pandemic that I started

selling cold water,” a young boy said at Sani Abacha.” (SL-C0214E)

Sexual abuse and other forms of domestic violence. All countries reported serious concerns

about the effects of COVID-19 on domestic violence and sexual abuse for women and chil-

dren. The economic and psychosocial effects of COVID-19 and the additional burden of stay-

at-home orders escalated tension in families and placed women and children at risk for abuse.

In Liberia, where rates of gender-based violence were reported as high before the pandemic,

the rise in violence cases was said to be alarming (LI-C0008E).

“Most of the women and girls no longer have anywhere to hide because most of the violence

happens at home; a place which should be a safe space for any individual. It is frightening to

imagine, that for many women and girls, homes are not being recognized as a ‘safe space’

but in captivity and violence with their abusers” (LI-C0008E).

As a result of school closures, many children transitioned to in-home learning, which for

certain children increased their exposure to abuse that may have been occurring at home. In

Nigeria, for example, newspapers documented serious concerns surrounding child safety and

noted the disturbing rise in rape cases of children younger than 12 years old, including a case

of a 4-year old child raped by a 70-year-old man (NA-C0029E).

Effects of COVID-19 on prisoners and prison staff. Prisoners and prison staff was

another group discussed among the news articles. News articles in Liberia, Guinea, and Sierra

Leone, all countries with previous Ebola experience, reported on the effect of COVID-19 on

prisons. In Guinea, there were 58 coronavirus cases and 3 deaths in prisons by May

(GU-C0440F, GU-C0448F, GU-C0450F), while there were 30 cases in the prisons in Sierra

Leone by June (SL-C0471E). Guinea news sources had the most excerpts concerning prisoners

and prison staff. The major negative effects reported were: 1) Overcrowded prisons and panic

concerning COVID-19 and 2) lack of food and water.

Overcrowded prisons and panic concerning COVID-19. In news articles from Guinea, the

word “psychosis” was used to capture the fear, confusion, and disconnect from reality that

prisoners felt because of COVID-19. The term “psychotic” was also used to describe the
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environment in prisons following reports of the first coronavirus case in a prison (GU-

C0106F). Detainees and staff feared the rapid spread of the virus in their prison because of hav-

ing seen community members die from COVID-19 (GU-C0427F), the severely cramped living

conditions (SL-C0235E), and the lack of sufficient information on the virus (GU-C0427F).

Detainees and staff were even afraid of deaths that had no connection with coronavirus, lead-

ing to riots in some cases (SL-C0235E, GU-C0440F).

Newspaper sources indicated that most of the prisons in West Africa, especially in Liberia

and Guinea, were already overcrowded and contained four to five times their detainee capac-

ity, violating basic human rights (LI-C0604E, GU-C0103F). For example, in Liberia:

“The Monrovia Central Prison (MCP) that was originally built for 374 detainees, now holds

1,262 inmates” (LI-C0604E).

News sources also documented that the pandemic contributed to abuse of political

power and inflated prison populations, specifically in Guinea. For example, the Guinean

Government stepped up politically motivated arbitrary arrests (GU-C0460F), including

executive members of the National Front for the Defense of the Constitution (FNDC).

GuineeNews stated that the arrests were contrary to the WHO and the United Nations rec-

ommendations to the government to reduce the prison population due to this pandemic

(GU-C0440F). This abuse of power in Guinea also drew the attention of Amnesty Interna-

tional (GU-C0450F).

Lack of food and water. In Sierra Leone and to a lesser extent Guinea, inadequate aid and

preventative measures to fight against COVID-19 worsened the vulnerability of prisoners and

staff to coronavirus. Due to overcrowding and water scarcity, prisoners and wardens were not

able to take baths regularly or frequently wash hands as recommended to prevent from con-

tracting the virus (SL-C0471E). Sierra Leone Telegraph wrote:

“Even as Coronavirus is spreading inside the Freetown prisons among prisoners, the

authorities in Sierra Leone have left the prisoners without adequate water supply for the

past ten days” (SL-C0471E).

The water crisis was so extreme in some of the prisons that prisoners were urinating

and defecating inside their cell toilets with the inability to flush, forcing them to sleep without

fresh air (SL-C0471E). Moreover, as a result of the prohibition on visits due to COVID-19,

prisoners were concerned about getting enough food in an already precarious situation

(SL-C0235E).

Effects of COVID-19 on older adults and adult persons with disabilities. Though less

frequently mentioned, news organizations from Guinea, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Niger

reported on older adults and persons with disabilities as vulnerable groups. In the articles,

these two groups were commonly associated because they were most likely to require extra

physical assistance and care throughout the pandemic. The major effects discussed were pov-

erty, stigma, and lack of access to assistance for both populations. There were too few excerpts

on these groups to determine if reporting varied by Ebola experience.

Poverty, stigma, and lack of access to assistance. News articles reported on the poverty that

affected both older adults and people living with a disability during this pandemic. Daily
Observer of Liberia also reported that poverty was an additional vulnerability older adults

faced during the pandemic as many of older adults and their family members were trapped at

home due to the pandemic and unable to work (LI-C0165E). Le Sahel reported on the financial

struggle of women and girls with disabilities:

PLOS ONE Health and social consequences of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations in West Africa

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252890 June 16, 2021 8 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252890


“Women and girls with disabilities are at the lowest point of the poverty ladder, and

COVID-19 is placing additional burdens on them, namely purchasing personal protective

equipment and disinfectant products for themselves, people for which they are responsible,

including personal assistants” (NR-C0063F).

COVID-19 mitigation measures such as social distancing and the use of masks worsened

the situation for those with disabilities, as finding additional physical assistance or support

from aides was difficult during the pandemic (NR-C0063F). However, these groups were often

not consulted during policymaking and thus, were deprived of effectively benefitting from the

special initiatives that governments took to fight COVID-19 (NR-C0063F).

Effects of COVID-19 on informal sector workers and poor populations. Informal sec-

tor workers including beggars, farmers, market sellers along with low-income families were

recognized and reported on as a vulnerable group in Guinea, Ghana, Liberia, and Niger.

Reporting on this population was variable across countries with and without Ebola experience.

Effects discussed relating to this population were: 1) worsening food insecurity and 2) inability

to sell products.

Worsening food insecurity. As a result of COVID-19, many low-income families experi-

enced worsened food insecurity, according to the news sources in our sample. The Daily
Observer in Liberia reported that most of their effects on food security were caused by local

lockdowns and curfew orders:

“A total lock-down is not advisable because a large percentage of the nation’s population

does not have the capacity to store up food for more than a day” (LI-C0631E).

Daily Observer also disclosed that some Liberian families reduced their daily meals from

three per day to one per day to save food and about 60% of Liberians were beginning to starve

(LI-C0785E). Ghanaian Times reported that food insecurity in Ghana was exacerbated because

many food items in Ghana were imported from other countries (GH-C0515E). Guinea

reported on the similar effect such closures had on beggars. GuineeNews reported:

“Among vulnerable groups, beggars—the majority of whom are disabled—have seen

their situation deteriorate with the outbreak of COVID-19. This was mainly due to the

closure of places of worship, especially mosques where they flocked in search of alms”

(GU-C0472F).

Inability to sell products. News sources reported that COVID-19 affected the ability of per-

sons to sell their produce and other products. Social distancing measures caused farmers to

suffer from a lack of manpower to grow and sell their produce (LI-C0613E). Corn farmers in

Guinea faced several issues in selling their produce including drops in the purchasing price of

corn and hikes in transportation costs and market closures (GU-C0141F). Consequently, a

large amount of produce perished causing tremendous losses in profits for farmers in Guinea

(GU-C0511F). A member of a Guinean agricultural group described:

“Because of the disease, the local market was closed. . .You can’t keep ripe tomatoes, egg-

plants or okra, for example, once you pick them. Personally, I lost a lot during these weeks

without a market.” (GU-C0511F)

In Liberia, in addition to farmers, vegetable sellers, whose customers were often from other

areas, experienced a decrease in overall sales due to border closures (LI-C0613E).
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Solutions to manage the effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations

In 110 excerpts, solutions were described to manage the effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable

populations, including local and foreign donations, technical assistance, technological innova-

tion and study materials, and release of detainees.

Local and foreign donations. Donations from both local and international entities were

distributed to relieve the negative effects of COVID-19 in West African countries, including

money, food items, educational materials, medical products, and sanitation and personal pro-

tective equipment. Most donations were directed towards mothers and children and poor pop-

ulations to reduce the potential food and economic insecurity brought on by the pandemic

(SL-C0174E, LI-C0611E, GU-C0472F, GU-C0488F, GH-C0028E). Mothers and young women

also received donations of family planning products and sanitary pads, and young children

received various donations made to support continuous education, personal protective equip-

ment, and educational materials for in-home learning. A few donations including sanitary kits

for handwashing and food products were distributed to prisoners and prison staff and people

with disabilities (NR-C0258F) (LI-C0034E, LI-C0004E). Older adults and people living with

disabilities in Ghana received some of these donations in addition to masks and personal pro-

tective equipment (GH-C0476E).

However, according to Le Sahel of Niger, the COVID-19 emergency response team rarely

directed the distribution of food and other personal protective equipment toward older adults

and persons with disabilities (NR-C0063F).

Technical assistance to improve programming. Technical support, defined as guidance

provided to governments by international and regional organizations, was provided to the

governments of West Africa to alleviate food insecurity and economic vulnerability of mothers

and children. For instance, in Nigeria, the World Food Programme offered the government

strategic support to enhance their social protection systems, aiming to scale up the systems in

communities with most financially unstable households during the pandemic (NA-C0074E).

In Niger, technical assistance from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and the

West African Health Organization (WAHO) was aimed at ensuring girls returned to school

and the continuity of access to maternal and child health and family planning services

(NR-C0004F).

Technological innovations and information for children. Innovations and technology

were also used to lessen certain effects, such as via the rapid development of alternative

approaches to learning for children throughout the pandemic. In Liberia, Nigeria, and Sierra

Leone, international and local organizations supported programs promoting online schooling

and radio programs (LI-C0178E, LI-C0610E, NA-C1144E, SL-C0517E). The government of

Sierra Leone created an education emergency response for the students with special needs,

providing preloaded devices and printed educational packages for these students as well as

trained teachers to deliver lessons through digital platforms (SL-C0517E). An additional chal-

lenge cited was the limited capacity to transition to online learning because of limited techno-

logical infrastructure, inadequate faculty preparedness, and lack of access to reliable internet

connectivity for students at home (GH-C0664E, LI-C0178E).

Maintaining access to coronavirus related prevention and health services. Measures

were taken to maintain the continuity of health services during the pandemic. Certain organi-

zations in Nigeria and Sierra Leone worked with people living with disabilities to ensure equity

in access to the health care facility and other emergency services. Such organizations also pro-

moted hand washing and social distancing among mentally challenged people living in slums

and offering preventative materials for their protection (NR-C0071F, SL-C0205E). To protect

the incarcerated population, the Guinean government implemented several preventative
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measures, including screening prisoners and staff and constructing temporary treatment and

isolation centers (GU-C0440F, GU-C0698F). Sierra Leone assigned medical specialists to the

prison population (SL-C0471E).

Release of detainees and protections for prisoners. To mitigate the spread of the virus,

several news sources indicated that measures were taken to decongest prisons. Newspapers

from four countries reported remission of sentences and release of prisoners (GU-C0278F,

GU-C0440F). In Niger, over 1,500 convicts were released to allow the decongestion of prisons

(NR-C0258F).

“Issoufou Mahamadou has decided to grant graceful remissions of the sentence to certain

convicts whose remaining sentence is less than nine (9) months and people over seventy

(70) years old. These individual discounts are also granted to vulnerable people such as

women, minors, and people with serious or chronic illnesses” (NR-C0017F).

Despite calls to release the vulnerable and pre-trial detainees and take measures immedi-

ately to protect prisoners, responses were often taken too late to effectively protect prisoners

and staff (LI-C0604E, SL-C0471E, SL-C0130E).

The Guinean government implemented several preventative measures to mitigate the effect

of COVID-19 in prisons, including screening of 1,448 prisoners and their staff and the con-

struction of treatment and temporary isolation centers inside the prison (GU-C0440F,

GU-C0698F). Sierra Leone also made efforts to control the coronavirus cases in prisons by

providing medical specialists to the prison population (SL-C0471E).

Discussion

The findings of this media analysis emphasize the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the

vulnerable groups including mothers and children, prisoners, older adults, persons with dis-

abilities, and the poor in West Africa. Vulnerable populations in West Africa were reported to

have experienced a range of effects including economic disruptions, human rights abuses,

health care inaccessibility, and educational challenges throughout the pandemic, varying by

group. Food insecurity and poverty were cross-cutting effects of the pandemic on these vulner-

able populations. Mothers and children were the most mentioned vulnerable population

throughout the excerpts. Although prisoners, older adults, people with disabilities, informal

sector workers and poor populations were mentioned less frequently in news articles, excerpts

on these populations were revealing about the insufficiency of measures taken to protect them.

Overall, newspapers in countries with no past experience with Ebola contained fewer discus-

sions of the effects on vulnerable populations. Of note, any mentions of the effect of COVID-

19 on prisoners were only found in countries that had experienced the Ebola epidemic.

Our finding that COVID-19 disrupted the economic conditions of vulnerable populations

is consistent with other studies calling attention to COVID-19’s effect on poverty in Sub-Saha-

ran Africa and citing curfews and lockdowns as main contributing factors [42, 43]. In our

media analysis, West African farmers were reportedly unable to farm and sell products because

of COVID-19 restrictions, which heightened food insecurity and reduced income among the

poorest populations. Women and children were reported to have also faced both worsened

food insecurity and heightened risk for COVID-19 due to this insecurity. The economic effect

of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations parallels the effects observed during the West Africa

Ebola epidemic of 2014–2015, which also exacerbated food insecurity and loss of income [44,

45]. For instance, in Liberia, though agricultural households remained in operation, harvests

were smaller than previous years and Liberian women, often traders or market sellers,

PLOS ONE Health and social consequences of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations in West Africa

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252890 June 16, 2021 11 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252890


experienced the worst rates of unemployment [44]. Combined with emerging evidence from

the current pandemic, these findings demonstrate that health crises can perpetuate socio-eco-

nomic vulnerabilities, and poverty-alleviating initiatives should be part of pandemic response.

Human rights abuses and unsafe conditions were reported for imprisoned people across

most study countries. Notably, since the prison population is often neglected in the literature

[46, 47], reports about prisoners were mostly made in the Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberian

newspapers, all countries that were also affected by the Ebola epidemic. Countries with previ-

ous experience of Ebola, and particularly Guinea, appear to have demonstrated an increased

level of pandemic response in terms of protecting prisoners. Regardless of experience with

Ebola, countries in our study appeared to have insufficient capacity to keep prisoners safe and

manage the psychosocial effects of COVID-19, resulting in violence in prisons and a rise in

coronavirus cases. Similar findings have been reported in other countries, such as Brazil,

where reports of rebellion in prisons were linked to inadequate pandemic response, with

prison occupancy being over 3 times its total capacity [48, 49]. In West Africa, our findings

show that the human rights violations and prison riots were fueled by overcrowded prisons,

unsanitary living conditions, and lack of COVID-19 prevention measures. Human rights vio-

lations were also reported to have been exacerbated by politically-motivated arbitrary arrests,

such as in Guinea, and for arrests as a result of breaking curfew and lockdown orders. Relat-

edly, restricting visits to prisons is a common approach which countries globally are using to

prevent COVID-19 in prisons [50, 51]. However, our analysis suggests that in resource-limited

settings, this approach limits access to food and needed supplies from families, and in West

Africa, it exposes prisoners to the full brunt of the human right abuses that occur in prisons.

Domestic violence against women, young girls, and children was another human rights

concern that was observed throughout the pandemic in all study countries. These results are

consistent with the existing literature, suggesting lessons learned from the rise in domestic vio-

lence during the Ebola crisis were not fully incorporated into the COVID-19 responses of

these countries [52]. Our analysis suggests that few efforts to protect women and children were

made in preparation for the lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic. Government support

of women and children, including protection against domestic violence as a specific measure

in contingency plans against COVID-19, is required to ensure their access to legal support and

police protection [53].

The challenge of healthcare inaccessibility was reported to have mostly affected mothers,

children and persons with disabilities. Reduction in care-seeking behaviors for mothers and

children were most reported in Sierra Leone and Guinea, countries with previous Ebola expe-

rience. In fact, the reported effects were similar to what was observed during the Ebola epi-

demic. During the Ebola outbreak of 2015, some studies indicated that maternal care and

vaccinations for children drastically declined in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Guinea [54–56]. In

Sierra Leone, between May and September of 2014, the number of women attending health

facilities for deliveries declined by 27% due to Ebola concerns [57]. It is possible that popula-

tions’ recollection of the fear of contracting Ebola at health facilities could have influenced care

seeking practices during the COVID-19 pandemic, a potential explanation for the more fre-

quent mentions of reduced care seeking during COVID-19 in countries with Ebola

experience.

This analysis provides additional evidence that the closure of schools and transition to

remote online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic may have stunted the educational

development of children, especially those with disabilities [58, 59]. Our media analysis high-

lights the innovations that certain West African countries adopted to mitigate the effect of the

pandemic on childhood education. While news articles reported on various measures taken to

develop in-home learning technologies across all countries, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and Liberian
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were the only countries to recognize the disproportionate effect of disrupted education on chil-

dren with learning disabilities in the included news sources. Consequently, there was an over-

all gap of information on how these in-home learning technologies were adapted to children

with disabilities throughout the news articles.

For solutions, though some donations have been earmarked for certain populations, the

imbalance in donations reported by these news articles shows that West African countries may

benefit from a more strategized allocation of donations. Some recommendations include encour-

aging local donations to target vulnerable populations who are the most overlooked by donor

organizations, such as prisoners, older adults, and individuals with disabilities. Based on solutions

reported, we recommend that these countries diversify types of aid rather than rely primarily on

donations, such as request technical assistance, increase distribution of health information, and

leverage existing technological opportunities for people living with disabilities.

This media analysis offers a broad understanding of the effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable

populations in West Africa as reported by the news media, with the inclusion of six English-

and French-speaking countries allowing for comparison between those with and without pre-

vious experience of Ebola. However, this study has some limitations. First, the effects of

COVID-19 identified through a media analysis may not reflect the true individual and com-

munity level effects of the pandemic. Second, the selection of only the two most read online

news sources per country without considering their ideologies and reporting practices may

have influenced the outcomes of this study, resulting in selection bias. Third, not all vulnerable

populations in West Africa were well covered in news articles, such as migrant workers, refu-

gees, and sexual minorities. Fourth, only online news sources that were written in English or

French were used, potentially excluding some relevant sources. Nevertheless, the news sources

selected had the most online coverage throughout their respective countries. Lastly, this study

only covered news articles published between January 1st and June 30th, 2020. Given the

evolving nature of the pandemic, it is likely our findings are only representative of the initial

effects and immediate responses to the pandemic.

Conclusions

This study highlighted several commonalities among West African countries regarding the

populations that were particularly vulnerable to the social effects of this pandemic, including a

focus on women and children across all countries, with lesser attention to older adults, poor

and persons with disabilities. Imprisoned people were granted greater, yet still insufficient,

attention in countries with previous experience of Ebola. Given this knowledge, West African

countries should consider and focus more strategic efforts on vulnerable populations to over-

come their fight against the COVID-19 pandemic and to achieve the Sustainable Development

Goals (SDG) for 2030. Further in-depth research is needed to provide a deeper understanding

of the contextual factors behind the identified effects and to assess more long-term effects of

the pandemic in West Africa and other regions.
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