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1	 Introduction
The Break Free! programme aims to equip adolescents and youth to exercise their right to live 
free from teenage pregnancy and child marriage, supported by civil society. Strengthening youth 
advocacy on sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) issues forms an important component 
of young people being able to claim their rights, yet limited evidence is available on what successful 
forms of youth advocacy are, what strategies work in the long-term for youth advocates, and how 
youth themselves experience being involved in youth advocacy at community, national and 
regional levels.

To gain insight into this, in 2022-23, KIT conducted a study on the modalities and prerequisites for 
youth-led advocacy at the community and national levels in Mali (1), Ethiopia (2) and Mozambique 
(3). While country contexts differed in terms of how well-established youth-led or involvement of 
youth in SRHR advocacy was (e.g., it was considered in “infant stage” in Ethiopia, whereas young 
people were more at the forefront of SRHR advocacy efforts in Mali), in both countries, young people 
were motivated to push for societal change and felt that they have a primary stake in and knowledge 
of their SRHR issues.

Awareness-raising among decision-makers was the most prominent advocacy mechanism, often 
applied at community level, as it was considered a prerequisite for advocacy. Building partnerships 
with other CSOs and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) was a key factor for young people for 
successful youth-led advocacy. This is largely supported by NGOs in all countries, although young 
people were at times critical about the level of power sharing within and sustainability of 
these structures.

While the above study provided insights in the context of youth-led community-level and national-
level advocacy in general, there is a need to understand the dynamics of specific youth-led/youth-
involved Break Free! advocacy plans implemented over a longer period of time. Hence, the overall 
objective of this study is to identify the factors that make youth-led advocacy or youth-involved 
advocacy successful towards achieving national level goals and targets in the Break Free! programme 
in Niger and Malawi.

The Break Free! Malawi team was approached to participate in this study because the consortium 
had comprehensive advocacy plans and showed clear ambitions and actions to engage young 
people in advocacy. For instance, one of the advocacy initiatives that could be followed over time 
was towards the revision of the National Youth Policy, in which meaningful youth participation was 
better outlined, including minimum threshold of youth representation in decision-making and 
other bodies. 

Research questions
The overall objective of this study was to identify factors that make youth-led and or youth-involved 
advocacy successful towards achieving national level goals and targets in the Break Free! programme 
in Malawi. Specifically, the study aimed to address:

•	 How are youth advocates using (national, pan-African and community level) advocacy spaces 
under the Break Free! programme for issues relating to child marriage, early pregnancies and 
girls’ education?

•	 What are the supporting factors and barriers that affect youth advocates’ meaningful 
engagement and leadership in these spaces?

•	 How does the engagement of youth advocates contribute to reaching national advocacy goals 
of the Break Free! programme?
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2	 Methodology

2.1	 Study design 

To respond to the research questions, we followed several advocacy actions/initiatives by youth or 
that involved youth in the Break Free! programme over the period of two years (September 2023-
July 2025). The study team primarily consisted of two researchers based in the Netherlands at KIT 
Institute1 and a researcher based in Malawi. All research team members identified as women. An 
advisory group was formed consisting of two Break Free! programme staff members (the youth 
officer and the programme coordinator) and a youth representative from an external NGO. The 
latter was recruited by the Break Free! staff based on a Terms of Reference. The group included two 
women and one man. The advisory group reviewed the tools and peer-reviewed the final report 
and participated in the reflection sessions with youth advocates either as observers or they took on 
supporting roles. 

2.2	 Data collection methods

This was an explorative study with data collected in three phases over the two years period 
(September 2023-July 2025). We combined a desk review of existing programme data (see more 
below) with a set of qualitative methods. These included reflection diaries (55 entries by young 
people participating in advocacy), key informant interviews (11) with programme staff and policy-
makers, in-depth interviews (8) with youth, and facilitated reflection and outlook sessions (4) with 
youth advocates and programme staff.

Table 1: Overview of participant sample

Method Study 
participants

Dec 2023 
(start)

Oct/Nov 
2024 (mid)

May/June 
2025 (end)

Total data 
collection 
instances

Sampling approach

Key 
informant 
interviews

National lev-
el policy/de-
cision-mak-
ers

2 2 4 Key ministries work-
ing with or being 
targeted by youth 
advocates + BF!

Programme 
staff 

2 3 2 7 Staff working on lob-
bying and advocacy 
(across the Break 
Free! consortium)

1	 One of the KIT researchers (TK) co-conceptualized the study design with other KIT team members, and executed Phase 
1 and 2, while the other (HK) executed Phase 3, along with DDC, the researcher based in Malawi who was involved in the 
execution of all phases.
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Method Study 
participants

Dec 2023 
(start)

Oct/Nov 
2024 (mid)

May/June 
2025 (end)

Total data 
collection 
instances

Sampling approach

Reflection 
diaries34

Young wom-
en (15-28)

Minimum 
30 entries 
in total by 
at least 10-
15 youth

Youth involved 
in advocacy for 
national-level goals, 
including 8 youth 
who we hope stay 
engaged over time

Young men 
(15-28)

Minimum 
30 entries 
in total by 
at least 10-
15 youth

Youth involved 
in advocacy for 
national-level goals, 
including 8 youth 
who we hope stay 
engaged over time

In-depth 
interviews 
using user 
journeys

Young 
women 
(15-28 years) 
advocates 

4 4 4 female youth 
selected who con-
sistently filled in the 
reflection diary

Young men 
(15-28 years) 
advocates

4 4 4 male youth select-
ed who consistently 
filled in the reflec-
tion diary

Learning 
sessions

Programme 
staff

2 2 Programme staff 
across the Break 
Free consortium 

Reflection 
& outlook 
sessions

Young people 
(15-28)

92 10 10 29 Purposive/snowball

Balanced among 
genders

Total 
participants

13 15 22 50

2.2.1	 Desk review
The desk review was conducted in January 2024 prior to phase 1 and was supported by the Break 
Free! programme staff based in Malawi. 

The desk review dives deeper into the programme documents to zoom into the status of youth 
advocacy and meaningful and inclusive involvement of youth (MIYP) in advocacy. The document 

2	 During phase 1, one participant could not participate at the last minute.
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outlines the extent to which young people are involved in advocacy towards national level changes, 
experiences of young people regarding their participation, outcomes of advocacy processes in which 
young people participated, mechanisms through which young people are involved in advocacy 
towards national level changes and strategies used by young individuals/group to advocacy (i.e. 
stakeholder mapping, relationship building with key stakeholders), and advocacy spaces. Although 
not the focus of the study, the document also shortly refers to local level advocacy conducted. It is 
informed by programme documents including: monitoring overview (country-level), advocacy action 
logbook, outcome harvesting signs register, outcome harvesting substantiation and the mid-term 
MIYP assessment (including youth survey and FGDs). The desk review is followed by the qualitative 
data collection which will provide nuance and zoom into the MIYP in national-level advocacy via 
Break Free! and facilitators and barriers for successful MIYP in national-level advocacy.

2.2.2	 Primary data collection

2.2.2.1	Sampling and Recruitment
Youth who were involved in SRHR-related lobby and advocacy activities at the national-level were 
invited to participate in the study. The age range of 15 to 28 years was decided keeping in mind that 
the youth advocates would also grow older during the study and that most youth advocates were in 
their late 20’s.3

A recruitment text was written to invite the advocates to participate in the study. This text was 
written together with the youth advisory group members to ensure the appropriateness and 
attractiveness to young people. Additionally, key informants, including programme staff and policy- 
and decision-makers working with these youth advocates or being targeted by youth advocacy 
were interviewed.

The Break Free! team supported the recruitment of the participants. The research team made the 
final decision on who to recruit and the researcher based in Malawi conducted an informed consent 
process prior to data collection.

Most of the youth advocates who worked on national-level advocacy were based in Lilongwe and 
were part of Break Free and SRHR Africa Trust’s (SAT’s) Youth Hubs. Living in urban areas, they 
also had easier access to mobile phones and the internet. There were very few youth based in 
Traditional Authority (TA) Machinga or TA Njewa (Break Free! programme’s implementation areas) 
that contributed to national-level advocacy activities and in contrast, they had limited access to 
the internet and mobile phones. These youth were active as Champions of Change (CoC) at the 
community level. To ensure there was a balanced representation, most advocates who participated 
in the reflection diaries and reflection and outlook sessions were from urban areas, while two 
advocates from rural (rural Machinga) and two from semi-urban (TA Jewa, Lilongwe) were invited 
to participate. in the study from rural areas. To ensure they could complete the reflection diary, 
the researcher in Malawi collected the data via audio recordings on Whatsapp and phone calls and 
herself entered the data into the Google Form on their behalf.

The researcher in Malawi also actively followed up with youth advocates to ensure that they regularly 
filled in the reflection diaries. Most youth advocates provided written entries (Google Forms). 

3	 Although the survey design set 28 years as the upper age limit for eligible youth advocates, evidence from phase three 
suggests that a few respondents older than 28 - but still within the official youth age bracket of 10–35 years - may have 
completed the survey. For instance, one participant interviewed during the in-depth interviews reported being 31 years old 
at that stage.
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2.2.2.2	Data collection methods
The qualitative methods for this study consisted of reflection diaries, key informant interviews, 
reflection and outlook sessions, and in-depth interviews using user journeys (see Annex 1 for the 
data collection tools).

Reflection diaries: Youth advocates who had participated in lobby and advocacy activities of 
Break Free! at the national-level were invited to submit reflection diaries at key advocacy moments 
throughout the two years. The reflection diary invited youth to share their experiences and 
addressed two main aspects: whether they helped or gave input during the preparations for an 
advocacy event, or if they participated in an event/action. The questions addressed the type and 
quality of their participation and young people had a choice whether to submit an audio recording, 
a video recording or a written diary (Google form). The questions were multiple-choice and open-
ended. The Break Free! programme staff shared a calendar of their planned advocacy activities and 
the research team together with the Break Free! programme decided which moments would be 
leveraged for completion of the reflection diaries. Together with the advisory group, it was decided 
that based on the realities of young people in Malawi, submission would take place via WhatsApp 
and Google Forms. The recruitment text was written together with the youth advisory group. Care 
was taken to use recruitment methods that facilitated truly voluntary participation without any 
pressure. This for instance was done by providing youth participants with a link during advocacy 
events or activities or through sending targeted WhatsApp messages. The latter was only possible 
for youth advocates who had filled in a reflection diary before and agreed to be contacted by leaving 
their phone number. 

Key-informant interviews: Staff members of Break Free! in Malawi working on lobby & advocacy 
activities were recruited for the key informant interviews. This included coordinators, youth officers 
and lobby and advocacy officers from both consortium partners and implementing organisations. 
Policy- and decision-makers on the specific topics in Malawi that have participated in lobby & 
advocacy activities were reached out to for individual interviews as well. 

Reflection & outlook sessions: For the first session, the Break Free! Youth Officer contacted the 
youth advocates to check on their willingness to participate. The research team did follow up to 
ensure their participation was truly voluntary. For the reflection & outlook sessions (henceforth 
referred to as the reflection sessions) at the end of year 1 (second session/Phase two) and end of 
year 2 (third session/Phase three), youth advocates who had agreed to being invited to the session 
through the reflection diary were invited. A compensation for travel expenses and stay (for those 
participants outside of Lilongwe) and snacks and lunch were provided. All reflection sessions 
included the local researcher presenting the preliminary results of the complete phases at the time 
followed by group discussions.

Learning session: Learning sessions with programme staff were initially planned for all three phases 
of the study. However, it was later decided to postpone the first session, as the team felt it would be 
more meaningful to further engage them after more data had been collected. Consequently, the first 
participatory learning session took place during phase two and covered preliminary findings from 
both phases one and two. In phase three, the learning session was held jointly with youth advocates, 
providing an opportunity for collective reflection on the preliminary results across all three phases.

In-depth interviews using user-journeys: During Phase 3 of the study, youth advocates who had 
been consequently filling in the reflection diaries over the two years and had agreed to be contacted, 
were invited to an in-depth interview. The participants were purposively selected and a gender and 
age balance was sought.  The interviews explored youth advocates’ personal life, involvement in the 
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Break Free! Programme, and their perceived value of youth led advocacy. The two years of reflection 
diaries was discussed in a timeline, reflecting three key moments selected by youth advocates, and 
a table was used to display their selected key moments. Annex 2 provides details of the two-years 
advocacy journeys illustrating steps/moments experience discussed by sub-questions.

2.3	 Data analysis

The survey data was mixed method per design, including a mix of multiple choice and open-ended 
questions, labelled “Lets follow youth advocates and their work!” allowing youth advocates to 
record, and elaborate their advocacy experiences in a sequential manner. For youth advocates 
who did not have access to the internet, phone interviews were conducted, and data transferred 
into google forms by the country’s research consultant. Quantitative data from the diaries (Google 
Form) were analysed descriptively and visualised in graphs to summarize response patterns. Stata 
and Microsoft Excel was used. Open-ended responses were analysed thematically, with narrative 
synthesis used to capture key insights, illustrative examples, and recurring themes emerging from 
participants’ own words.

All qualitative interviews were digitally recorded, after obtaining verbal, and written consent from 
participants. The recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim for English, with direct translation 
transcription for the interviews conducted bilingually (English, and Chichewa), and in Chichewa. 
All interviews were labelled by participants’ role within the Break Free! programme, demographic 
characteristics, and phase of participation in the study, for example for youth advocates: Gender(M/
F),4 age, Youth advocate, and being a small sample, age was omitted for the KIIs to maximize 
anonymity of participant, i.e. Gender (M/F), Programme staff/Policy maker), Phase 1/2/3. 

A coding framework for the qualitative data was developed and guided by the topic guides. The 
thematic content analysis was conducted using Dedoose (phase 1) and Microsoft Excel (phase 
2 and 3). Themes emerging during the coding were added to the coding framework, and the 
thematic analysis aim to identify common patterns in the qualitative data. Narratives, were further 
summarized by themes to synthesize the opinions, views, knowledge, experiences from the different 
qualitative interviews, and findings from the quantitative data were integrated.  

Using the data from the in-depth interviews (user-journeys), virtual identity cards were created 
using Photoshop and Canva to represent a detailed story for each youth advocate: identifying key 
moments, interactions, and experiences over the two years period. The narratives were condensed 
into structured summaries, conserving the richness of each journey while making the information 
more concise and presentation-friendly. Each virtual identity included custom shapes for quotes, 
gender-based icons for male and female participants, and text fields for clarity. This process allowed 
us to present the youth advocate journeys in an engaging, visually appealing, and user-friendly 
manner (see Annex 2).

2.4	 Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted by the KIT Research Ethics Committee on the 17th of October 
2023 (S-226). 

4	 Those who identified as female or male participated in the study. While not targeted specifically, there were no individuals 
from other genders who participated.
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2.5	 Limitations

This study has several limitations that may affect the scope and interpretation of its findings. 
This was an exploratory effort focused on specific advocacy trajectories within the Break Free! 
programme in Malawi. Hence, the results are not representative of all youth-led or youth-involved 
advocacy activities across Break Free! or other youth-led advocacy initiatives in Malawi. However, 
by purposively selecting a diverse group of youth and adult participants, the study aims to capture 
a wide range of experiences and perspectives. Another key limitation of this study is the majority 
of older youth advocates participated in the study, with only one adolescent advocate (aged 19) 
participating in phase 1. This represents a deviation from the original proposal, which had envisaged 
including adolescents involved in the youth hub. The limited representation of adolescent members 
within the Youth Hub and acknowledging that youth would age over the course of the study, 
recruitment primarily focused on youth already involved in advocacy activities, and the upper age 
limit was set at 28 years.

The quality and timing of data collection were closely tied to the unfolding of advocacy activities 
on the ground, which may be influenced by external factors, including political developments. 
Sustained youth participation over a two-year period also poses challenges, especially in balancing 
engagement with the risk of overburdening participants. To address this, the study offered flexible 
data submission options, reinforcing the voluntary nature of participation at regular intervals, and 
co-developed tools with youth advisors to ensure relevance and ease of use. Additionally, cultural 
norms and power dynamics may have influenced the openness of youth participants, especially 
when reflecting critically on programme structures. To mitigate this, reflection and outlook sessions 
in Phase 1 and 2 were held separately from programme staff meetings to create safe spaces for 
honest discussion, while the third and final reflection meeting brought together youth advocates 
and programme staff in a joint session to reflect on the two-year advocacy journey and co-create 
recommendations for strengthening future youth engagement. Youth-friendly facilitation was 
prioritized throughout the study. Lastly, language and accessibility barriers were addressed by 
enabling youth to submit reflections in their preferred language, with support from local researcher 
for translation and follow-up as needed. 
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3	 Desk review findings
As per the mid-term review (MTR) report (4) from Malawi, Malawi’s SADC chairmanship in 2021 
provided leverage to engage in youth advocacy for various legal and policy changes. Continuous 
engagement with policy makers and duty bearers enhanced political will towards SRHR 
programming, including the Break Free! programme implementation. The programme gained 
support in terms of amendment and review of relevant legislation and policies. However, challenges 
remain. For instance, although the National Youth Policy states that 30% of decision-making 
structures should be allocated to young people, this is not the case. As of the monitoring matrix 
2022, 716 female youth were involved in L&A actions, of which 590 are those between 15-25 years. 
538 male youth were involved in L&A actions, of which 423 were between 15-25 years of age.

3.1	 Acceptability of youth participation, involvement and 
leadership in advocacy
As per the MTR findings (4), although young individuals actively participated in various decision-
making bodies at the national, district, and community levels, the qualitative component, for 
example a focus group discussion (FGD) with youth advocates in Lilongwe unveiled concerns. 
Participants voiced the obstacle of being perceived as immature and experiencing a lack of respect 
for their opinions, particularly evident during political campaigns. Furthermore, the youth advocates 
reported that there was a lack of political will to support youth involvement, citing issues related 
to the National Youth Policy implementation. They also criticized the exclusion of youth from the 
Agriculture Input Programme and loans. 

3.2	 Advocacy spaces where MIYP is present

The MTR qualitative data captured several platforms from which young people work or advocate 
from, namely youth clubs, youth-led organizations such as YOFONAT and Maphunziro Movement, 
Youth Wave, health facilities where in safe spaces youth hold discussions and contraceptives are 
provided, youth hubs, and government offices such as the DC, Capital Hill and Parliament (4). 
Youth reportedly also work with a wide range of NGOs including SAT, Forum for African Women 
Educationalist in Malawi (FAWEMA), Plan Malawi, Her Liberty, National Youth Council of Malawi 
(NYCOM) and private institutions. At community level, they reported that they work with CBOs, area 
development committees (ADCs), village development committees (VDCs), CVSUs and health facility 
management committees.

3.3	 Perceptions about and support provided to youth 
advocates for (national level) advocacy 
About 79% of the youth survey respondents agreed that the Break Free! programme mentors’ 
young people in Malawi so they can play a more meaningful role in the programme, while about 
21% of them were not sure (4). This is reflected in Figure 2, where 32 young people (60%) agreed 
that Break Free! always or frequently conducts capacity building sessions with adults and young 
people, while 28 (53%) felt always or frequently supported in their personal development. There 
were 21 respondents (40%) who said capacity building sessions between adults and youth only occur 
sometimes or half the time. Note that the survey responses are not disaggregated between those 
doing advocacy at different levels.
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Assessing the level of MIYP in these engagements (4), 94.1% of youth survey respondents considered 
that Break Free! Malawi has a medium to highly enabling environment comprised of all the core 
elements required for MIYP. 98.1% of the youth respondents further agreed that they received clear 
and comprehensive information about their role and rights. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, 42 young people surveyed (79.2%) positively responded that they are 
always or frequently supported in decision-making processes. 44 young people (83%) shared that 
they always or frequently have the capacity and space to express their opinions; and 40 respondents 
(75.5%) affirmed that they always or frequently make their own choices freely within the Break Free! 
programme in Malawi. 

3.4	 Outcomes and success stories of MIYP in national 
level advocacy
As per the 2022 monitoring matrix and 2023 MTR findings, SAT reported that capacity building 
processes, adolescents and young people under Break Free! participated and contributed to various 
lobby and advocacy processes, review of laws, policies and guidelines at community, district and 
national level. At national level, youth advocates in Break Free! contributed to the development of 
new laws (e.g. National Youth Policy) and the review of existing laws (e.g., the Youth-Friendly Health 
Strategy and the Community Victim Support Unit (CVSU) guidelines). Break Free! created a bridge 
between the young people of T/A Chiwalo and the technocrats from Ministry of Gender where the 
young people highlighted the gap they observed. The Ministry of Gender acknowledged the gap and 
committed to review the guidelines in consultation with other stakeholders. Furthermore, Break 
Free! supported the actual review of the Community Victim Support Unit Guidelines which was 
organized by the Ministry of Gender. The review brought together different stakeholders to contribute 
to the review. The review involved criteria for selecting a representative of young people in the CVSU, 
roles and responsibilities and qualities.

Concerning the review of the CVSU guidelines, the question for an adjustment came from the district 
level and Break Free! organized representation of youth towards the Ministry of Gender, after which 
the guidelines were successfully adjusted. The adjustment entails that in every CVSU, youth are 
now represented in the committee. These young people initiated the process of youth inclusion 
in the CVSU guidelines to which young people have been incorporated. Young people were able to 
lobby the Ministry of Gender for inclusion of youth in the CVSU guidelines. Break Free! also actively 
supported the review of the CVSU Guidelines organized by the Ministry of Gender, bringing together 
diverse stakeholders to contribute to the process. This review encompassed criteria for selecting 
youth representatives in the CVSU, delineating roles and responsibilities, and outlining 
desired qualities.

According to FAWEMA, youth showcased a skit on harmful cultural practices affecting them before 
the duty bearers during the national commemoration event of the International Day of the African 
Child.  This was demonstrated through composing of dramas, songs and poems. It was unclear from 
the MTR and other documents whether this took place at the local and/or national level. FAWEMA 
reported that 3 youth were also involved during the drafting of the position paper that was presented 
to SADC Ministers of Education. In addition, FAWEMA engaged girls from Machinga and Lilongwe in 
the commemoration for the International day of the Girl child (40) where they presented key asks 
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to the Deputy Minister of Education. Youth engagement in disseminating SRHR policies and laws 
by Plan was mentioned, but specifics on Plan’s facilitation of this involvement and the levels of 
engagement remained unclear based on the MTR and other documents. 

3.5	 Local level advocacy

Information has been received/has reached beneficiaries (young adolescents and youths) and 
energized them in action i.e. demand for sexual and reproductive health (SRH) services, monitoring 
and seeking accountability from duty-bearers and decision makers through the use of scorecards. 
Adolescents are now freely and safely demanding SRHR services and information and they have 
seen this transformation. The scorecard tool solicited some significant findings that needed action 
from duty bearers, head of departments at district level, traditional and religious leaders as well 
as parents. The findings of the scorecard report were read by a young female adolescent to which 
among the commitments made by duty bearers, the member of parliament of the constituency 
pledged to construct a Youth Friendly Health corner that will provide SRHR services and information 
to young people in the impact area.

However, there has been a shortage of SRH services; especially commodities and supplies. Young 
people also acknowledged that there is a shortage of contraceptives in the health facilities.

Young people used Information, Communications and Technology (ICT) to implement some of the 
self-driven advocacy activities that respond to adolescents’ SRHR and education needs. For example, 
young people under the SAT Youth Hub utilized the Youth hub Facebook page and mobilized 
resources, bought and distributed sanitary pads to young people in Blantyre who were affected by 
Cyclone Freddy.

During the MTR workshop, participants reported that the voice of youth in District Councils is also 
constrained. If youth want to voice out, they always have to convince an adult councillor to speak on 
their behalf. The qualitative data also captured gaps in youth involvement in Village Development 
Committees (VDCs) and Area Development Committees (ADCs), which facilitate development at 
community level. Young people interviewed considered that these structures are dominated by 
elderly people.

During the FGD with youth advocates in Lilongwe, they reported that they are successfully involved 
in several lobbying and advocacy activities at district level. They highlighted intergenerational 
dialogues, outreach and sensitization activities. Furthermore, CoCs are advocating for girls’ 
education, against harmful practices and are sensitizing parents/guardians and duty bearers on 
adolescents’ SRHR and education needs.
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Table 2: Outcome 2 Indicators of the Break Free! programme 2023

Baseline value Mid-term result Original 
Target 2025

Adjusted 
Target 2025

Data source

O2-6 Number of self-driven advocacy initiatives by CSOs (including CSOs/youth led CSOs including girls and 
young women) that respond to adolescents’ SRHR and education needs *

No data Based on the KIIs, 7 self-driven advo-
cacy initiatives by CSOs were listed, 
see O2-7

16 Not yet Advocacy logbook; 
Outcome harvest-
ing; KIIs with gov-
ernment stakehold-
ers and CSOs; Youth 
survey

O2-7 Description of self-driven advocacy initiatives by CSOs (including CSOs/youth led CSOs including girls 
and young women) (OH).

There is limited 
evidence of 
self-driven 
advocacy 
initiatives by 
CSOs (including 
CSOs/youth-led 
CSOs includ-
ing girls and 
young women) 
uncovered in 
the baseline 
study, but one 
example is the 
Youth Decide 
Campaign – a 
consortium of 
five youth-fo-
cused CSOs who 
push the agen-
da on SRHR 
and education 
through the 
Youth Manifes-
to.

Young people were able to lobby the 
Ministry of Gender for inclusion of 
youth in the CVSU guidelines.

1 young person in TA Njewa has 
revamped his CBO and the focus 
areas are SRHR, gender and climate 
change.

Young people mobilized themselves 
and resources in response to cyclone 
Freddy.

Young people mobilized themselves 
and their peers and conducted SRHR 
campaigns.

Young people lobby community 
leaders to implement community 
bylaws.

Young people used score cards to 
identify challenges and propose 
solutions; 1 outcome was that a 
Member of Parliament supported the 
construction of a YFHS structure.

Young people helped with withdraw-
ing girls from child marriages.

Developed 
capacity of 
CSO net-
works, Youth 
Hubs/ Youth 
Clubs on 
lobby and ad-
vocacy, SRHR 
and girls’ 
education

NA CSO Overview; Ad-
vocacy Logbook; 
Capacity Assess-
ment; Outcome 
harvesting; KIIs 
CSOs; youth FGDs
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Table 3: Indicator on MIYP in the Break Free! programme 2023

Baseline value Mid-term result Original 
target 2025

Adjusted 
Target 2025

Data source

O2- 5 Number and percentage of youth aged 10 – 24 who report having participated in policy and deci-
sion-making bodies and the number (and %) of them who perceive their participation as meaningful *

Not applicable 79.2%

150 young people from 2021 to 
2023 participated in decision 
making processes

56% Fill in Youth survey 

So far
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4	 Findings: Primary Data collection
This section presents synthesized findings from the three phases of data collection. 
The demographic characteristics are presented per phase.

4.1	 Demographic characteristics of the participants

In the study’s first phase, the diary was 
completed 30 times (i.e. 30 responses) by 24 
participants. Participants could have multiple 
diary entries. These participants had been 
active in SRHR-related advocacy, with a 
majority being active between 2 to 5 years. 
Participants’ highest level of education was a 
diploma and university level of education. The 
diary focused on two aspects: preparations 
for advocacy events and the experience of 
advocates at the advocacy events. We received 
22 entries on preparations for advocacy events 
and 24 entries on experiences of advocate as 
events. Of 30 entries, there were 17 responses 
from participants between 20 to 24 years 
followed by 12 entries from the age group of 25 
to 28 years and one entry from an adolescent 
advocate between 15 to 19 years (Figure 1).

Four key informants were interviewed, 
including two national-level decision-
makers and two staff members of Break 
Free! programme. The participants, aged 
26-50, had diverse academic backgrounds, 
including community development, mass 
communications, education, and medicine. 
The two national level/decision makers 
interviewed working with ministries of health, 
and gender, two of the key ministries as 
targeted by youth advocates under the 
Break Free! Programme.

The first reflection and outlook session consisted of 9 youth advocates as participants, two youth 
advisory group members, and a research team. The youth advocates aged between 23 and 28 shared 
different education, and professional backgrounds like nursing, agriculture etc. A common personal 
trait shared by the participants was their experience and passion for advocacy.

In the study’s second phase, the diary was completed 18 times (i.e. 18 diary entries) by 14 
participants. This was lower compared to Phase one. Of the 14 participants 8 were female and 6 were 
male and of the 18 entries, 11 were completed by females and 7 were completed by males. Most 
entries were completed by those between 25-28 years (n=11), followed by those between 20-24 years 
(n=5). Two entries were completed by participants above the age of 28 years. Respondents had the 
option to choose ‘other’ due to which those above 28 years completed the survey. 

15 - 19 years
20 -24 years
25 - 28 years
28+

Age groups - Phase 1

1

17

12

Figure 1: Ages of participants of completed 
reflection diaries – Phase 1 (n=32)
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In one case, an advocate had filled the survey at 
age 28 years in the first phase, and in the second 
phase, they were 29 years old. There were no 
entries from participants between 15-19 years 
of age in the second phase, and most entries 
were completed by those with a diploma. Most 
diaries were completed by participants having 
at least 2 years of advocacy experience. Seven of 
the 18 entries referred to advocacy preparations 
or preparations for an advocacy event while 11 
dairy entries were about advocacy events.

Three key informants who were programme 
staff from the Break Free! consortium members 
were interviewed. Aged between 27-45 years, 
the participants’ academic backgrounds 
included; community development, mass 
communications, education, and 
political science. 

Two separate reflection sessions of youth 
advocates, and programme staff technical 
team were done in phase two respectively. 
The youth session had 10 youth advocates 
(age 23-29 years) in attendance, and one youth 
advisory group member. The programme staff 
learning session had three consortium staff 
representatives (SAT-Malawi, Plan-Malawi, and 
FAWEMA) in attendance.  

In the study’s third phase, a total of 15 
reflection diaries were submitted by 15 
participants, of whom 10 were female and 5 
were male. All participants reported having 
completed at least a diploma-level education. In 
terms of advocacy experience, eight participants 
had been active in SRHR advocacy for 2–5 
years, six had more than 5 years of experience, 
and one participant reported 6–12 months of 
involvement. Of the 15 responses, 9 referred 
to preparations for advocacy events, while 
12 entries described actual participation in 
advocacy events, with some entries covering 
both aspects. In Phase 3, there were no 
reflection diary participant under the age of 
23 (see Figure 3). Four key informants were 
interviewed, including two national-level 
decision-makers and two staff members from 
the Break Free! Consortium. The participants, 
aged 34-60 years, had diverse academic 
backgrounds, from social work, education, 

15 - 19 years
20 -24 years
25 - 28 years
28+

Age groups - Phase 2

2

5

11

23 -24 years
25 - 28 years

Age groups - Phase 3

4

11

Figure 2: Ages of participants of completed 
reflection diaries – Phase 2 (n=18)

Figure 3: Ages of participants of completed 
reflection diaries - Phase 3  (n=15)
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social science, and health management, with the highest qualification being a PhD. The national 
level/decision makers/holders working with some key ministries were targeted by youth advocates 
under the Break Free! Program. 

Eight in-depth interviews were done with four female, and four male youth advocates. The youth 
advocates’ age ranged from 24 to 31 years, and had consistently filled in the survey in all three 
phases of the study. The participants hold diverse educational backgrounds, generally around 
health, and community development. A diploma was the highest educational level attained, and the 
lowest was junior secondary school. Only one respondent reported to have been advancing their 
studies to a bachelor’s degree. A few of the participants reported to have been employed working 
as a health surveillance Assistant, a nurse, and chairperson for the youth network at district level. 
All participants also reported to have been pushing their personal entrepreneurial activities to 
sustain their wellbeing, and these included small level farming, agribusiness, journalism, youth 
led organizations, and volunteering around youth development, and advocacy working around 
promotion of SRHR services, and education. Only two youth advocates reported to have been 
married with at most two children, one single parent, and the majority reported to have been dating.

In the joint learning and reflection session to reflect on the two-year advocacy journey; there were 
four Break Free staff members from FAWEMA (1), Plan Malawi (1), and SAT Malawi (2), and ten youth 
advocates, with six females, and four males in the age range of 24 to 31 years. One of the programme 
staff played double roles, attending as a youth advisory group member as well.

4.2	 Acceptability of youth participation, involvement and 
leadership in advocacy
This chapter examines how the different stakeholders welcome the idea of MIYP in advocacy. Across 
the three study phases, findings suggest growing recognition of the value of MIYP, supported by 
political commitments and development agendas. However, genuine acceptance remains uneven, 
with opposition persisting at both institutional and community levels.

4.2.1	 Evolving attitudes of policy-makers
All key informants interviewed in phase 1, phase 2, and phase 3 acknowledged the value of the 
meaningful and inclusive participation of young people (MIYP). They recognized that youth have 
agency to speak on issues that affect young people, and that there was a growing political will 
towards youth participating as active agents of change at national level, supported by different 
development agendas. Particularly in relation to the African Union Agenda 2063, across the three 
phases, key informants referenced its influence on prominent decision makers’ attitude towards 
MIYP. For instance, a policy-maker interviewed in phase 1, recalled a Presidential public address 
in December 2022, that emphasized the inclusion of youth in governance issues: in his speech, the 
president overstretched the importance of allowing youth to participate on governance issues so 
that they are capacitated early  to foster better listening habits in adulthood, and avoid having youth 
turn into adults

“who don’t listen like most of us.”

With line ministries such as the Ministry of Gender, the Ministry of Youth and the Ministry of 
Education also increasingly prioritising, and promoting youth involvement, policy-maker informants 
reported a growing openness of some decision makers towards youth advocates, and networks 
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acting as watchdogs.  The majority of key informants in this study indicated a progression in youth 
participation in programs, and policy initiatives, while recognizing a lack of widespread acceptability 
regarding the involvement of young people in decision making processes/MIYP. Both programme 
staff, and decision makers interviewed throughout the three phases of this study reported to have 
noticed subtle opposition of youth ideas by decision makers’ failure to provide feedback, or acting in 
ways that contradict youth requests. One of the examples highlighted was around the expectations 
of Members of Parliament to get allowances to attend youth advocacy events organized by youth. 
While one of the youth advocates in the Phase 2 Reflection session mentioned that they needed 
funds to lobby the Parliamentarians, a programme staff member raised the concern that allowances 
to lobby parliamentarians was not appropriate for a country like Malawi:

“…young people are saying if they are to invite a member of parliament, they 
would need to foot the logistics of the member of parliament himself, which is 
quite a heavy and broad logistical arrangement. I wonder why this is the case 
in a country of our economic profile.”
(Male Programme staff, Learning session, Phase 2)

While some policymakers did not actively oppose MIYP, their engagement appeared primarily driven 
by the recognition of donor agendas that prioritize MIYP. Consequently, programme staff interviewed 
in all three phases, illustrated to have observed opposition still existing at multiple levels but was 
often masked because of the need to adhere to donor agendas, and the Malawian government’s 
youth policies and mechanisms to support youth participation (E.g. National Youth Policy). 

4.2.2	 Reflections on donor-driven influence on youth-led advocacy 
While most of the key informants reported less resistance of active participation at national level, 
one key informant in phase two raised doubts on genuine acceptance, and engagement of youth 
presence by acknowledging their influence as CSOs.

“(...)_I think because in most of the spaces, we get to influence, and when we 
are engaging in those platforms, we make it very clear that we are bringing 
young people there, and they will do, this, this, and this. So, maybe since 
we get to lead (...) not necessarily receiving resistance (...) For example, I 
remember in one of the projects (...) some of the structures at district level, 
don’t have youth representatives (...)  So when we went to present a progress 
report, we tried to lobby that; No, this project is for the youth, and they are 
supposed to be them presenting, so we want at least one young person 
to come and present for us, and they were like, “No, we don’t allow young 
people to come.”
(Female Programme staff, KII, Phase 2)

Along the phases of this study, it was triangulated that due to donor requirements that now include 
MIYP as a component, many organisations are including young people, albeit in a tokenistic manner. 
In the instances where tokenism around MIYP was discussed in phase one, two and three, most 
participants zeroed in on how some organisations engage young people just to tick the boxes. In 
phase 1, a policy maker highlighted that there is a greater scope of meaningful involvement of young 
people in policy and decision-making at the district level, but officers at the district level do not have 
the capacity to capture issues that concern youth and implement MIYP.
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“I would say it is tricky because these days there are policy makers, and also 
donors, just involving young people to tick boxes. Just like decorations, to 
say... like a tokenism, to say we had young people, their spaces are there, just 
to tick boxes. But we can say we are still pushing, and there is that level of 
improvement, that when young people contribute towards something they 
are accepting it.”
(Male, Programme staff, KII, Phase 1)

4.2.3	 Adult opposition to MIYP
When it comes to other factors compromising the acceptability of MIYP, participants often highlighted 
a perceived lack of trust in young people as they were often thought to not conform with what is 
considered appropriate and professional behaviour in the settings (see section 4.3.5). In phase 
one, participants, particularly programme implementers, largely believed that there was general 
acceptance of young people actively participating in advocacy spaces. However, the majority of key 
informants in phase 2, and 3 discussed how youth advocates frequently become confused by the 
opposition from key gatekeepers, such as traditional leaders, religious leaders, parents, and service-
based institutions, i.e schools. For example, the dilemma around contraceptive use drawn from 
conflicting policies, and, or restrictions that come from cultural, and religious beliefs around SRHR 
among young people.

“This is still a challenge in Malawi because there are some conflicts of 
policies between Ministry of Education and Ministry of Health together with 
us (youth). The youth can’t receive services at school while we are promoting 
education, they say (...) but let me just say that last year and this year, each 
year over 11,000 youths have been dropped out of school 11,000 due to 
pregnancies and marriages so I feel like this is a huge number and other 
related factors we feel like these are huge numbers of young people we are 
talking thousands in Machinga but someone is denying these youths from 
receiving services.”
(Male Policymaker, KII, phase 3)

Interestingly, in phase 3, some key informants mentioned of how some NGOs or donor agendas 
contribute to the opposition, as they at times conflict with local guidelines, and norms around 
youth involvement, specifically for those under the age of 18 years (minors). Since phase one, study 
participants (both youth advocates and key informants) attributed the opposition towards youth to 
lack of knowledge on issues around meaningful youth involvement for most adult’s stakeholders. 
Others suggested that adult stakeholders may support youth involvement in principle, yet in practice 
want to maintain control, often under the pretext of protecting tradition or maintaining order. As one 
policy-level informant illustrates how perceptions of inexperience and generational bias can limit the 
acceptability of MIYP - not just institutionally, but emotionally and culturally. 
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“And when you talk of policy makers, we wouldn’t have a whole ministry of 
youth if we didn’t want youth advocacy (…) But you can’t leave things with 
youth alone, zimavuta [things get bad] (…) They don’t know how to talk to 
the TA (…) They need someone to guide them (…) There are people who 
just hate a girl because she is younger (…) So it’s how people take it - some 
decision-makers have negative attitudes towards youth.”
(Female policy-maker, KII, Phase 3)

In instances where community-level advocacy was discussed, it was conventional throughout the 
three phases of the study that young people still face threats, and restrictions on their participation 
in community level structures. Some of the key informants and the youth advocates gave examples 
on how youth were perceived, or described as being disruptive, disrespectful, misbehaved, or unruly. 
Since Phase 1, it was generally reported by most youth advocates that gatekeepers like parents and 
leaders were observed as increasingly learning to accept young people’s participation in advocacy 
activities, or initiatives. However, study participants still reported some opposition, particularly 
from traditional leaders or religious leaders who still present rigid mindsets towards young people’s 
promoting access of SRHR related services, preventing them from being flexible to change. 

“Yeah, when we talked about meaningful youth participation, we told them 
we want young people to take lead; they were like,” no they misbehave, 
sometimes what they do is not in line with our social norms,” things like that, 
“they are almost like outside the box.” So, when we went the opposition was 
there, specifically in the field, or village, but now they know, and they are 
being recognized.”
(Female Programme staff, KII, Phase 1)

The opposition was also true for the Break Free! Programme, for example in Machinga: as some of 
the programme staff touched on how they felt the community stakeholders did not understand the 
concept of meaningful youth inclusion, which made them hesitant to allow young people to engage. 
This opposition was felt and observed throughout the community structures from Area Development 
committee to the different small committees representing different issues in the community. 

4.2.4	 Perceived value of youth-led advocacy
Directly asked on the value of youth-led advocacy, key informants in the study highlighted the 
importance of youth engagement in advocacy on youth related issues with the phrase “nothing for 
them, without them”. For key informants qualifying as youth (Under age 35) clearly showed solidarity 
with youth advocates as they too voiced their concerns, and suggestions around youth participation, 
and engagement. A policy-maker spoke as a young person and shared:
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“Maybe I would say ‘nothing for them, without them’ I would need them to 
be involved at each and every stage so we can start with the planning stage, 
and even before planning, we need to engage them even in the consultations, 
the analysis of the issues. They may come up with plans that are not even 
doable, if we did not involve them in the research of the issues they face. So 
they should know, this is the problem, and to what extent the problem is. And 
not only that, but decision-making as well, so the critical part is for them to 
understand the scope of the Nation. There are times where we demand for 
what we don’t even get because you don’t know what Government is made of 
or even the processes so engaging them in a way that they can understand 
how everything works in the Government, how it works with the partners, and 
how can they demand their human rights. That’s very critical.”
(Policy maker, KII, Phase 1)

4.2.5	 Professionalisation as a pathway to acceptance
Reflecting on the acceptability of MIYP, most of the key informants across the three phases pointed to 
the need to build professional capacity of youth advocates to build their technical skills in advocacy 
work. Throughout the study, the programme staff members, and policy makers interviewed 
suggested ongoing coaching trajectories as important in mitigating negative perceptions, through 
which youth advocates would be built up by experienced adults. One key informant spoke to 
their own advocacy journey in the policy-making space, and highlighted the benefits of gaining 
professional experience as they shared how they initially felt disrespected as a youth advocate, but 
as they built their advocacy capacity, they earned the respect of their seniors:

“From a personal experience now; I am a youth. I am in involved in the 
policies and I’ve been in the policy realm for about seven years. I think my 
first few years were challenging, because I would have suggestions and yet 
those suggestions were not taken important. 1. It is because of experience, 
people would say no, you’re not experienced enough. With time, I can happily 
say, my suggestions are taken aboard, almost every issue that is put on table. 
The similar suggestions that I made as I started.” 
Male Policy maker, KII, Phase 1)

Section 4.4.1.1 dives deeper in youth advocates’ experiences with capacity building and how it 
further facilitated their advocacy engagements.

4.3	 Understanding youth-led advocacy under Break Free!

This chapter examines how youth advocates engaged in advocacy under the Break Free! programme, 
focusing on how their involvement was initiated, the platforms and levels they accessed, the roles 
they played, the issues they championed, and the strategies they employed. The visualisation of 
User Journey 1 below illustrates several of the key findings unpacked in this chapter by following a 
25-year-old female youth advocate over time (see all User Journeys in Annex 2).
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User Journey 1: Female Youth Advocate, 25 Years, Phase 3

4.3.1	 Initiation of involvement

As shown in Figure 4, most involvement in advocacy events was facilitated by Break Free! staff and some 
of these instances were facilitated by other organisations (outside the Break Free! programme). There 
was a small proportion of engagements facilitated through other CSOs, government bodies, or youth 
clubs. This suggests that youth advocates’ participation remained largely dependent on programme-led 
opportunities, with fewer linkages to advocacy spaces beyond the Break Free! Network. 

Not sure
Government
Another civil society/ youth organisation outside of Break Free!
Break Free! staff or partner staff
Break Free! youth club

Who facilitated your involvement in policy/decision makers advocacy event? All phases

1
23

8

41

Figure 4: Facilitators of youth advocates' involvement in events (Phase 1 n=24; 
Phase 2 n=16; Phase 3 n=12)

Places

•	 Lilongwe (Woodlands, Sunbird Capital 
Hotel)

•	 Chikho Motel, Mponeia

•	 International level (Ethiopia, AU, UN 
platforms)

•	 Strong support from Break Free and SAT 
(transport, accommodation, training, 
logistics)

•	 Guidance in advocacy, preparation before 
events, and financial support

•	 Mentorship and consistent belief in her 
capacity

•	 Felt accepted and supported by 
decisionmakers

•	 Boosted confidence from presenting and 
policymakers

•	 Grateful for recognition and safe space 
created by Break Free

•	 Proud of professional growth and using her 
journalism platform

•	 Worked with other youth advocates to 
lobby policymakers

•	 Engaged stakeholders in policy reviews 
(child marriage, youth policy, SRHR)

•	 Collaborated with media and international 
partners to share youth perspectives

Moments

Support

Round Table Dialogue 
(Woodlands, Lilongwe) 

•	 Discussed child laws 
and budget allocation 
for youth programs 
with MPs and 
ministers.

Regional Annual 
Meeting (Sunbird 
Capital)

•	 Reflected on Break 
Free achievements 
with fellow youth 
advocates, shaping 
youth involvement 
strategies.

Universal Periodic 
Review (Chikho Motel, 
Mponela + UN platform)

•	 Participated at 
national and 
international level, 
contributing to 
Malawi's SRHR 
shadow report for 
the UN.

•	Gender: Female,
•	Age: 25
•	Education: Diploma in 

journalism
•	Occupation: Journalist 
& Health Surveillance 
Assistant

•	Marital Status: Married

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Youth hub members, Break Free officers

•	 Members of Parliament and Ministers 
(including Justice/Judiciary)

•	 International stakeholders (Plan 
International, FAWE, UN representatives)

•	 Passport delays limited international 
opportunities

•	 Educational barrier (only diploma, missed 
some opportunities requiring degree)

•	 Missed some youth advisory group 
selections despite strong applications

"Break Free has believed 
in me and given me 
opportunities I couldn't 
have reached on my own. I 
have grown personally and 
professionally because of 
this program."

"Being among decision 
makers is not something 
anyone can do... after the 
sessions, when change 
comes, you feel proud to say 
I was part of the solution."
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“The BF program, I will be very personal: I have worked on different projects 
since 2013 as I started my youth related work- BF program empowers us 
as young people, and they let us lead the way even in events they invite us, 
which was not the same before. It was hard for young people to participate, 
or engage. I would like to know when the project is ending (...) we need a 
farewell meeting to nurture the relationships we have built in the community. 
For people in the community need to also know that the programme is 
phasing out, this will help maintain the good relationships we have built in 
the community.”
(Male youth advocate, 25 years, IDI, Phase 3)

4.3.2	 Levels and platforms
All key informants in the study shared similar thoughts about youth participation in advocacy 
programmes, which they described as important and needed under various platforms, and at various 
levels, including community, district, national, regional, and Pan African/international.

“the photo below was taken was taken at BICC, a SAT Youth Hub and 
YouthWyze Malawi event in promoting capacity development processes in 
areas such as SRHR, meaningful youth participation and promoting access 
to SRHR services and mental health information among young people 
in Malawi.”
Male youth Advocate, 26 Years, Reflection diary entry, Phase 1)

Throughout the three phases, young people participating in this study reported to actively 
participate in committees across the levels, for example Victim Support Units, health committees, 
district, and national Technical Working Groups. The Youth clubs serve as local meeting points for 
organizations and collaborators. District councils have youth officers for youth-related issues, and 
at national level, programme partner ministries, and NGOs collaborate with young advocates to 
address key issues affecting young people through policies and documents.

Picture 1: Lilongwe, Malawi. Aug 31, 2022
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“Because at district level, we have youth technical working groups, as I am 
speaking now two of our young people (…) a chairperson for district youth 
network is from our impact area. One of them was once a chairperson, this 
time around they wanted to maintain her, but she refused, so she is just 
a committee member (...) but there are a number of platforms, which are 
there, we have just started the mapping, so we want to make sure that in 
most of those platforms, or structures at district level, young people should 
be well represented. At regional level, we have spaces where young people 
participate, I would give you an example of GIMAC (...) Gender is my Agenda!”
(Male Programme staff, KII, Phase 1)

Under the Break Free! programme, youth 
advocates through the reflection sessions listed, 
and verified the advocacy spaces and activities 
they had discussed through the reflection 
diary entries, and participation was across the 
levels (community, district, national, and Pan-
African – see Figure 5). While in phase 1, most 
youth advocates participated in district-level 
advocacy, in phase 2, most youth advocates 
reported that they advocated at the national 
level. In phase 3, more youth advocates shared 
that they had attended advocacy events at 
National, and Pan-African levels in the reflection 
session, as proudly shared by youth advocate 
from reflection diary:

“I was privileged/ honored to 
attend multiple events. 16 days 
of activism was one of them so 
the 40th GIMAC event that i told 
you, took place in Addis where the 
central topic was 
about education”

It is important to note that in the reflection 
sessions, a few young people clarified their 
diary entries. Since the levels of spaces such 
as Pan-African, national, district-level was not entirely clear, they chose the option which best 
explained their experience of participation as youth advocates. Most young people felt like they had 
made progress in their advocacy journeys in phase two and three and had evolved to influencing 
decisions or holding duty bearers accountable even in the highest levels like national, and Pan- 
African levels. In the IDIs, the youth advocates expanded on their overall two years’ experience, and 
shared concrete examples of how being involved in the different national/Pan African level advocacy 
platforms added value to their overall experience as youth advocates:

“I felt good, I spoke to the public and given a platform for people to 
listen to me speak.” 
Female youth advocate, 23 years, IDI, Phase 3)

In which space/event did youth
advocate in? All phases

Pan-African
Community level (in my village or in my locality)
District level
National level
Other

3
2

8

41 7

Figure 5: Spaces/events that youth advocate in 
(Phase 1 n=24; Phase 2 n=16; Phase 3 n=12)
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“The review the SRHR SADC forms, 
COTLA- council of traditional 
leaders and religious leaders 
across SADC- it was an event that 
took place in Zambia, and I was 
privileged to be a part of. I was the 
only youth representative from 
Malawi. The meeting incorporated 
traditional leaders, and religious 
leaders.  I, and Chief inkosi 
Gomani were the only Malawi 
representatives.”
(Female youth-advocate, 27, IDI, Phase 3)

The platforms included: National Youth Policy, Southern African Development Community (SADC). 
score card (for HIV prevention) consultation, 16 Days of Activism against Gender-Based Violence, 
National Youth Symposiums, National Youth dialogues on sexual reproductive health and rights 
(SRHR), the Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA) commitment workshops, International Conference on 
Population Development (ICPD), Gender is my agenda campaign network (GIMAC), National Youth 
Symposium focusing on the Adolescent girls and young women (AGYW) Strategy, African Union 
Campaign to End Child Marriage, International Day of Girl Child, SRHR budget analysis, Council of 
Traditional and Religious Leaders of Africa (COTLA), 9th African Population Conference, Ending child 
marriage (UAPS), Southern Africa Region Learning meeting (Break Free! Programme) 40th GIMAC 
workshop, Universal Period Review Training (UPR), and radio programmes on youth SRHR.   

The figures on the next page illustrate platforms as reported by youth advocates from the reflection 
diaries data. 

Picture 2: 16 days of Activism event at Civo stadium
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Figure 6: Spaces/events that youth advocates 
participated in (reflection diaries) by phase
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4.3.3	 Roles and depth of engagement
Across the three phases, the majority of youth reported in their reflection diaries that they were 
attending advocacy events primarily in the role of youth representatives (see Figure 7). Only in a few 
instances where they were invited to participate in other capacities, such as general participants, 
moderators, or panel speakers. In phases one and two, just one youth in each phase described 
being involved as a co-organiser of an event. While these roles provided valuable opportunities 
for exposure and visibility, they also suggest that young people’s involvement was often limited 
to representational functions rather than positions of leadership or agenda-setting. This raises 
questions about the depth of their participation: being present as a representative may increase 
recognition of youth voices, but more meaningful engagement would require greater involvement in 
shaping event content, facilitating sessions, or driving advocacy strategies. 

However, from the In-depth interviews, youth presented to have observed growth in their advocacy 
journey, as some cited youth representation in higher-level platforms than before. For example, two 
youth advocates reported to have been trusted for creating agenda and presenting on issues around 
youth involvement in a radio program, others expressed pride for having presented youth at Pan-
African/international level. 

“So, moment three was a UPR training, Universal Periodic Review. So now 
you can see the growth. In the last phases, I was involved at national level, 
this is now at UN, so you can even get the sense of it, when you say “I was 
involved in an UN platform.”
(Female Youth Advocate, 25, IDI, Phase 3)

What was your role in the event?
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Moderator/Facilitator
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Speaker in a panel/keynote
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Figure 7: Youth advocates' roles in events (Phase 1 n=24; Phase 2 n=16; Phase 3 n=12)
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During the reflection sessions, youth advocates explained that they attended advocacy activities to 
represent fellow youth and learn from different countries’ approaches on international/Pan-African 
issues. As mentioned by both key informants, and youth advocates in the reflection sessions, at 
the national level, they share insights and lobby for change. A 23-year-old female advocate from 
the reflection session in phase 1 shared, “I attend these meetings to learn from others how they are 
doing or approaching different problems. I attended SADC score card consultation to review it, since 
most young people like myself didn’t know about it, so it was our chance to review it, and make 
some recommendations on the issues that we see, and what we could change on the current.”

4.3.4	 Key issues advocated for

Youth advocates reflected on the topics/issues they advocated for in their diary entries regarding 
advocacy events (see Figure 8). Most entries referred to their participation in events on youth SRHR, 
followed by the prevention of teenage pregnancy and girls’ education in phase one. Interestingly, 
in phase two, nine of 11 entries referred to youth advocates lobbying for the prevention of child 
marriage. It is important to note that the topic on what they advocated on was multiple response 
question, and most young people through the phases reported to have advocated more around 
prevention of teenage pregnancy, child marriage, and promotion of girl child education, and in some 
instances, some collectively selected SRHR in general.

What did you advocate for?
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Figure 8: Issues that young people advocated on (Phase 1 n=24; Phase 2 n=16; Phase 3 n=12)
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4.3.5	 Strategies used by young people in advocacy
An important strategy mentioned across phases was collaboration among youth advocates. 
Participants spoke of different ways they collaborated with other youth in the diary entries, and IDIs 
in phase 3. They referred to collaboration with fellow youth during the preparations for an advocacy 
event and during the event/s itself. 

Many of the aspects shared in the reflection 
diaries focused on youth brainstorming 
together or sharing tips/advice with each other. 
These included brainstorming on strategies 
to approach community leaders or relevant 
individuals before, during and after the event; 
on recommendations or input to set the agenda 
on certain topics (e.g. SRHR SADC scorecard). In 
phase one, and two most youth advocates spoke 
of brainstorming on ideas with other youth 
advocates (for e.g. how to execute the event 
etc.) and one advocate mentioned that they 
brainstormed on advocacy strategies such as 
storytelling through social media.

“During the Break Free event, I collaborated with fellow youth advocates 
through teamwork, open communication, shared leadership, and 
networking, co-facilitating sessions, sharing experiences, and building a 
strong network to amplify collective impact.”
Youth advocate, Reflection diary entry, Phase 2

Young people also recognized that advocacy strategies differ at the community-level and at the 
national or international level. There seemed to be more opposition at the community-level and 
hence more sensitivity was needed to address some topics and some stakeholders such as the 
village chiefs. Another advocate mentioned that policy-makers and individuals at the national level 
are more familiar about issues such as LGBTQ+, hence there is a different approach needed and 
young people are not scared to speak their mind. They highlighted that this is not the case at the 
community-level where more tact is needed. See below a reflection on two youth advocates in the 
phase one reflection session:

P7: I have a question; so let me give an example of this, issues to with LGBTQ+, 
at community level, the way we are going to advocate, is it going to be the 
same at national level? it won’t be the same. Ok, the way we are going to talk 
about it at national level, compared to community level, it will be different, 
(...) because the way we would approach the community would be somewhat 
different, as we would want to be careful, not to trigger the community, while 
at national level, we won’t be scared to speak, because we know the people 
know about the issue, and the way they deal with these issues is fine.”
(Female youth Advocate, 23, Reflection session, Phase 1)

Picture 3: A radio program on the importance of 
young people to be involved in youth clubs.
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It is the same, the only difference is the audience. The way we talk at national 
level I think at that level, you can call a spade, a spade, and yet in the 
community level, you need to be cautious, you have village heads, you need 
to be gentle, you can’t be very straight forward. So, we still talk of the same 
things, it is just that you choose a different way of communicating on that 
issues
(Male Youth advocate, Reflection session, Phase 1)

In phase 3, some key informants also touched upon the strategies young people use in advocacy and 
raised some concerns around this. While some participants felt phasing out of the children/youth 
parliaments created a disconnect between young people, and key decision makers, i.e the assembly; 
other participants felt young people still needed adult guidance when it comes to communication 
in the spaces of advocacy. One key informant shared to have witnessed lack of priority setting, and 
poor interpersonal skills that made decision makers, or adult stakeholders lose trust in the 
youth advocates.

While this study did not in-depth explore advocacy strategies for specific SRHR issues, some KIIs also 
touched on strategies used when addressing LGBTQ+ issues, and raised concerns around how some 
CSOs working with youth advocates focusing on sexual rights were reportedly not following right 
channels. Since information provided on topics such as homosexuality might be perceived as highly 
sensitive, some key informant suggested that more engagement of and “inspection” of gatekeepers 
should take place, especially when CSOs are dealing with youth under the age of 18 (minors) or 
interventions in schools. Acknowledging the existence of LGBTIQ+ youth, a key informant argued that 
”sexuality is not taught” in Malawi, suggesting that schools often are a source of confusion when it 
comes to how certain topics of youth SRHR are addressed: 

“The second one [opposition] I experienced was in school (...) they [the school 
authorities] were saying the children should not receive any family planning 
method at the school. I know this is still a challenge in Malawi because there 
are some conflicts of policies between Ministry of Education and Ministry of 
Health together with us [youth]. They say, the youth can’t receive services at 
school while we are promoting education, that they further their education 
but let me just say that last year and this year each year over 11,000 youths 
have been dropped out of school 11,000 due to pregnancies and marriages so 
I feel like this is a huge number and other related factors we feel like these are 
huge numbers of young people, we are talking thousands in Machinga but 
someone is denying these youths from receiving services.”
(Male Policy-Maker, KII, Phase 3)

Youth advocates often cited the importance of social media for communication among themselves. 
One key informant (under 35 years) also felt that social media advocacy was the way to go for 
youth who increasingly use platforms such as Facebook, and WhatsApp to mobilise each other for 
change. Amongst other suggested strategies: some study participants also mentioned use of binding 
documents like Malawi Agenda 2063, that cuts across all important aspects of youth, hence building 
economically empowered youth advocates focused on bringing change, and not 
fighting unemployment:
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“And narrowing down in our country Malawi we have seen youth much 
advocating for change but we are not much supported. So,  I would love if we 
may support some of the youth, I would love if the organizations, could also 
focus on uplifting or giving power to the youth who have shown potential that 
they can change things in their community and those who have innovative 
ideas or the do innovation for change that is part of advocacy we need.”
(Male policy-maker, KII, Phase 3)

4.4	 Perceptions about and support provided to youth 
advocates for (national level) advocacy

4.4.1	 Facilitators of youth involvement in advocacy 
The youth advocates in the reflection sessions reported to generally appreciate the support by 
policy makers, peers, family and other NGOs they work with beyond the Break Free! programme. 
Participants of the study in all three phases (all key informants and most youth advocates) strongly 
felt that young people need support to enable their active engagement in advocacy work. A 
participant reflecting on their user journey strongly attributed their professional growth in advocacy 
to being involved in the Break Free! programme:

“I think it has boosted my understanding in different areas, as I said I have 
been involved in two radios sessions, I know I can’t lie, I have been an 
influencer in  my community but now influencing the large mass is not an 
easy thing (...) And also adding on that, being involved in different trainings, 
involving me as an individual like capacity building trainings, and sessions 
that highlight our work, that really built me personally. I think if I am not 
wrong, in the youth hub, it is only me and [Name], who have youth led 
organizations: it really boosted our understanding in my personal agenda.”
(Male youth advocate, 31 years, IDI, Phase 3)

Youth advocates also shared what made them feel supported to participate in preparatory activities 
(for future events) and when participating in advocacy events in the reflection diaries. As per 
most diary entries (see Figure 9), youth advocates felt that Break Free!-facilitated connection to 
other youth and prior capacity-building activities (on SRHR, advocacy etc.) had helped them fully 
participate in the preparatory activities. Other important support factors during preparations related 
to connection to policy-makers, logistical and financial support.
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Regarding their participation in advocacy events, the entries similarly reflect that peer support 
is crucial (see Figure 10 below). Further, (prior) capacity building or participating in trainings on 
advocacy/SRHR and being connected to peers helped youth advocates feel supported by the 
programme. In addition, youth’s confidence in the topics that were being discussed, alongside 
the willingness of policy makers to listen to youth supported their active participation in the 
advocacy event. 

How did Break Free! support you in participating 
in the advocacy experience (i.e. preparations)?
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Logistical support

Supported in Capacity building 
on advocacy/SRHR 

Connected me to like-minded 
youth for this event

Connected me to policy-
makers or decision-makers

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Figure 9: Break Free!'s support to youth advocate during preparation of activities
(Phase 1 n=22; Phase 2 n=7; Phase 3 n=9)
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The most common themes related to facilitating factors are discussed in more detail below.

4.4.1.1. Capacity-building, logistical and financial support 
In the reflection diary entries, youth advocates also reflected on how Break Free! supported them 
through capacity-building activities. A youth advocate shared their view on the capacity building 
subsequently provided by the programme in the reflection session in phase 2.

“The other one is capacity 
building by SAT, which opened 
my eyes, to say ‘Oh this is how it 
is supposed to be?’. For instance, 
the issue of youth participation: 
that there is need of 30% of youth 
representation at maybe village 
committee, or national level, or 
international level. There is need 
of that 30% representation of 
youth, and this I knew through the 
capacity building.”
(Female Youth advocate, 24 Years, 
Reflection session, Phase 2)

Picture 4: During our planning meeting in 
preparation for 16 days of activism.

How did Break Free! support you in participating 
in this advocacy event?
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Figure 10: Break Free!'s support to youth advocates for events (Phase 1 n=24;
Phase 2 n=16; Phase 3 n=12)

Picture 4: During our planning meeting in 
preparation for 16 days of activism
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The support which youth advocates request from the Break Free! programme, and the programme 
partners was said to depend on the agenda the young people are pushing for at that time. 
Participants shared examples of some topics, and themes young people have asked and demanded 
action on, like addressing sexual and reproductive health commodity stockouts, incorporating young 
people with disabilities on sexual and reproductive health, and rights services, and addressing 
sexual harassment issues in workplace. According to the two programme staff members interviewed 
in phase 1, youth advocates ask for support on access to training, meetings, work opportunities, 
and even information and communication materials like printed T-shirts for identification as youth 
advocates. In phase 2, and 3, key informants reported similar support as in phase 1, and one key 
informant clarified how it seemed difficult for youth to ask for more than the programme could give 
because they are well informed on the nature of the programmes, or CSOs they work with thus know 
what the programmes can, or cannot offer. 

“(...) I feel the youth don’t complain if you provide them with transport, and 
per diem,  this gives them a chance to save some money, and go back home 
with something (...)So, in my experience, young people don’t ask for money, 
because they know we work on budgets, so it is like we have made them 
silent, but I feel they would be happy if they got incentives (...) In one of our 
projects, we gave them smart phones, since the activities are mostly online, 
they have to join meetings, or webinars, so we provide airtime for bundles.”
(Female Programme staff, KII, Phase 3)

One of the young programme staff interviewed in phase 1 highlighted that the Break Free programme 
focuses on empowering young people to advocate for issues that affect them. The programme 
therefore puts deliberate effort into structuring its capacity-building design. It aims to capacitate 
young people at both local and national levels by targeting youth advocates from its Youth Hub

(a national-level youth advocates platform) and the Champions of Change (youth advocates under 
Break Free! at the community level). These efforts are concentrated in the Break Free! intervention 
areas of TA Jewa in Lilongwe and TA Chiwalo in Machinga.The same was said by another young policy 
maker in phase 3, as they commended, and appreciated how Break Free! Programme prioritized 
youth voices in its approach:

“So, for Break-free uses the bottom-up. It is a bottom-up approach young 
people should represent their needs then they give them platform whether 
they want resources or what they have been asking for. I hope the experience 
that I have working with break-free is like that. If they present what they need 
at the same time should tackle issues related to teenage pregnancy, child 
marriages, whether we should support the civil society.”
(Male Policy-Maker, KII, Phase 3)

In all three phases, the programme staff shared that they conducted annual needs assessments to 
understand the capacity needs of the youth advocates at national level and community level. This 
enables the programme to include the requests in their activities/workplan and these requests can 
be on different themes including the National Youth policy or policies on child marriage or 
teenage pregnancies.
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In phase 3, young people through the IDIs attested to the Break Free! Programme capacity building 
strategy as most youth advocates called it inclusive, responsive to youth, and empowering.

“The main thing that made me stick around Break Free program activities is 
the treatment they give me, they didn’t discriminate me in any way, they just 
considering me as human, regardless of my status, or physical disability, so 
they made me confident. They have taken me to spaces where there was no 
one I knew, and get to meet likeminded young people, and decision makers, 
just that treatment made me feel worthy as a human being, and I was 
made confident.”
(Female youth advocate, 26, IDI, Phase 3)

“Seeing behaviour change in people, when I look back, and over the years, 
people are not the same. And also getting to represent young people in high 
level meetings is an achievement, and the Break Free capacitated me on 
public speaking skills”
(Male youth advocate, 25, IDI, phase 3) 

Logistical and financial assistance was also mentioned as a facilitator in all phases in the reflection 
diaries. However, when compared to the other factors that young people cited in the reflection 
diaries, interestingly, financial support from Break Free! was the least mentioned both for their 
participation in the preparations, and for the advocacy event itself (Figure 9 and 10). In reflection 
sessions, and IDIs youth advocates shared in detail experiences around logistical issues which 
included poor time management, resources management during events, for example inadequate 
campaign T-shirts, and delays in financial reimbursement (see Annex 2: User journey). This suggests 
that while resources are necessary for youth to engage, young people may not have mentioned 
them as the most significant or empowering form of support because Break free!, including SAT 
always budgeted for the participation of youth advocates. So, by definition each youth advocate that 
participated in an activity was compensated for their travel expenses and/or related costs 
(see section 4.4.4.2).

In the second reflection session, youth advocates discussed barriers to youth-led advocacy 
at national level in small groups, and one common concern was lack of funding for youth led 
organizations, or start-ups. Young people acknowledged limitation on logistical, and financial 
support from CSOs, but expressed concerns around the funding landscape in Malawi, which they  
described as not friendly for independent youth-led advocacy. They cited specific requirements, or 
conditions to hinder young people’s potential, and capacity to advocate not as beneficiaries, but as 
stakeholders. This concern resonates with a specific concern they raised about needing resources to 
engage parliamentarians. (see section 4.2: Acceptability of youth participation) 
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“I forgot one challenge; there may be some organizations like [name of 
organisation] that provide funding, and you even observe as you write a 
proposal according to their requirements, you get to find them turning 
you off. You know very well that a youth led organization is not that big, 
maybe you may fit in some areas, and instead of them sub-granting other 
institutions, and have the small organization work on things they can. But 
they have values that they can never be met by small youth organization.”
(Male Youth Advocate-27-Reflection session, Phase2)

Regardless, the nature of the financial support was further explained by programme staff. In the 
first phase, a programme staff member interviewed indicated that at national level, the finances 
are directed towards enabling young people to travel, or buy internet bundles for them to attend 
trainings, or advocacy workshops. In contrast, as clarified by a key informant in phase one,

“…at community level, requests for financial support are usually directed 
towards scholarships and school fees.”

 
4.4.1.2. Role of peers, family and support networks
Communication and support between youth advocates emerged as a critical enabler of these 
joint efforts. The sharing between youth advocates focused on how to become better leaders, tips 
on how to lobby and advocate for change; roles and ideas on how best to advocate for a particular 
topic (e.g. making the SRHR policy responsive to community needs); ideas or information with other 
youth (for e.g. laws and policies about GBV or contradictions in laws and policies on age of consent). 
One advocate in phase two spoke of contributing to youth policy development. In phase one and 
two, similar aspects were shared such as how youth advocates brainstormed together on how to 
solve emerging issues. Other ways they worked together included participating in drama groups 
(for instance for the 16 days against GBV), panel discussions, facilitating sessions at events and 
networking during breaks at events.

“Whenever we have meeting we communicate through phones, we have 
different clubs, champion of change, youth champion, we dedicate days 
to such committees, and delegate different roles, on different topics- as 
break free, I collect and direct the issues to the right people through report 
writing; how many meetings, challenges- we collect from- drama, COC, Youth 
champion, FOCAD (they([Break Free!) investigate and call upon leaders to 
listen to our petitions).”
(Female youth advocate, 28 years, Reflection diary, Phase 1)

A youth advocate also added that they work through existing structures with other youth 
advocates outlining the role of the Youth Hub and the Champions of Change groups. Similarly, in 
phase one, a youth advocate highlighted that their advocacy was not limited to being at events, 
but also advocating in the community so their peers could also have the relevant information. At 
community level, this took the form of disseminating information at the community level; how 
it improves SRHR service access (such as improving privacy) in their communities; carrying out 
activities (e.g. peer to peer talks on SRH as well as distribution of family planning methods). In phase 
3, one youth advocate shared of how they were trusted to organize, and manage all activities for an 
event they reported as important:
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“This event was interesting because there were different activities happening, 
and different young people from different areas, and it was organized by 
us young people. It was a very important meeting because it helped a lot of 
people understand what 16 days of activism is all about. And I was the one 
who was taking lead organizing, and implemented in the community, whilst 
others did participate at national level.”
(Male youth advocate, 25 years, IDI, Phase 3)

A few youth advocates emphasised the role that communication plays in collaboration between 
youth. This was particularly in phase one. 

“Everything is possible through communication with our fellow young people, 
from different areas, so we sit and discuss on how best to work on issues on 
the table.”
(Male youth advocate, 28 years, Reflection diary, Phase 1)

In phase three, through the IDIs, more youth advocates narrated successful outcomes from 
collaborative efforts with fellow young people through their user journeys. 

“It was myself, my fellow youth hub members (female), and the radio host. 
From the time we were contacted that we were on the panel, I had a chat 
with my colleague to do more research on the ground, so that we could add 
to our existing knowledge. We needed to have something tangible to share, 
and when we got at the station, we met the NYCOM director, and it was more 
of an insightful day, and I really enjoyed, if you Watch the video, you will see”
(Male youth advocate, 30 years, IDI, Phase 3)

In the reflection sessions with youth advocates (phase 1, and phase 2), it was commonly shared that 
their family and relatives were supportive of their advocacy work. Parents were often cited as to show 
support towards youth advocates’ advocacy activities, as shared by a youth advocate in phase 1:

“The other support is my Mom, I stay with my Mom and she really supported 
me by showing interest and asking me about what we do. I would get home 
from retreats, with things like condoms, but she won’t freak out because she 
understands what I do. My siblings are also supportive, when I come back 
and share them condoms, they are happy, and they actually say, ‘She will 
bring us condoms’.”
(Female youth advocate, 23 years, Reflection Session, Phase 1). 

Many participants in all phases also mentioned support from peers, other youth advocates and for 
instance, as one participant from phase 1 shared the District Youth Network or NGOs such as Partners 
in Health or SAT also played an important role. Peers, the youth hub and youth clubs gave them the 
confidence to speak up and conduct advocacy.
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The programme staff also mentioned that Break Free! supports youth advocates through the 
framework of intergenerational interventions, such as through radio programmes and in urban areas 
through dialogues, implementing them in schools to encourage parents and young people to voice 
concerns and thoughts on SRHR issues. This approach of conducting dialogues between parents and 
youth was also appreciated by one of the policy makers in phase 1, as they shared how interventions 
like this help bridge the gap between young people, and adults: 

“There are some interventions that are happening at the community, we 
have, through the ministry of youth, there is a document which is called 
‘Parent-Child Communication, PCC’ so within that it is where parents are 
supposed to make sure that the gap that has been there between the 
discussions especially on sexual reproductive health should be closed”
(Male Policy-maker, KII, Phase 1)

4.4.1.3. Mentorship
Mentorship, which is also offered by the Break Free! Programme, was described as a central 
enabler of youth advocates’ development. It was typically provided by experienced staff or by 
youth advocates who had been engaged in the youth hub for longer periods of time. A male youth 
advocate reflected on how these opportunities not only shaped his advocacy journey but also built 
transferable skills:

“Through Break Free!, I contributed to organizing community clean-up 
initiatives, fundraising campaigns, and advocacy events. These experiences 
honed my project management, public speaking, and collaboration skills 
(...)  I developed valuable skills in leadership, teamwork, and community 
engagement. I’m eager to continue contributing to BreakFree’s mission, 
potentially leading workshops or mentoring newer participants. I believe my 
experiences and skills align with BreakFree’s goals, and I’m excited to make 
a lasting impact.”
(Male Youth Advocate-26, reflection diary, Phase 2)

This trajectory of skills development and aspiration to mentor others aligns with how programme 
staff themselves described the youth hub model:

“Mentoring is there, for example the youth hub platform is big on mentorship, 
so this is how we operate; we recruit young people, they go through the 
process of capacity building, after their capacity is built, they are exposed 
to different opportunities, and when they reach the age of 25, since the 
youth hub is open for age 13 to 25, when they reach age 25, they graduate to 
mentors. So, they recruit a new group of young people, the ones that are due 
to the age of 25, they become youth hub mentors, so they mentor the young 
ones, so, I also underwent the same process.”
(Programme staff, KII, Phase 1)
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In practice, mentorship was often reinforced by broader support networks that enabled youth to take 
up and sustain advocacy roles. As one young woman explained:

“I live with my parents, right. So, they support me a lot, even when I have 
to go away from home for like two days, they support me by letting me go. 
Finances or logistics, SAT [part of the Break Free! consortium] really supports 
me, they try. And the organization that I work with, also supports me in my 
advocacy work.” 
(Female youth advocate, 23 Years, Reflection session, phase 2)

4.4.2	 Challenges to youth involvement in advocacy 
Throughout the three phases, participants, youth advocates and key informants highlighted a variety 
of challenges faced by youth advocates.

What challenges did you encounter during 
the preparations?
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Financial challenges

Logistical difficulties

Lack of Support from my
community elders/council

I did not feel supported by my
peers (youth club, youth advocates)

I did not feel confident about the topics
being discussed  (e.g. advocacy, youth)

Parents did not allow me to participate
in the prep (meetings)

I was not heard or given space
to share my views

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Figure 11: Challenges faced during the preparations for activities (Phase 1 n=22;
Phase 2 n=7; Phase 3 n=9)
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As per the reflection diaries, youth advocates most often spoke of financial and logistical challenges, 
both regarding their preparations (see Figure 11) and during their participation in the advocacy 
event/s (see Figure 12 below).

The most common themes related to challenges are discussed in the following chapters. 

4.4.2.1. The balance between volunteer work and paid work and who counts as a 
young person: Issues with recruitment
Participants reported to have seen fewer instances of young people dropping out from the 
programme platforms like youth hub, and clubs in the community. For those that leave the groups, 
they are said to be due to migration, both local and cross-border, with young people looking for 
greener pastures in South Africa, or in cities within Malawi. 

The study participants also shared to have observed differences in the way youth advocates in 
rural, and urban areas engaged.  Most key informants noticed youth from the rural areas to be more 
likely to stay in clubs compared to urban youth, who are more exposed to education and work 
opportunities. Age was also identified as a factor influencing when youth transition out of advocacy 
spaces. While the official graduation age for mentorship within the SAT Youth Hub is set at 25 years, 
youth in rural clubs often continue their involvement well beyond the age of 35, motivated by a 
strong sense of purpose and belonging. 

However, the programme staff expressed how some of the young people continue with advocacy 
work after leaving the hub, and some even start their own youth-led organizations centred around 
advocacy. Contrary to the case in rural areas where lack of employment options kept youth engaged 

What challenges did you encounter during the event?
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

There was no space for me to share 
my views or I was not heard

Did not feel prepared about the 
topics being discussed

Policy-makers/Decision-makers did 
not take me seriously

Did not feel confident to speak to 
pilicy-makers or decision-makers

Logistical difficulties

Financial challenges

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Figure 12: Challenges faced during the preparations for activities (Phase 1 n=22;
Phase 2 n=7; Phase 3 n=9)
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in youth clubs, in the urban settings where there were more options, youth advocates preferred to 
dedicate their time on earning a living.  High unemployment rates among youth volunteers affected 
their level of participation, as many found themselves navigating a tension between altruistic 
motivations for volunteering and personal economic needs. This sometimes led to competition 
among youth for opportunities such as sponsored workshops or representation in advocacy spaces. 
A programme staff member in phase 2 reflected on their experience with colleagues they had started 
doing advocacy work with:

“That’s very common for the urban [areas], we have a lot of young people 
whom I started with, but they are not in this space anymore, they are doing 
something else. It is because they found a greener pasture somewhere, so 
they stopped. You know it’s like, you graduate and the level of unemployment 
in Malawi is quite big, so you jump to whatever that’s there.”
(Programme staff, KII, Phase 1) 

The key informants expressed the gap in the Break Free! programme’s sustainability strategy which 
did not pay much attention to the economic empowerment of youth advocates to create strong, 
self-reliant youth advocates since the programme would not always be present. A few staff members 
felt that supporting the youth advocates with their full advocacy needs financially somehow created 
laidback youth advocates who would only wait on SAT-Youth hub to facilitate their participation 
in advocacy spaces. The staff felt that the programme design should have a few economic 
empowerment activities, (e.g. savings and loans) or vocational skills so that youth can sustain the 
advocacy activities independently and keep their careers aspirations as well. 

4.4.2.2. Role of financial support and accompanying challenges
The challenge of allowances was brought up in the reflection diaries and the reflection sessions 
during all three phases. Particularly in the reflection sessions, young people were asked to 
explain what they meant on their choice of financial, and or logistical challenges in the diary 
entries under challenges they faced for event/preparation meetings. The general explanation was 
around unsatisfactory allowance processes that involved delayed reimbursements, and amounts 
[allowance] described as not enough:

“transport to go back home, when we got back was not enough, even our 
transport going to [X] office was not reimbursed.”
(Male youth advocate, 24 years, reflection diary, Phase 1).

Interestingly, worries about financial support emerged most strongly during phase two. There 
appeared to be misunderstanding between the youth advocates and the programme staff on 
allowances being given to youth advocates to facilitate their participation in advocacy events. 
Since every activity within Break Free! had a budget and young people are only invited according 
to the funds available, the staff felt that the youth advocates may have shared this concern out of 
excitement during the reflection sessions. One of the staff members keenly shared in the learning 
session in phase two:
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 “….I’m not very much surprised with the findings. But perhaps on logistics. 
That’s where I was like, what are they trying to mean? Because under BF 
[Break Free!], we put young people at the center of the program. And we 
make sure that they are well safeguarded when it comes to whatever things 
that we are doing under BF [Break Free!].”
(Female Programme staff, BF-Consortium Reflection session Phase 2)

In phase two in particular, the youth advocates seemed to have had a feeling of dissatisfaction, 
and concern with the rates (lunch, DSA) provided by the Break Free!, the small costs incurred on 
transport, or the nitty, gritty personal concerns shared for a specific event/activity.

“Okay, proper logistics, I would say that in different organizations or 
in different events, we see that logistics are handled differently. Some 
handled in a lesser quantity, some in a higher quantity, some actually do 
accommodate everything in their appropriate ways, accommodation, 
transport, and food and whatnot, all the basic things, while others do not 
accommodate most of the things.”
(Youth advocate, Reflection session, phase 2)

A programme staff member corroborated this in the learning session and clarified issues around 
allowance, and organizational policies:

“I want to respond on the question of the different rates. I think you would 
notice that in the period of the Break Free! Programme there have been a 
lot of changes in terms of the rates…And these revisions were as a result 
of the devaluation that had occurred and some financial changes that had 
happened. So the revisions that had been imposed by the ministry or the 
government have not been embraced wholesome by organizations. Some 
organizations would absolve revised rates…Others would say no”.
(Male Programme staff, Reflection session, Phase 1) 

The sub-text of the discussions indicated that there were very few scenarios where the youth 
advocates had to use their own money to cater for something relating to the Break Free! tasks. Some 
of the reasons mentioned for such situations were around the different organizational rates, or 
differences in the areas/distances the youth advocates come from, which may make a standard local 
lunch and transport allowance (MK20,000 that the Break Free! programme is designed to pay for 
every time they invite a youth advocate), not be enough for someone coming from the furthest place 
but within Lilongwe. 

In the final and joined reflection session, the consortium staff were receptive to these concerns, and 
provided some clarity from programming view:
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“So, I am aware of the issues, and I am actually one of the advocates to say 
much as we have the systems, but they should be able to be managed in the 
manner that it serves the purpose, and all of us are happy to be part, and 
parcel of our programming, and you are supported accordingly, so thank 
you so much for bringing it out, I am not a stranger to that issue, I know it is 
a concern, but we are already in process to come up with an approach to be 
able to sort the process.”
(Male Programme staff, Reflection Session, Phase 3)

4.4.2.3. Backlash and resistance
Some youth advocates also expressed that participants in policy-level events did not take 
their perspectives seriously. Upon further probing, they attributed this to a perceived lack of 
accountability, weak communication channels, and limited follow-up on implementation. They also 
pointed to resistance from certain authorities and institutions - such as schools and temporary care 
facilities for young people outside their family homes - as factors contributing to opposition to MIYP 
in Malawi. 

Although there were focusing on national-level challenges in the reflection session, youth advocates 
also discussed some challenges at the community level. This included the role of religion, religious 
leaders and religious beliefs (Islamic and Christian beliefs) amongst community members that often 
“contradicted” many of the issues they were advocating for (see section 4.2).

The key informants acknowledged some improvement in the need to recognize young people, and 
cited some resistance as some decision makers still side-line youth even when discussing issues 
that affect young people. Examples of opposition were cited in levels like district level, with some 
committees in certain areas refusing youth participation, i.e the District Executive committee.

“So, COTLA is a Council for traditional and religious leaders, so as a council, 
there are only chiefs: I didn’t know that. As a council, the membership is 
only of chiefs, and religious leaders only. So I tried to bring an idea, taking 
advantage of the developing structure of the institution; so I said “The council 
can’t just be of chiefs membership, or religious people, but we need to have 
young person involved since they are the ones who know what is happening 
with young people, and can put in that knowledge, and they said to me ‘No, 
sitillola munthu aliyense wamba’.”
(Female youth Advocate, Reflection session, phase 2)

In two entries of the reflection diaries in phase 1, youth advocates spoke of the backlash faced at 
community level when advocating for SRHR issues, while one other entry referred to how youth 
advocates were not taken seriously by parents in the community as they considered them ‘children’. 
A youth advocate elaborated on this during the reflection session in phase 1 by explaining that they 
felt underestimated by villagers. 
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“The challenges that I face in my advocacy 
work, there is: rains, which is about weather, 
bad roads, no transportation, church leaders 
opposing the issues I advocate for like access 
of contraceptive for young people. Then 
there is an issue of money, and [feeling] 
underrated by villagers maybe because they 
underestimate me.”
(Female Youth Advocate, 28, Reflection session, 
Phase 1)

A participant in the reflection session, 
when documenting their advocacy journey 
highlighted the challenges, including 
national, local and international level 
challenges. When explaining their drawing 
they mentioned, “Sometimes as young 
people, we don’t know what we 
really want, [and] at international level, we have issue 
of power imbalance, and limited resources issues.”
(Female Youth Advocate, 23 years, Reflection session, Phase 1)

4.4.2.4. Youth’s confidence, knowledge, language skills and safety
Amongst other challenges voiced in the reflection diaries were issues related to lack of confidence 
or insufficient preparations. For instance, several entries referred to youth advocates not knowing 
enough about the scorecard to actively contribute regarding its review in the preparations (one 
entry) and at the event (two entries), as a 22 female youth advocated commented

“It was my first time seeing an SRHR scorecard so it was about difficult for 
me to understand it”. 

Some young people reported hurdles like processing travelling documents, lack of knowledge on 
recruitment process into advocacy spaces, or institutions working on youth advocacy, and the issue 
of the same youth advocates being chosen for different events. The programme staff corroborated 
this in the learning session in phase two and felt that constantly choosing the same youth for 
activities is an obstacle to youth advocacy.

A few youth advocates also flagged the role of English in advocacy, particularly at the national, 
regional and international level where English is often the main language of communication. Youth 
advocates referred to the translation services (from French to English for instance and from Chichewa 
to English) at some events, one of the youth advocate mentioned that she was supported by a peer 
for translating her question from Chichewa to English so that she could address the President while 
another spoke of her peers helping translate a question from English to Chichewa so that she could 
respond optimally. 

Picture 5: Advocacy Journey 
(Reflection session, Phase 1)
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“It was good, we took the whole day to prepare and my colleagues helped me 
prepare for my single question- we also had staff from girls empowerment 
NGOs- my friends helped me by translating my assigned question to 
Chichewa, which was very good and easy for me. i was the only one from 
JEWA, but was able to collaborate with friends from different districts, but i 
didn’t feel out of place.”
(Female youth advocate, 24 years, Reflection diary, Phase 1)

Interestingly, one youth advocate felt that advocacy on topics like SRHR was quite challenging in 
Chichewa and that there was a demand for advocates to work in both languages.

“To top it up, there was then a small barrier, where we were obligated to 
speak in Chichewa, when presenting our work, where we know that most 
of this advocacy thing, especially on SRHR, is really difficult to speak in 
Chichewa. That’s one of my comments, and then we explain these problems, 
they say we should advocate in Chichewa, these small issues, some of us can’t 
do it, and we were criticized about it; What’s the point of being an advocate, 
if you can’t advocate in both of your languages?”
(Female youth advocate, 23 years, Reflection session, phase two)

Safeguarding as an obstacle to youth participation was discussed across the phases suggesting that 
some NGOs working with young people did not sufficiently consider safeguarding issues that may 
have an impact on the youth involved wellbeing beyond the programs/projects. While efforts to 
include youth voices in public forums and advocacy spaces are often well-intentioned, one policy-
maker interviewed in Phase 3 highlighted the risks of overlooking safeguarding protocols and the 
potential for re-traumatization. Reflecting on a troubling experience at a regional event illustrated in 
the quote below, the key informant questioned the ethical implications and lack of support provided 
to the girl: 

“I went to a two days programme in South Africa: at ministry when one of 
our children from our schools is going outside the country, we have to clear 
them, the parental consent, and whatever. Now there had to come… there is 
an NGO in district X, they had to travel with a teen mother, so young, who had 
just given birth through caesarian procedure and that child, we were told was 
impregnated by her step father, so they wanted her to give her testimony. 
So I was in the Hall, and they said “there is a case study from Malawi”, I was 
like which one, and they took the child on stage, a traumatized child for that 
matter (... ) and they wanted the child to speak, I stopped them, I said No, she 
is a minor, you can’t expose her like that, and she is depressed, she has just 
given birth, what are you trying to do? Are you thinking about her future? (... 
)  I said no, we are not going to do that, we will put you to task, because you 
are depressing the child further, and she was just crying, she couldn’t even 
say anything, she was traumatized, she needed psycho-social support, she 
needed some counselling, so that at least she could go back to school. So 
some people think they are doing it, they want to show everyone backing 
them, in a wrong way.”
(Female Policymaker, KII, phase 3)
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4.4.2.5. Other challenges
Extreme weather (e.g. rain or heat) was also mentioned as a logistical challenge by many youth 
advocates in the reflection session’s activity, called “mapping youth advocacy” as youth advocates 
drew a picture. One of the advocates also flagged that the visits by Break Free! staff to the 
intervention areas were quite limited.

“We assessed the progress of our work as advocates, we shared the 
challenges, and shared possible strategies- we both complained of lack 
of supervision from the BF programme staff- timafuna anthu akudera 
akumadziwa kuti aeni ake a project aja ndi awa-koma ayi samabwera. 
(We want local people to know that the project’s owners are these people - 
but they don’t come.) This is discouraging, we need to be encouraged with 
regular visitations. So when we have a report for them, we have to call, or 
they call to ask in their convenient time.”
(Male youth advocate, 25 years, Reflection diary entry, Phase 2)

4.4.3	 Sustaining the engagement of young people 
The policy makers, and the programmes staff emphasized the need to sustain young people in 
advocacy work. The informants acknowledged that there are different needs for youth advocates; 
rural, and urban, male, and female, and by age. Lack of job opportunities for young people in the 
rural areas may make youth advocates resist graduating or quit youth forums. Migration on the other 
hand, was also mentioned as one factor that impacts the continuous engagement of young people 
in advocacy work. Youth advocates were reported to leave the youth forums as they look for better 
opportunities, or school. Exposure, described as having access to information or opportunities, was 
also mostly cited by youth advocates and the key informants as impacting continuous participation 
in advocacy work. Particularly for urban youth, most of the participants said urban youth were more 
exposed, and this might make them leave the youth hub before they their graduating age (25). Whilst 
for the youth advocates in the rural areas, lack of exposure was said to be one of the leading factors 
for their failed access in some advocacy activities, as one youth advocates from the reflection session 
rightly put it:

“P2: When it comes to connections and exposure especially for young people 
in the rural is really hard. For us to even know the processes required for one 
to get to the advocacy forums, is a challenge.”
(Male youth advocate-25, Reflection session, Phase 1)

The roadmap for young people’s continued engagement in advocacy work was aligned around 
capacity building. Most of the participants shared their belief of equipping youth advocates with 
knowledge and skills around advocacy work; how to lobby from an evidence-informed position. One 
of the programme’s staff suggested government and civil society organizations working together 
to create long-lasting programmes that teach skills like financial management or tailoring to keep 
youth in the forums. As the quote below illustrates, participants emphasised that investing in youth 
advocates can make a big difference in the battle against child marriage and teenage pregnancy:

“The answer is yes, because when we say anything for young people without 
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them is not for them. So, we are trying to say is, there is no value, there 
is no ownership, there is no sustainability when young people don’t take 
center stage in youth led advocacy or in advocacy (...) according to 2063 
agenda, centers around young people. So, as a country, if indeed we go, 
by the aspirations of this particular agenda, we can’t do otherwise. We are 
mandated to ensure that young people take center stage. And that is why 
for me there is more value because if we achieve, if we invest something for 
them, we are rest assured that they will value, they will embrace it within a 
longer period of time because they will know that we have fought for this. 
Imagine how countries like South Africa, they talk of Apartheid(...) Youth 
movement. You understand.  So, for me   youth led advocacy, it has got an 
impact it has got more value. That’s why social movement among young 
people is the way to go. Because the future, I mean, the future is for them. 
So, we can’t continue to fight the battle in absence of young people. They 
will not sustain it, they will not embrace it.  So, until they participate, until 
they take center stage, it means we are assured of the sustainability of these 
interventions. So I think for me, it makes sense.”
(Male programme staff, KII, Phase 3)

4.5	 Outcomes of MIYP in national-level advocacy

This chapter examines how the Break Free! programme strengthened youth advocates’ skills, roles, 
and contributions. It highlights their growing confidence, influence on SRHR outcomes and policy 
processes, and improved collaboration with leaders, while also acknowledging persistent structural 
barriers that limit sustained impact.

4.5.1	 Improved knowledge and advocacy skills
In phase one, a few youth expressed they were proud of the positive changes they have witnessed in 
the community, such as increased youth participation and clearer guidelines for youth involvement 
in decision-making processes. Many youth advocates felt more confident, more knowledgeable and 
skilled and appreciated the opportunity to represent other youth.

According to a few youth advocates in phase one and phase two, participation in programmes like 
Break Free! has equipped them with knowledge (on SRHR issues) and skills (like public speaking, 
advocacy), enabling them to contribute meaningfully to discussions and initiatives. In general, they 
also felt confident and believed that they have been able to voice their concerns. This illustrated by a 
youth advocate in phase three who shared that:

“I got to advocate for young people across SADC- I am not only an advocate in 
Malawi, I am an international ADVOCATE”
(Female youth advocate, 27 years, IDI, phase 3)

Through the three phases, youth advocates mentioned that they were proud that they were able to 
represent other youth and as mentioned by one advocate in the reflection diary entry during phase 1, 
“Am proud to be a hub member as sometimes am entrusted to speak on behalf of youths.” 
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One of the youth advocates in phase two felt their work was validated when they received 
appreciation regarding the information they were sharing. Another youth advocate spoke of the new 
knowledge they had gained. This was also echoed by another youth advocate who shared that they 
now knew what to do and where to go for help if a young person’s human rights were violated.  

4.5.2	 Youth advocates’ contributions to policy-making
Key informants often voiced the importance of active participation of young people in advocacy 
efforts in their interviews. All four of them in phase one reported youth advocacy as critical for 
achieving advocacy goals. They emphasized the power youth advocates possess in voicing out issues 
that concern young people because it draws attention, which is more effective than advocating 
for someone else. One key informant gave an example of the limitation shown through the Abuja 
Declaration, which advocates for 15% of the national budget going towards health. They touched 
on how this pledge has not made progress because Malawi still experienced stock outs of SRHR 
commodities, signifying lack of resources towards health commitments, and that it can take youth-
led advocacy to push for such agenda. 

During phase 1, a policy maker also highlighted different entry points where youth are able to 
contribute in an institutional and structural manner. They mentioned the presence of youth clubs 
at the local level, and specific structures at district Council level, which include the youth officer 
and the district executive committee, and finally, national level ministries are addressing key issues 
affecting young people’s policies. As mentioned by a policymaker in phase 1, “By investing in these 
young people, they can make a significant impact on the fight against child marriage and 
other issues”. 

Also, youth advocates themselves expressed pride in contributing to policy processes and 
frameworks at both national and regional levels. This sense of pride reflects not only individual 
achievement but also a growing recognition of youth voices in decision-making arenas. When 
discussing what they were proud of, youth often interspersed observations from their participation 
at community-level and national-level events. During phase one, young participants via the 
reflection diaries expressed immense pride and fulfilment in their involvement in youth advocacy 
and community engagement. Some highlighted their journey from a young age, emphasizing their 
impact on youth issues, particularly in SRHR and MIYP. According to one youth advocate in phase 
one, youth campaigns influenced national-level recommendations and reduced rates of 
child marriages

A few youth advocates further spoke about successes in youth getting a 
seat at the table in decision-making forums or being able to voice out their 
concerns in policy meeting forums, particularly at district level. Through 
the IDIs in phase 3, more accounts of successes were narrated by youth 
advocates: “I can say that Break Free! opportunities that made me exposed 
to so many people with different skills, and this really equipped me. So 
networking really helped me.”
(Female Youth Advocate, 23 years, IDI, Phase 3)

In phase two, for example, a young woman reflected on her participation in regional 
policy validation: 
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“Am proud that I was part and parcel of a validation meeting that was 
developing a COTLA framework to be used in the SADC regions.”
(Female Youth Advocate, 24 years, reflection diary, Phase 2) 

Here, the emphasis lies not only on participation but on the recognition that youth were included 
in shaping frameworks with cross-country implications. This sense of empowerment and collective 
influence was echoed by others, who linked their contributions directly to critical national priorities 
such as reducing child marriage, school dropout, and teenage pregnancy.

“To be part of validation meeting of the strategy that will be used in the 
country. Knowing I was part of the team that drafted and gave remarks. 
The decisions that will curb early marriages, school dropout and teenage 
pregnancies will always make me feel proud.”
(Female Youth Advocate, 25 years, Reflection diary, Phase 2)

Some also reflected on their role in changing structural barriers that had previously excluded young 
people from decision-making spaces. For instance, one male youth explained how their advocacy 
directly contributed to revisions of the CVSU guidelines to include youth participation:

“So during my first diary, I responded about us as young people of Machinga 
advocating for the CVSU guidelines, we noticed that as young people we 
were not being included in CVSU guidelines. It was limiting us to participate 
in issue of gender based violence case management that happen at TA level, 
and we saw it as a problem (...) With help from Break Free program, we 
managed to engage duty bearers from the district council (...) The council 
indeed accepted that there is a problem, and young people are not engaged 
in the CVSU (...) unfortunately this is a national thing, it is a policy thing, so it 
needs some sort of willingness from the central government, the parliament, 
those people who do make policy changes (...) So Break Free took it up at 
national level (...) the guideline were changed to include young people as we 
speak, it is one of the successes young people are being involved in the CVSU, 
are part of the CVSU (...) and we do take part in all cases, or all issues that 
happen at CVSU.”
(Male Youth Advocate, 26, IDI, Phase 3).

Such examples illustrate how youth contributions were not merely symbolic but resulted in tangible 
policy changes that institutionalized their participation in critical decision-making bodies.

4.5.3	 Break Free! has given many youth advocates clear roles in the community
Many youth advocates attributed their increased confidence and clear role in the community to the 
Break Free! programme in the diary entries. For many participants, the programme was described 
as a turning point in how they were perceived by peers, leaders, and institutions, with increased 
confidence stemming from the acknowledgement of their contributions. One male youth advocate 
from TA Chiwalo (Machinga) reflected on how the programme had elevated his status in community 
structures dealing with child protection and youth issues:
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“Kubwera kwa BF kwathandiza kuti ndikhale munthu ofunikila mudzi muno 
(The arrival of BF has helped me to become a useful person in this village) 
- from VH, child protection, and Police. I notice this because they always 
include me when we have cases that involve young people, and children. The 
capacity that BF has given me has made me known, and considered here in 
TA Chiwalo.”
(Male youth advocate, 28 years, Reflection diary, Phase 1) 

Other youth emphasized how Break Free! facilitated their involvement in advocacy activities 
regardless of personal circumstances, thereby promoting inclusivity. A young female advocate with 
a disability described how the programme validated her voice and enabled her to speak publicly on 
issues directly affecting her:

“Usually Plan International (Break Free!) doesn’t look at my state of being, 
regardless of my disability, they often involve me in different projects, and 
activities, and this encourages me. they prove to me that achinyamata 
aulumali tingathe kutengapo mbai pakhani zamoyo wabwino pankhani 
zogonana (Young people with disabilities can take part on sexual 
reprodcuctive health, and rights). Just yesterday, I was invited to speak on a 
topic related to me (young people with disabilities and SRHR).”
(Female youth advocate, 24 years, Reflection diary, Phase 2)

4.5.4	 Youth advocacy contributing to improved SRHR outcomes 
Youth advocates consistently reflected on the outcomes and successes of their participation, 
linking their advocacy efforts to tangible changes in family planning, child marriage prevention, 
gender-based violence, and shifts in community attitudes. Many advocates spoke of observing 
their advocacy work contributing to improvement in family planning methods and contraception 
availability, and a subsequent reduction in teenage pregnancy. This included an increased awareness 
among youth about family planning methods. This was also echoed by youth advocates in phase two 
and three who shared that young people were able to access contraceptives and relevant services 
since they recognise that it is their right to do so:

“Now we are not shy to access contraceptives anymore. Now, people can’t 
separate the talk of contraceptives with youth.”
(Male Youth Advocate, 26 Years, Reflection Session, Phase2)
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Roundtable stakeholder meeting, 2023 on budget allocation 
for SHRR as documented by a youth advocate, Phase 1

ICPD+25 Youth Consultation, 2023 as 
documented by a youth advocate, Phase 1

SADC scorecard report discussion, 2023 
as documented by a youth advocate

“The picture was taken last year in 
2023, it was a roundtable meeting 
with ministers and other stakeholders 
to discuss about policies and budget 
allocation when it comes to sexual 
reproductive health rights services.” 
(Female youth advocate, 24 years, 
Phase 1)

“December 2023 at reproductive 
health directorate board room. We 
were discussing and evaluating SADC 
scorecard report for Malawi” (Female 
youth advocate, 24 years, Phase 1)

“The photo attached was at Crossroads 
hotel during on early November 2023 during 
ICPD+25 Youth Consultation whereby we 
were divided into groups according to the 
field of experience to articulate and share 
our inputs on issues of Sexual Reproductive 
health related to Young people.” 
(Male Youth advocate, 27 years, Phase 1)
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Another recurring outcome related to the reduction of child marriage and gender-based violence. 
Several youth linked their participation in events such as the 16 Days of Activism against GBV/VAW 
to shifts in community behaviour, including traditional leaders distancing themselves from harmful 
practices. One youth who had attended a national level event shared,

“For 16 days of activism, after the events, chiefs were really shunning away 
from being part of the child related marriages.”
(Male Youth advocate, 24 Years, Reflection diary, Phase 1) 

A youth advocate in phase two highlighted the role of collaborative action between young people 
which were fostered by the event they had participated in. Another youth advocate who had worked 
on the child labour scorecard spoke of the workplan they developed and not used to strategize on 
next steps. 

Given that child marriage prevention was the dominant topic that youth advocates had worked on in 
phase two, some of the successes were also around this topic. A few participants also felt that cases 
of child marriage and GBV had reduced and “most girls were returning to school”. One participant 
cited the back-to-school campaign as a reason for this shift.

Mindset change was one the commonly mentioned outcome by youth advocates in the IDIs. 
Reflecting on their advocacy journeys: young people reported to have evolved professionally, as 
they were more open to embracing new knowledge, which in return gave them the courage, and 
confidence to work as advocate: 

“My first is my success, because they EMPOWERED MY MINDSET- (...) In 
the past, I used to look myself down, I used to think my disability was an 
issue, like a failure, but they washed me [ anandichotsa matope]. I am not 
sure about my fellow youth, but I honestly feel the Break Free! Program 
has activated me somehow, and I make sure I do something productive 
from every activity I attend (...) I have gained a lot of experience, and I 
can challenge people into changing through guidance- and they can be 
motivated, and change direction of their lives.”
(Female youth advocate, 27 years, IDI, Phase 3)

Similarly, another participant described how exposure to new issues, such as menstrual hygiene, 
translated into concrete community action:

“Like I said the radio experience, attending the UPR meeting, going back to 
the community and sharing with my community. Apart from that I also came 
to understand menstrual hygiene through the Break Free! Getting to know 
the challenges girls and women face (...) I realised that there are challenges 
that are there, so my involvement helped me realize those challenges I didn’t 
know existed, because it actually helped me to go to my community, and 
I was able to distribute sanitary pads to more than 250 women, and girls 
through my organization.”
(Male youth advocate, 30 years, IDI, Phase 3)
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4.5.5	 Links between leaders and youth 
A youth advocate pointed to the strengthened connection between the government, including the 
police and social welfare staff and youth. The youth advocates reflected on the fact that both groups 
they have a common goal of protecting children’s rights and preventing child marriage. 

“In the past…there was no connection between the youth, and the 
community here, we were linked to the community leaders here, and we now 
work together easily. They looked at us as children, but now they respect and 
take on our contribution.”
(Female youth advocate, 28 years, Reflection diary entry, Phase 2)

Another youth advocate mentioned that chiefs were holding those who conduct malpractices (like 
child marriage) accountable. However, this opinion on the chiefs was not unanimous. 

One of the youth advocates who was involved in Break Free! for 2-5 years and who organised a panel 
event with other youth at a Break Free! event shared clear results from the event citing number of 
youth engaged, proportion of those who had increased awareness and proportion of those who had 
a change in attitudes. However, the source of the data was not clearly outlined in the diary entry. 
Similarly, two other youth advocates spoke of increased awareness, policy commitments and a 
decline in rates of teenage pregnancies and child marriage due to Break Free!, however the source of 
this data was unclear. 

At the same time, there were a few concerns raised. During phase one, a youth 
mentioned that “…Didn’t see any feedback from the crossroads meeting- it 
takes time to get feedback from such kind of platforms, maybe because they 
involve office people”. Another youth advocate shared that since the Lilongwe 
Youth District Network participated in the national Youth Policy Review 
meeting, they could raise issues with NGOs. As mentioned by a male youth 
advocate in reflection session of phase 2: “some NGOs were claiming to work 
with youths just to source money, this was raised and addressed as well.”

Other concerns were raised during phase two. When reflecting on outcomes, a youth advocate felt 
that there was a poor relationship and lack of alignment between the village heads, chiefs, and 
young people. The youth advocate felt that these leaders lacked trust and confidence in youth 
advocates as they are young which led to poor collaboration between the two parties. Another youth 
advocate pointed out the gaps in the law which contradicts itself regarding youth access to SRHR 
services. 

While many youth described positive outcomes of their participation, their reflections also reveal 
persistent challenges that limit the effectiveness and sustainability of advocacy efforts. These 
concerns underscore that while Break Free! has expanded opportunities for youth participation, 
meaningful and sustained impact requires not only strengthening youth capacity but also addressing 
structural barriers, power imbalances, and institutional accountability.
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5	 Discussion 
This study set out to follow the trajectories of youth advocates in Malawi over a two-year period, 
generating longitudinal insights into how young people engage in, experience, and influence 
advocacy processes under the Break Free! programme. By combining a desk review with sequential 
reflection diaries, in-depth interviews, and facilitated reflection sessions, the research was able 
to capture both the evolving roles of youth advocates and the contextual factors shaping their 
participation across different levels, with a focus on national-level advocacy. This approach provided 
a rare opportunity to examine advocacy as a dynamic process rather than a series of isolated events, 
shedding light on how capacity building, exposure to decision-making spaces, and intergenerational 
collaboration can strengthen youth agency and contribute to policy and social change. The findings 
contribute to a growing body of literature on MIYP in SRHR advocacy, while also surfacing persistent 
structural and attitudinal barriers that must be addressed to sustain and scale such engagement. In 
doing so, we caution against the presumption of inherent ‘goodness’ in youth participation and the 
uncritical acceptance of taken-for-granted assumptions about voice, agency, and empowerment - 
assumptions that risk producing models which overlook the ethical, cultural, political, and practical 
complexities that shape participatory opportunities and structures over time (5).

Increasing acceptance and recognised value of MIYP while navigating an international 
cooperation-driven youth participation agenda
A growing body of literature underscores the importance of grounding interventions in the lived 
realities of those most affected, centring youth voices and experiences can enhance the acceptability 
of programmes and policies, enabling them to more effectively address the complex challenges faced 
by African communities and fostering inclusivity, sustainability, and resilience in achieving improved 
public health outcomes (5,6). In light of this, our study findings indicate an increasing acceptance 
of MIYP in advocacy spaces in Malawi, particularly at the national level. Progressive policy 
commitments on youth engagement - aligned with regional and global agendas on governance and 
SRHR - have contributed to this shift (7). Youth participation is frequently valued for its authenticity 
and relevance, and is often articulated through the principle “Nothing for them, without them.” 
Greater exposure to youth advocates’ contributions appears to have shifted some adult perceptions 
that previously positioned young people as inexperienced, disruptive, or lacking credibility. Youth–
adult partnerships emerged as a promising form of youth participation in advocacy that could 
be explored further, characterised by shared power and responsibilities based on the respective 
strengths of each group, and has been shown to enhance the acceptability of intergenerational 
collaboration while improving advocacy outcomes (3,8,9). 

Despite these developments, several persistent barriers to acceptability remain. The study found that 
tokenistic approaches continue to limit the influence of youth in decision-making processes, with 
their inclusion often driven by donor requirements or political visibility rather than a commitment 
to shared power. As highlighted in the literature, such tokenism is frequently reinforced by the social 
dynamics of participation, particularly when NGOs invite youth into adult-dominated spaces that 
are governed by norms positioning young people as “seen and not heard” (7,10–12). As our study 
has shown, in such contexts, youth may feel unable to speak freely, lack the discursive or material 
resources (e.g., professional language, attire) required to be taken seriously, or become disillusioned 
when their views are ignored or dismissed. 

Systemic challenges, such as disconnects or weak communication channels between CSOs and 
government actors, and between CSOs and youth advocates, were found to constrain acceptability, 
and particularly trust-building. Our study also reveals gaps in the acceptability to MIYP. Available 
literature draws attention to this cultural limitation, highlighting the impact of systemic challenges 
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i.e lack of synergy among stakeholders being a source of confusion to young people wanting to 
engage (7,13,14). Disputes over contested terminology, for instance in relation to ‘comprehensive 
sexuality education’ (CSE), have at times diverted attention from substantive discussions on MIYP 
priorities. In the same light, literature recognizes the importance of sexuality health education, 
and suggests extensive pre-programme trainings for stakeholders for effective implementation 
of sensitive topic like CSE to individuals influenced by culture (15). Furthermore, safeguarding 
measures adopted by some CSOs, although intended to protect young participants, have in certain 
cases created tensions with guardians or restricted participation, especially when procedures 
were insufficiently explained. Particularly with the crucial role CSOs play in youth-led advocacy, 
literature tables poor coordination of stakeholders working around youth development to affect 
implementation of programmes that involve young people (16,17). 

Personal motivations, unequal representation, and aspirations for 
greater independence 
In line with the African Union’s definition of youth as individuals aged 15–35 years, youth-led 
advocacy spans a broad and diverse demographic. The Malawi National Youth Policy considers 
any individual aged 10 to 35 as a young person, but is flexible to other categorization criteria. This 
study focused specifically on the experiences of youth advocates aged 15–28 years. Consistent with 
literature that raises concerns about treating youth as a homogenous category (18,19), it is important 
to recognise the diversity within this cohort in terms of age, gender, socio-economic background, 
education, and lived experiences, all of which shape advocacy motivations, priorities, and capacities. 
Approaches to youth-led advocacy must therefore account for intersecting identities and varied 
positionalities, rather than applying uniform assumptions about “youth” as a single, 
undifferentiated group.

This study has shown that young people were generally motivated to engage in advocacy on matters 
that concern them, and that youth advocacy was mainly driven by self-selecting, passion-driven, 
and willing youth advocates. Other studies have similarly shown that for many youth advocates, 
personal experience is a powerful entry point into activism (18,20). Yet, our findings showed that 
this group of active youth advocates usually featured older youth, who are affiliated to youth clubs, 
often already in leadership positions and mostly conversant in English. This pattern raises questions 
about the representativeness of advocacy spaces, as it suggests that participation may be skewed 
toward those with prior organisational affiliation, high educational backgrounds and previous 
leadership experience. While such individuals can be effective spokespeople and organisers, their 
dominance may limit opportunities for less-experienced youth, younger adolescents, or those from 
more marginalised backgrounds to enter and influence advocacy processes. This concentration 
of roles among a relatively select subgroup reflects broader concerns in the literature about gaps 
in representativity and inclusivity in youth advocates’ perspectives (3). This includes how young 
men tend to have more opportunities than young women and spaces for youth participation are 
more accessible for young people in their mid- to late twenties than younger advocates (18,21,22). 
Leadership pipelines, recruitment practices, and the “professionalisation” of youth advocacy can 
inadvertently reproduce inequalities within the youth cohort. Furthermore, our study stressed 
that repeated selection of the same individuals for advocacy roles can lead to fatigue and limit the 
diversity of perspectives represented. Expanding opportunities to a broader pool of young people, 
including those with less prior experience or organisational affiliation, is essential to strengthening 
representativeness and sustaining momentum in youth-led advocacy (21).

We also found that youth engagement in advocacy manifests across multiple levels - community, 
district, national, and regional - despite the presence of both barriers and enabling factors such as 
application processes, nomination systems, or personal motivation to participate in higher-level 
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platforms. In most cases, youth participated as representatives of their peers or as panelists, with 
fewer taking on formal leadership roles such as organisers, keynote speakers, or board members. 
This distribution of roles reflects a broader trend in youth-led advocacy whereby young people are 
often positioned to contribute symbolically rather than to exercise decision-making authority (19,23) 
– possibly raising the need for more precise language to distinguish between youth involvement, 
representation, and leadership. In Malawi, much of this engagement was coordinated through 
the Break Free! programme or other NGO-led initiatives, which create structured spaces for youth 
to interact directly with decision-makers or to address the public, for example through radio 
programmes. While these platforms provide valuable exposure and skills-building opportunities, 
the study also highlights young people’s aspirations for greater independence in setting agendas 
and leading advocacy efforts. Potential strategies to strengthen independence include promoting 
“youth champions” who graduate from structured advocacy programmes into mentorship and 
leadership roles, leveraging social movements to mobilise and sustain engagement, and, for 
instance, revitalising child and youth parliaments as decentralised mechanisms for representation. 
These approaches could enable youth voices to be coordinated and amplified across governance 
levels — from community structures such as Village and Area Development Committees (VDCs/ADCs), 
to district youth networks, national policy consultations, and regional platforms such as SADC. 
However, their success depends on addressing structural inequalities in access to these spaces.

Skills, support systems, resources shaping youth engagement in advocacy
The study highlights the extent to which young people value tangible and intangible support for their 
engagement in advocacy spaces. While passion for youth development often determines individual 
assertiveness and motivates youth advocates to participate in advocacy activities, competing 
demands - particularly balancing work, education, and personal life - can limit their ability to 
engage to their full potential. Findings indicate that young people require sustained backing across 
multiple areas, including technical knowledge on SRHR and related policies, as well as soft skills 
such as communication, negotiation, and public speaking, to participate effectively. The need to 
provide sustained capacity building and mentorship for youth, alongside training for supportive 
adult allies whose attitudes, skills, and willingness to share power are critical to enabling meaningful 
participation, has been widely acknowledged in the literature on youth-led advocacy (6,21,24,25).

Alongside, peer and family support, emerged as critical factors sustaining MIYP programmes that 
foster intergenerational activities appear particularly effective in building the confidence and 
capacity of youth advocates to engage in substantive dialogue with adults, thereby contributing to 
shifts in power dynamics. To maximise impact, effective strategies identified in this study centred 
on collaboration among youth advocates, drawing on a “think like a movement” approach in 
which different actors employ complementary strategies - sometimes sequentially, sometimes 
simultaneously - to achieve the desired scale of change (25,26). 

Youth also emphasised the importance of logistical and financial support - such as stipends, 
transport allowances, and event facilitation - provided by the Break Free! programme, noting that 
these measures reduce barriers to accessing advocacy platforms. Ensuring sufficient compensation 
and incentives is widely recognised in the literature as a critical factor for enabling meaningful 
engagement, with the absence of such support often cited as a key barrier that limits the diversity 
and sustainability of youth participation (25).

Integrating young people into existing strategies and governance structures at community, district, 
and national levels was seen as both suitable and essential for sustaining their participation beyond 
individual projects. Such integration goes beyond treating youth as programme beneficiaries and 
rather anchors youth engagement in long-term institutional frameworks while also addressing the 
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risk of dependency on short-term, programme-specific opportunities. Other studies similarly find 
that the most effective way to achieve success in this form of engagement is through collective 
participation within the system - such as serving on advisory bodies - rather than exerting pressure 
from outside it, as insider roles can offer greater access to decision-making processes, continuity of 
influence, and opportunities to build trust with institutional actors (23,26). 

The study findings indicate that youth advocates face a range of personal and professional obstacles 
that limit their ability to fully realise their potential in advocacy work. While capacity-building efforts 
within the Break Free! programme have enhanced advocacy skills, the emphasis on these areas may 
come at the expense of more comprehensive training on the promotion of youth rights, ethical and 
empowering advocacy, and responsible communication (21,24,25). Time constraints and economic 
pressures further restrict participation, particularly given that most advocacy roles are voluntary or 
supported by small financial compensations. This challenge needs to be understood in the wider 
context of youth-led organisations or efforts continuing to face significant challenges in accessing 
funding for their work, with limited availability of long-term, flexible resources to support their 
organisational growth and reach (3,8,11). 

Indications of multi-level outcomes of youth-led advocacy: From individual 
empowerment to policy and governance change
Our study findings indicate a range of tangible outcomes at both personal and structural levels. At 
the individual level, youth advocates reported significant gains in confidence, SRHR knowledge, 
leadership capacity, and recognition within their communities. Many described shifts in mindset, 
greater ability to engage with decision-makers, and increased visibility as credible actors in 
policy processes.

At the policy level, youth involvement under the Break Free! programme contributed to notable 
national outcomes, including the revision of the Community Victim Support Unit (CVSU) guidelines 
to mandate youth representation, inputs into the updated National Youth Policy, and contributions 
to the Readmission Policy. These achievements illustrate how sustained engagement can strengthen 
the institutionalisation of youth voices in governance structures. More broadly, these developments 
might reflect a wider generational shift in which young people despite feeling disconnected from 
traditional politics, is redefining democratic participation on their own terms - pushing for greater 
representation, influencing policy decisions, and driving reforms that are reshaping the political 
landscape, fostering innovation, and advancing social justice movements across Africa (27).

Community-level impacts included greater inclusion of youth in local decision-making bodies, 
heightened demand for SRHR services, and strengthened civic engagement among young people. 
Break Free! was also credited with facilitating direct dialogue between youth and government actors, 
and with building advocacy skills that translated into independent initiatives, such as scorecard 
monitoring, mobilisation for SRHR resources, and local campaigns against harmful practices. An 
evidence review from Lewin et al. (2023) across contexts showed that higher girl participation in 
project implementation correlated with more contextually aware, situationally tailored programming 
which recognises structural constraints and that projects with higher levels of girl participation 
displayed greater attentiveness to intersectional considerations. Participation can therefore 
significantly augment the community-level value of programmes. 

Attributing specific policy or social changes directly to youth-led advocacy remains challenging and 
further research is needed into what types of activities undertaken by youth advocates connect to 
the realization of youth SRHR (8,19,25,26). However, there is growing recognition of the capacities 
and rights of youth to influence the social conditions, programmes, policies, and systems that shape 
their development and health (9,20). 
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Ensuring the sustainability of youth engagement: Retention, transitions, and 
enabling ecosystems
This study highlighted that the sustainability of youth engagement in advocacy remains uneven, 
shaped by socio-economic context, competing priorities, and the structure of opportunities 
available to young advocates. Retention within youth platforms was found to be higher among rural 
advocates, largely due to fewer competing opportunities and stronger local networks. In contrast, 
urban youth frequently exited due to job-seeking pressures, academic commitments, or graduation 
from youth-specific platforms, underscoring the transient nature of participation in contexts with 
greater mobility and competition for time. These patterns highlight the need for deliberate exit or 
transition strategies to support “graduating” youth - particularly those whose advocacy roles have 
been closely tied to CSO-led initiatives. Without such pathways, there is a risk of losing trained and 
experienced advocates at the point when their skills and networks are most valuable. Literature 
on youth participation in low- and middle-income settings points to the importance of sustaining 
engagement through integrating economic empowerment, professional exposure opportunities, 
and long-term mentoring into advocacy programmes (9). Available toolkits and resources offer 
practical guidance, templates, and examples that organisations can adapt to strengthen mentorship, 
readiness, and continuity systems for youth leaders (see, for instance, YIELD Hub, 2025). This is 
especially salient in Malawi, where high youth unemployment and limited formal labour market 
absorption create structural barriers to sustained voluntary engagement. 

The framing of advocacy as “voluntary work” also warrants critical reflection. In urban contexts, 
where living costs and opportunity costs are higher, the expectation of unpaid participation can 
reinforce inequalities by privileging those with greater financial and social capital to “afford” 
engagement – as addressed above. Addressing these dynamics may require a rethinking of 
compensation models, more flexible engagement opportunities, and partnerships with employers or 
educational institutions to integrate advocacy into professional development pathways.

Finally, leveraging both digital and community-based engagement strategies can strengthen 
continuity. Social media platforms offer opportunities to maintain connections with alumni 
advocates, while community venues can anchor youth engagement in accessible, low-cost spaces 
that reinforce peer support and visibility. Literature from Malawi has previously highlighted the 
potential of digital media for SRHR and gender programming and advocacy, while also noting 
barriers such as limited internet access and entrenched societal norms that restrict young people’s 
ability - particularly girls’ - to make their voices heard (30). Sustaining advocacy impact therefore 
depends not only on initial capacity building, but also on the creation of inclusive, adaptable 
ecosystems that enable youth to remain engaged over the long term.

Strengths, contributions and methodological reflections of this study
Following advocacy trajectories over two years, with youth advisors involved in design and 
facilitation, enabled the study to capture change processes rather than one-off snapshots and to 
keep methods youth-relevant (e.g., check-ins, co-developed tools, safe-space reflection sessions). 
This design strengthened credibility and contextual fit of findings. 

The reflection diaries (via WhatsApp/Google Forms) created a sequential record of preparations 
and event experiences and functioned as a reflective practice in their own right — supporting self-
assessment, recognition of achievements, and peer encouragement in group reflections. This dual 
role suggests promise as a good practice for programme learning, not only data collection. 

Combining a desk review, diaries (quantitative and open text qualitative responses), KIIs, facilitated 
reflections, and Phase-3 in-depth “user-journey” interviews enhanced triangulation across sources 
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and over time. The Phase-3 IDIs, built on prior diary entries, were especially useful to probe 
mechanisms and verify contribution stories; participants offered more detailed and candid narratives 
by Phase 3. 

Ethical approval, youth-friendly facilitation, and the staging of separate reflection sessions for youth 
(Phases 1–2) to reduce power dynamics are notable strengths; these choices plausibly reduced social 
desirability pressures.
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6	 Recommendations 
The following recommendations, structured by stakeholder group, directly reflect participant voices 
in this study.

Recommendations to Break Free! and other civil society actors

Acceptability
•	 1.1 Strengthen youth-adult partnerships by encouraging co-learning and joint advocacy spaces 

that promote shared responsibility and build onto youths’ and adults’ strengths.
•	 1.2 Integrate intergenerational communication training for both youth advocates and adults 

(including parents, teachers, policy-makers, traditional and religious leaders) to bridge 
generational gaps and foster meaningful collaboration.

Economic empowerment and livelihood linkages
•	 1.3 Establish formal linkages between youth advocates and vocational/livelihood institutions 

(e.g., Technical, Entrepreneurial and Vocational Education and Training Authority-TEVETA, 
FAWEMA, PLAN, World Bank, EU, as well as GIZ) to enable economic empowerment.

•	 1.4 Include economic empowerment components in youth advocacy programmes — e.g., micro-
grants, mentorship in business, and income-generating activities.

Youth diversity and inclusivity
•	 1.5 Actively include a diverse range of youth advocates (age, sex, location, schooling status, 

socioeconomic background) to avoid over-reliance on the same individuals.
•	 1.6 Promote youth role models from within and beyond the Break Free! programme to inspire 

others and show tangible impact.

Capacity strengthening and continued learning 
•	 1.7 Provide ongoing training to youth on civic education, governance, and lobbying strategies - 

including negotiation, diplomacy, and policy literacy.
•	 1.8 Facilitate joint sessions with adults and decision-makers to promote respectful 

intergenerational dialogue and advocacy strategies.

Sustainability 
•	 1.9 Integrate youth advocates within existing community structures (e.g., youth clubs, schools, 

traditional leadership) to sustain engagement beyond project periods.
•	 1.10 Strengthen vertical coordination between community-level and national-level youth 
advocates to build unified advocacy agendas.

•	 1.11 Develop ‘graduation’ strategies for youth advocates - celebrating alumni and encouraging 
them to mentor others.

Urban Outreach
•	 1.12 Revise youth club models in urban areas to suit urban youth realities - consider 

incorporating activities (e.g., games, technology access) that increase youth engagement.
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Recommendations to youth advocates

Strengthening advocacy skills and approaches
•	 2.1 Frame messages in a diplomatic, respectful, and strategic manner - avoiding overly 

emotional or accusatory tones when engaging adults or policy-makers.
•	 2.2 Practice and build skills in pitching, negotiation, and structured communication to effectively 
influence decision-makers.

•	 2.3 Use social media strategically to amplify advocacy messages and reach wider youth 
audiences.

Peer mentorship and collective action
•	 2.4 Take up active roles in mentoring younger or less experienced peers to ensure continuity and 

broader participation.
•	 2.5 Coordinate efforts with other youth advocates to build unified advocacy campaigns - 

avoiding fragmentation and competition.

Professionalism and responsibility
•	 2.6 Promote SRHRR—emphasizing Responsibility in youth advocacy to strengthen credibility and 

professionalism.

Recommendations to parents and other community 
stakeholders

Intergenerational support and dialogue
•	 3.1 Actively support youth engagement in advocacy by participating in joint learning and 
reflection spaces.

•	 3.2 Engage in civic and SRHR education to understand evolving social issues and foster mutual 
respect with youth.

•	 3.3 Collaborate with youth-led initiatives to create a social movement that promotes education, 
prevents child marriage, and addresses teenage pregnancy.

Influence and gatekeeping
•	 3.4 Use your authority as trusted community figures to amplify youth-led messages - especially 

in settings where resistance to youth advocacy is higher.
•	 3.5 Help shift mindsets by publicly supporting young people’s roles in shaping community 

wellbeing.

Recommendations to policy-makers 

Institutional and financial support
•	 4.1 Institutionalise youth engagement by including youth representatives in decision-making 

platforms and creating formal feedback loops with national and district youth councils.
•	 4.2 Mobilize domestic resources to fund youth-led initiatives.
•	 4.3 Support sub-granting mechanisms to community-based youth organizations and initiatives, 

including those working in urban areas.
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Transparency and accessibility
•	 4.4 Dedicate participation in youth-led events without requiring standard logistical stipends. 
•	 4.5 Ensure that resources allocated to youth development are distributed transparently and 

reach key line ministries (Youth, Gender, Education, Health).

Capacity building and exposure
•	 4.6 Facilitate platforms where rural youth can connect to national-level advocacy spaces to 

strengthen their exposure and learning.

Accountability and governance
•	 4.7 Promote and participate in social accountability forums with youth and CSOs to co-reflect on 

policy commitments, resource allocations, and responsiveness to youth needs.

Recommendations to funders 

Programme design and flexibility
•	 5.1 Co-design programmes with youth and CSOs to ensure alignment with community realities 

and sustainability needs.
•	 5.2 Actively encourage the embedding of economic empowerment components in SRHR and 

advocacy programmes to support youth advocates’ livelihoods.

Learning and adaptation
•	 5.3 Use findings from past and ongoing studies (such as this study) to inform funding decisions. 
•	 5.4 Prioritize long-term investments in youth-led work — moving beyond short project cycles 

and enabling continuity of impact.

Support local leadership
•	 5.5 Channel funding directly to local youth-led organisations and initiatives, with appropriate 

capacity-strengthening mechanisms.
•	 5.6 Encourage public-private partnerships by incentivizing domestic resource mobilization (e.g., 

through national banks or local businesses)
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Annex 1  Topic Guides

Annex 1.1. Interview guide programme staff 

Topic Guide KIIs with stakeholders   
The aim of these interviews is to gather in-depth information on stakeholders’ acceptability and 
added value of meaningful youth participation in advocacy spaces, as well as their experiences and 
impressions of how young people use advocacy spaces, what their added value is (if any) and what 
their achievements are. 

This topic guide aims to serve as a guidance for the interview. The ‘topics’ rows are the themes that 
need to be explored. The aim is to get detailed and personal insights from participants, particularly 
their opinions and examples of their own experiences. The first columns are some generic questions 
that can be used. For some questions that are more general, sub-questions have been added to 
guide the interviewer to get more elaborate answers. The second column includes short probes that 
can also be used to get further details on certain answers. The order does not have to be strictly 
followed and the interviewer can adapt to the conversation flow. 

Introduction:  
Welcome to this interview. My name is… and I am a researcher at …. We are currently undertaking a 
study on identifying factors that make youth-led and/or youth-involved advocacy successful towards 
achieving national-level goals and targets in the Break Free! programme. We hope the results of the 
study will be useful for anyone trying to involve young people more in advocacy.  

For the sake of clarity, we use IPPF’s definition of advocacy being “Advocacy is about promoting, 
recommending and encouraging others, in particular decision-makers, to support a cause, policy, 
idea, way of doing something, 
or a change”.

Topic guide KII with stakeholders (policy-makers, decision-makers)

Note taker: 

Date: 

Location (city/town/village): 

Start time: 

Participant:  
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Guiding questions  Prompts/Probes 

Introduction 

1.	 Can you introduce yourself?  To specifically ask about age, education 

2.	 What is your professional affiliation?  What is your job title? 

How long have you been in this position? 

3.	 What is your experience with youth-led or 
youth-involved advocacy? 

To specifically ask in relation to Break Free 

Advocacy spaces 

4.	 What are the advocacy spaces at national, 
pan-African and community levels that young 
people are using in Break Free to advocate for 
[country-specific topic]?

5.	 Who facilitates the advocacy spaces/platforms? 

Please elaborate on how Break Free uses these. 

  

Are young people involved in all these spaces through 
Break Free? Or more in certain spaces than in others?

Acceptability 

6.	 From your point of view as a policymaker, to 
what extent is it important that young people 
are involved in advocacy efforts and decision-
making processes about issues that affect 
them? 

Why? Why not? 

7.	 To what extent do policy-makers/decision-
makers accept the active participation of young 
people in these advocacy spaces? 

What do you base your impressions on? 

8.	 Have you witnessed or heard of any opposition 
towards the presence or active participation of 
young people in these spaces? 
[In Break Free and in general] 

If yes, who was this opposition coming from? 

If yes, how did it influence the advocacy process? 

If yes, how did it influence the young people in-
volved? 

9.	 Has this opposition changed over time?  What are the drivers for this change? 

Facilitators and barriers to participation 

10.	 In your opinion, are advocacy spaces accessible 
for young people? 

What barriers could they face? 

Do you see a difference between youth groups? E.g. 
rural-urban, boys–girls, age
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Guiding questions  Prompts/Probes 

Added value 

11.	 From your point of view as a policy-maker, 
what makes youth-involved advocacy 
successful? 

Can you give a specific example?  

Why/Why not?  

12.	 What could young people do differently when 
advocating for [country-specific topic]? 

 

Other 

13.	 Do you have any other remarks, comments, or 
questions on this topic? 

 

Thank you for your participation in this interview.
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Annex 1.2. Interview guide policy-makers/decision-makers 

Topic Guide KIIs with stakeholders   
The aim of these interviews is to gather in-depth information on stakeholders’ acceptability and 
added value of meaningful youth participation in advocacy spaces, as well as their experiences and 
impressions of how young people use advocacy spaces, what their added value is (if any) and what 
their achievements are. 

This topic guide aims to serve as a guidance for the interview. The ‘topics’ rows are the themes that 
need to be explored. The aim is to get detailed and personal insights from participants, particularly 
their opinions and examples of their own experiences. The first columns are some generic questions 
that can be used. For some questions that are more general, sub-questions have been added to 
guide the interviewer to get more elaborate answers. The second column includes short probes that 
can also be used to get further details on certain answers. The order does not have to be strictly 
followed and the interviewer can adapt to the conversation flow. 

Introduction:  
Welcome to this interview. My name is… and I am a researcher at …. We are currently undertaking a 
study on identifying factors that make youth-led and/or youth-involved advocacy successful towards 
achieving national-level goals and targets in the Break Free! programme. We hope the results of the 
study will be useful for anyone trying to involve young people more in advocacy. 

For the sake of clarity, we use IPPF’s definition of advocacy being “Advocacy is about promoting, 
recommending and encouraging others, in particular decision-makers, to support a cause, policy, 
idea, way of doing something, or a change”.

Topic guide KII with stakeholders (policy-makers, decision-makers)

Note taker: 

Date: 

Location (city/town/village): 

Start time: 

Participant:  

Guiding questions  Prompts/Probes 

Introduction 

Can you introduce yourself?  To specifically ask about age, education 

What is your professional affiliation?  What is your job title? 

How long have you been in this position? 
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Guiding questions  Prompts/Probes 

What is your experience with youth-led or youth-in-
volved advocacy? 

 
To specifically ask in relation to Break Free 

Advocacy spaces 

What are the advocacy spaces at national, pan-Af-
rican and community levels that young people are 
using in Break Free to advocate for [country-specific 
topic]? 

Who facilitates the advocacy spaces/platforms? 

Please elaborate on how Break Free uses these. 

 

Are young people involved in all these spaces through 
Break Free? Or more in certain spaces than in others? 

Acceptability 

From your point of view as a policymaker, to what 
extent is it important that young people are involved 
in advocacy efforts and decision-making processes 
about issues that affect them? 

Why? Why not? 

To what extent do policy-makers/decision-makers 
accept the active participation of young people in 
these advocacy spaces? 

What do you base your impressions on? 

Have you witnessed or heard of any opposition 
towards the presence or active participation of young 
people in these spaces? [In Break Free and in general] 

If yes, who was this opposition coming from? 

If yes, how did it influence the advocacy process? 

If yes, how did it influence the young people involved? 

Has this opposition changed over time?  What are the drivers for this change? 

Facilitators and barriers to participation 

In your opinion, are advocacy spaces accessible for 
young people? 

What barriers could they face? 

Do you see a difference between youth groups? E.g. 
rural-urban, boys–girls, age 

Added value 

From your point of view as a policy-maker, what 
makes youth-involved advocacy successful? 

Can you give a specific example?  

Why/Why not?  

What could young people do differently when advo-
cating for [country-specific topic]? 
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Guiding questions  Prompts/Probes 

Other 

Do you have any other remarks, comments, or ques-
tions on this topic? 

 

Thank you for your participation in this interview.

Annex 1.3. Reflection diaries guiding questions 

Thank you for taking the time to submit a reflection diary! You can simply do so by sending us your 
reflections in this WhatsApp chat or via the Google Forms link. 

Please remember, your entries will only be visible to the research team and yourself and you can ask 
us to delete them at any time during the study permanently; participating is entirely voluntary! By 
submitting a reflection diary, you are agreeing to these conditions and confirm that you have read 
and agree to the extra information shared in this 1-pager [include link]. 

You can submit your reflection diary in different forms: 

•	  Voice recording
•	  Video recording
•	  In writing

For all three options, we would love to see some of your pictures that you took during the event. 
While reflecting on your experience, please make sure to use the following questions: 

Was your advocacy experience a preparation activity for a specific event? Check these 
questions 

•	 Where did the preparatory meeting(s) take place? 
•	 Who set the agenda? 
•	 What was your role in the preparation? 
•	 To what extent were you able to influence the process and content? 
•	 How much time did you invest in the preparations? 
•	 What support enabled you to fully participate? 
•	 What challenges did you encounter during the preparations? 

Did you join a specific advocacy event with policy or decision-makers? Then these are 
your guidelines 

•	 In which space/event did you advocate (incl. at community, national, pan-African level)? 
•	 What did you advocate for? 
•	 What was your role?  
•	 How were you involved in Break Free? 
•	 What support enabled you to participate in advocacy? 
•	 What challenges did you encounter during the event? 
•	 What are you most proud of?
•	 What outcomes did you see? 
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Annex 1.4. Interview guide young people – User journey

Preparations: 
•	 Print/download the reflection diary entries from the specific participants 
•	 Print consent form 

Topic Guide KIIs with youth advocates 
The aim of these interviews is to reflect back on the two-year involvement and gather in-depth 
information on the key moments (including successes and key barriers) of young advocates’ 
experiences in advocacy through Break Free! Together with the participant, a timeline will be made 
of the reflection diary entries and the interviewer will probe the participant to identify the key 
facilitators and barriers to their participation throughout their two years and reflect on the added 
value of their participation in lobby and advocacy towards national-level change. 

Introduction:  
Welcome to this interview. My name is… and I am a researcher at …. We are currently undertaking a 
study on identifying factors that make youth-led and/or youth-involved advocacy successful towards 
achieving national-level goals and targets in the Break Free! programme. We hope the results of the 
study will be useful for anyone trying to involve young people more in advocacy.  

Please remember that this interview is voluntary, and you do not have to participate if you do not 
want to. You may also stop participating at any time during the interview. There are no correct 
answers to these questions, but please try to answer as best as you can, we are really looking 
forward to hearing your opinions and perspective. We will respect your opinions and keep your 
thoughts confidential. We will be taking notes during the session as well as audio recording it. If you 
still agree to participate in this interview, please sign the consent form. We ask that you kindly put 
your mobile phones on silent. Do you have any questions? 

Introductory remarks 
Please introduce yourself and tell us a little bit about yourself.  I will not record your name.   
[MAKE NOTES ON GENDER, AGE, EDUCATION/OCCUPATION, MARITAL STATUS/RELATIONSHIP?] 

[Give the interviewee a code that includes: location, user group, age, and date] 

[Turn the audio recorder on here and inform the interviewee] 

Part 1 – Introduction (10 mins) 
I would like to ask you some more questions about yourself, to get to know you. 

Could you tell me about yourself? 

How did you become involved in the Break Free! programme?

Why is being involved in Break Free! important to you? 
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Part 2 – Personal experience in advocacy through a journey (30-45 mins) 
Now I would like to ask you some questions about your advocacy journey over the last two years and 
the different spaces you used. Let’s draw out your experiences from the moment you got involved, 
using your reflection diaries. 

Existing journey (horizontal). Each number is a step. 
[For interviewer: Note that these questions don’t have to be asked in this order: start by exploring 
the step and allow the interviewee to explain their experience. The sub-questions help to fill out a 
complete picture of each step.] 

Reflection diary moment 1 [copy for each entry into the reflection diary]: 
•	 Can you recap what you submitted? What happened? 
•	 Who was there? (How did you interact with them? What was your relationship? Did you feel 

supported/accepted?) 
•	 Where did it take place? (are the spaces accessible?) 
•	 How did you feel? 
•	 What were the challenges you encountered? 
•	 Who or what supported you in this activity?

Moment 1   Moment 2  Moment 3  Etc. 

Activity

People

Place

Feelings

Challenges

Support
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Overall reflecting on the journey (20 mins): 
•	 When looking back at all these experiences, what stands out for you? 
•	 Are there any recurring support systems or barriers you identify? 
•	 After these two years, what are the key successes of your advocacy journey? 

What are the outcomes? What have you achieved? 
•	 What were the success factors for achieving this outcome? What were the barriers to not 

achieving the expected outcome? 
•	 What do you think was the key moment that made you keep/stop engaging with the 

Break Free! programme? 
•	 Is there anything else you would like us to know that we have not covered in the discussion? 

We have come to the end of the interview. Are there any remaining questions 
or comments?

Thank you very much for taking the time to share your thoughts with us. 
We are very appreciative!
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Annex 2  User Journeys

Places

•	 Lilongwe (Woodlands, Sunbird Capital 
Hotel)

•	 Chikho Motel, Mponeia

•	 International level (Ethiopia, AU, UN 
platforms)

•	 Strong support from Break Free and SAT 
(transport, accommodation, training, 
logistics)

•	 Guidance in advocacy, preparation before 
events, and financial support

•	 Mentorship and consistent belief in her 
capacity

•	 Felt accepted and supported by 
decisionmakers

•	 Boosted confidence from presenting and 
policymakers

•	 Grateful for recognition and safe space 
created by Break Free

•	 Proud of professional growth and using her 
journalism platform

•	 Worked with other youth advocates to 
lobby policymakers

•	 Engaged stakeholders in policy reviews 
(child marriage, youth policy, SRHR)

•	 Collaborated with media and international 
partners to share youth perspectives

Moments

Support

Round Table Dialogue 
(Woodlands, Lilongwe) 

•	 Discussed child laws 
and budget allocation 
for youth programs 
with MPs and 
ministers.

Regional Annual 
Meeting (Sunbird 
Capital)

•	 Reflected on Break 
Free achievements 
with fellow youth 
advocates, shaping 
youth involvement 
strategies.

Universal Periodic 
Review (Chikho Motel, 
Mponela + UN platform)

•	 Participated at 
national and 
international level, 
contributing to 
Malawi's SRHR 
shadow report for 
the UN.

•	 Gender: Female,

•	 Age: 25

•	 Education: Diploma in 
journalism

•	 Occupation: Journalist & Health 
Surveillance Assistant

•	 Marital Status: Married

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Youth hub members, Break Free officers

•	 Members of Parliament and Ministers 
(including Justice/Judiciary)

•	 International stakeholders (Plan 
International, FAWE, UN representatives)

•	 Passport delays limited international 
opportunities

•	 Educational barrier (only diploma, missed 
some opportunities requiring degree)

•	 Missed some youth advisory group 
selections despite strong applications

"Break Free has believed in me 
and given me opportunities I 
couldn't have reached on my 
own. I have grown personally and 
professionally because of this 
program."

"Being among decision makers is 
not something anyone can do... 
after the sessions, when change 
comes, you feel proud to say I was 
part of the solution."
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Places

•	 SAT Youth Hub, Area 47, Lilongwe

•	 Bingu International Conference Centre 
(BICC), Lilongwe

•	 Civil Stadium, Lilongwe (16 Days of Activism 
event

•	 Woodlands, Lilongwe (meetings with MPs 
and Ministers)

•	 Communities (e.g., Ntandire, Likuni, 
Chigwirizano)

•	 Break Free (through SAT) provided 
transport, food, and logistics

•	 Advocacy trainings improved his SRHR 
knowledge and communication skills

•	 Networking with fellow youth and NGOs 
expanded collaboration opportunities

•	 Felt supported and welcomed in youth hub 
spaces

•	 Boosted confidence from interacting with 
ministers and NGOs

•	 Grateful for Break Free's consistent 
financial and logistical support

•	 Proud of sharing SRHR knowledge back to 
his community

•	 Worked with youth hub members 
to organize trainings on SRHR and 
environment

•	 Networked with NGOs during events 
(shared knowledge, exchanged contacts)

•	 Represented youth alongside ministers and 
policymakers

"My advocacy journey has 
changed me a lot. I have gained 
knowledge that enables me 
to teach young people in my 
community."

"Break Free capacitated me 
on SRHR, and when I took that                                                                    
knowledge back home, I saw 
behaviour change and people 
becoming more receptive."

Moments

Support

Capacity Development 
Training (SAT Youth 
Hub, Area 47)

•	 Gained knowledge 
on SRHR, youth 
participation, and 
environmental 
issues, while learning 
how to apply for 
opportunities.

16 Days of Activism 
Event (Civil Stadium, 
Lilongw)

•	 Engaged with NGOs, 
ministers, and the 
public at a busy 
pavilion to promote 
Break Free's focus on 
ending child marriage, 
teen pregnancy, and 
promoting education.

Meeting with Decision 
Makers (Woodlands, 
Lilongwe)

•	 Interacted directly 
with MPs and 
ministers, advocating 
for youth SRHR needs.

•	 Gender: Male,

•	 Age: 27

•	 Education: Diploma in nutrition

•	 Occupation: Unemployed

•	 Marital Status: Single

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Limited logistics and resources 
(e.g., shortage of T-shirts, poor time 
management at events)

•	 Some community members misunderstood 
SRHR Advocate work, thinking 
contraceptive distribution encouraged 
premarital sex

•	 Barred from some "high-level" 
decisionmaking spaces due to being "not 
qualified"

•	 SAT youth hub members and staff

•	 Ministers (including Chimwendo Banda, 
Minister of Gender, Minister of Health)

•	 NGOs: FHS, GNET, youth organizations

•	 Celebrities (e.g., Wendy Harawa and artists 
at events
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Places

•	 Department of Sexual Reproductive Health 
Offices (Chilambula Road)

•	 SAT offices

•	 Timveni Radio Station (Area 47, Lilongwe)

•	 SAT & Break Free provided financial 
(transport, meals) and knowledge support

•	 Networking opportunities through 
Break Free

•	 Emotional support from peers in youth hub

•	 Empowered when speaking before Ministry 
of Health reps

•	 Felt lost and underprepared due to lack 
of information

•	 Happy and visible during radio program 
and poster feature

•	 Confidence boosted through public 
speaking and advocacy

•	 Worked with youth hub peers in outreach 
and radio discussions

•	 Partnered with FAWE, Plan Malawi, SAT for 
SRHR advocacy

•	 Shared spaces with government officials 
and NGOs

"Being given an opportunity to 
speak in front of the Ministry of 
Health was a great opportunity 
for me, I felt empowered and 
happy."

"The radio program stood out for 
me because I felt so seen-people 
listened, and even being on the 
poster made me feel good."

Moments

Support

Outreach Clinic at Hans 
Katengeza's Office

•	 Youth rated SRHR 
services and raised 
issues to Ministry of 
Health reps.

Meeting at SAT

•	 Discussions on Break 
Free activities and 
how Plan Malawi 
would support radio 
programs.

Timveni Radio 
Programme (Area 47)

•	 Advocated for youth 
clubs' importance, 
engaged freely with 
host, and reached 
wider audiences.

•	 Gender: Female,

•	 Age: 23

•	 Education: Diploma in 
Public Health

•	 Occupation: Unemployed 
(former HIV program worker, 
contract ended due to USAID 
cuts)

•	 Marital Status: Single, mother of 
a 2-year-old

•	 HIV positive, HIV activist

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Lack of adequate information before some 
meetings

•	 Poor communication (last-minute 
invitations)

•	 Broken financial promises (some 
allowances not provided)

•	 Balancing advocacy with motherhood 
responsibilities

•	 Ministry of Health reps

•	 Youth hub members

•	 FAWE, Plan Malawi, SAT

•	 Timveni Radio host
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Places

•	 Capital Sunbird Hotel (SRHR strategy 
review & YouthWise app launch)

•	 SAT Youth Hub, Area 47, Lilongwe 
(capacity building workshop)

•	 Timveni Radio Station, Area 47, Lilongwe 
(radio advocacy session)

•	 Community (Chisapo Youth Club, outreach 
and art-based advocacy)

•	 SAT covered logistics (transport, food, and 
briefings before meetings)

•	 Access to smartphone and WhatsApp 
updates - kept informed

•	 Mentorship and encouragement from SAT 
youth officer

•	 Community networks and own youth club 
reinforced advocacy activities

•	 Felt welcomed and valued during strategy 
review sessions

•	 Boosted confidence from capacitybuilding 
and radio experience

•	 Grateful for SAT's support and mentorship 
from youth officers

•	 Proud of linking advocacy knowledge to 
strengthen his own organization

•	 Worked with SAT, Plan, and FAWEMA on 
radio sessions

•	 Partnered with youth hub peers to collect 
SRHR data via YouthWise app

•	 Advocated through Chisapo Youth Club's 
"Art Can Pay" initiative, providing 40 
school uniforms

•	 Distribution of sanitary pads to women 
and girls

"Being in spaces where I am 
heard, whether reviewing 
strategies or speaking on radio, 
makes me proud because I 
know I represent fellowyouth."

"The knowledge from Break 
Free built my organization and 
inspired me to link advocacy 
with real community impact, like 
distributing sanitary pads and 
supporting education."

Moments

Support

SRHR Strategy Review & 
YouthWise App Launch 
(Capital Sunbird Hotel, 
Lilongwe)

•	 Contributed youth 
perspectives on 
SRHR policy gaps 
and promoted digital 
access to SRHR 
services.

Capacity Building 
Workshop (SAT Youth 
Hub, Area 47)

•	 Learned about 
youth participation 
fellowship 
opportunities, and 
how climate change 
intersects with SRHR.

Timveni Radio Program 
(Lilongwe)

•	 Advocated for SRHR, 
youth participation, 
and education on 
live radio, reaching 
a broad audience 
and receiving strong 
community feedback.

•	 Gender: Male,

•	 Age: 31

•	 Education: Diploma in 
Community Development

•	 Occupation: Enterpreneur 
& Founder of Maphunziro 
Movement Trust (youth-led 
organization)

•	 Marital Status: Single

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Language barriers during discussions, 
limiting participation for some rural youth

•	 Delays in financial/logistical support from 
Plan Malawi (radio program allowances)

•	 Missed opportunities for regional 
representation due to lack of passport

•	 Balancing family responsibilities and 
advocacy commitments

•	 SAT youth hub members

•	 Ministry of Health representatives 
(Reproductive Health Directorate, 
Deputy Director Hans Katengeza)

•	 NGOS (Her Liberty, Plan, FAWEMA)

•	 Radio hosts and Timveni Radio audience

•	 Youth hub champions and facilitators 
(e.g., Godfrey Malango)
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Places

•	 District Council Chambers, Machinga 
(CVSU advocacy)

•	 Mponera, Dowa - Universal Periodic 
Review (UPR)

•	 Nthope Lodge, Dowa - Public Expenditure 
Tracking Training

•	 Community level engagements in Machinga

•	 International recognition spaces 
(UNODC network)

•	 Break Free provided financial resources, 
capacity building, and advocacy tools

•	 Strong peer support from fellow youth 
in Machinga and TA Chiwalo

•	 District council cooperation in including 
youth in CVSU

•	 Exposure to international networks 
through BF platforms

•	 Felt empowered to hold duty bearers 
accountable

•	 Boosted confidence from engaging at 
national and UN levels

•	 Grateful for Break Free's continuous 
capacity building and responsiveness

•	 Proud of leading youth participation and 
being recognized internationally

•	 Worked with Break Free partners to 
advocate for youth inclusion in CVSU 
guidelines

•	 Engaged with Plan International Malawi on 
public expenditure accountability

•	 Networked with national and international 
youth networks (Malawi Youth Network, 
UNODC Gen-Youth Network)

"Being in spaces where our 
voices were heard, like CVSU 
and UPR, made me realize 
young people can truly 
drive change."

"Break Free's responsiveness and 
capacity building empowered 
me to engage duty bearers and 
even connect with international 
networks"

Moments

Support

CVSU Advocacy (District 
Council, Machinga)

•	 Mobilized young 
people to push for 
youth inclusion in 
case management; 
resulted in revised 
national guidelines.

Universal Periodic 
Review (Mponera, 
Dowa)

•	 Took part in Malawi's 
UPR process on SRHR 
and human rights, 
learing how CSOs 
hold government 
accountable.

Public Expenditure 
Tracking Training 
(Nthope Lodge, Dowa

•	 Gained skills in 
budget tracking and 
resource mobilization 
to monitor SRHR 
financing.

•	 Gender: Male,

•	 Age: 26

•	 Education: First-year Bachelor 
of Arts in Education, University 
of Malawi

•	 Occupation: Youth Network 
chairperson

•	 Marital Status: Dating

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Initially worked with young people who 
lacked advocacy capacity when BF started

•	 Observed "token expectations" from some 
traditional leaders during engagements

•	 Faced digital barriers (limited access to 
smartphones/skills hindered applications 
for opportunities)

•	 District Council officials (DC, Social Welfare 
Officers, District Youth Officer)

•	 Judiciary representatives

•	 Ministry of Health staff

•	 Break Free consortium partners (SAT, 
Plan, FAWEMA)

•	 Youth advocates from Machinga and 
Lilongwe

•	 United Nations networks (UNODC 
Gen-Youth Network)
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Places

•	 Msenza Village, TA Jewa, Lilongwe 
(16 Days of Activism)

•	 Niger (international Break Free 
review meeting)

•	 BICC, Lilongwe (Youth Summit)

•	 Plan International and Break Free provided 
financial and logistical support

•	 Break Free trainings sharpened advocacy 
and leadership skills

•	 Guidance from program officers ensured 
smooth participation in events

•	 Felt supported by decision makers during 
community events

•	 Boosted confidence by representing Malawi 
in Niger

•	 Grateful for Break Free's responsiveness to 
youth needs

•	 Proud of mindset change and personal 
growth through advocacy

•	 Worked with youth hub peers to organize 16 
Days of Activism locally

•	 Engaged with regional youth advocates in 
Niger to review program progress

•	 Represented Malawi youth at the national 
Youth Summit alongside ministers

"The Break Free program 
empowered us as young people, 
letting us lead events in ways we 
were never allowed before."

"My mindset has changed 
through Break Free - it sharpened 
my thinking and gave me 
confidence to Innovate for my 
community."

Moments

Support

16 Days of Activism 
(Msenza Village, 
TA Jewa

•	 Took lead in 
organizing and 
implementing the 
community event, 
working closely with 
decision makers.

International Break Free 
Review (Niger)

•	 Engaged with youth 
from across Africa 
to assess program 
progress and share 
experiences.

National Youth Summit 
(BICC, Lilongwe)

•	 Represented fellow 
youth, engaged 
directly with 
government ministers, 
and shared youth 
expectations.

•	 Gender: Male,

•	 Age: 25

•	 Education: JCE

•	 Occupation: Farmer & 
Entrepreneur

•	 Marital Status: Married, 
Father of one child

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Poor handling of transport reimbursements 
at community/national events

•	 Suffered an accident before Niger trip, 
struggled with health during participation

•	 Felt socially disrespected at international 
level (basic needs like water not 
properly provided)

•	 Decline in supply of contraceptives for 
distribution in later program years

•	 Fellow youth hub members and 
community leaders

•	 District Youth Officer, Social Welfare, and 
Police (TA Jewa, Lilongwe)

•	 Youth representatives from Malawi and 
other African countries (Burkina Faso, 
Mozambique, Ethiopia, Niger, Kenya)

•	 Ministers (Youth, Mining, Tourism, 
Agriculture)
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Places
•	 Mseza Village (community event)

•	 BICC (youth policy review, national event)

•	 Timveni Radio Station (Area 47, Lilongwe)

•	 Plan Malawi and SAT provided transport, 
allowances, and event briefings

•	 Individual support from mentors (like 
Foster)

•	 Financial incentives from activities enabled 
her to support family and invest in small 
businesses

•	 Hurt and frustrated after being dropped 
last-minute from an event

•	 Excited and proud to meet the President 
and Vice President

•	 Empowered and visible speaking on radio 
about disability and SRHR

•	 Bold and fearless after overcoming fear of 
public speaking

•	 Worked with Plan Malawi, SAT, and 
government stakeholders

•	 Partnered with youth advocates from 
different districts

•	 Shared lived experience on disability and 
SRHR in media spaces

"Break Free really moulded me 
into something else - I am fearless 
now, I speak publicly and boldly 
like anyone else."

"I used to think my disability 
was a failure, but this program 
washed me; now I make sure I do 
something productive from every 
activity I attend."

Moments

Support

16 Days of Activism 
(Machinga)

•	 Prepared for national-
level advocacy but 
dropped last-minute; 
experienced financial 
loss.

Youth Policy Review 
(BICC)

•	 Represented TA Jewa 
youth, engaged in  
national discussions, 
and met the President 
& Vice President.

Timveni Radio 
Programme

•	 Advocated for youth 
with disabilities 
on SRHR and 
family planning, 
collaborating with a 
clinician.

•	 Gender: Female,

•	 Age: 27

•	 Education: Junior Certificate
•	 Occupation: Entrepreneur 

(agrodealer, grocery stall)

•	 Marital Status: Single

•	 Other: Living with Physical 
disability, active member of 
Chikhuthe Youth Club and Jewa 
Youth Network

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Loss of money from buying items for 
cancelled events

•	 Discrimination and accessibility issues (e.g., 
refused toilet access, unwelcoming staff)

•	 Burden of limited participant slots causing 
tension with other youth

•	 Community jealousy and security risks due 
to perceived personal benefits

•	 District Youth Officer, Social Welfare, Police

•	 SAT staff, Plan Malawi, FAWE, GNET, 
PEMA Culture

•	 Ministry of Health, President & Vice 
President (late Dr. Chilima)

•	 Clinician from Mbavi Health Centre, 
Timveni Radio host

•	 Youth representatives from various districts
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Places

•	 Lusaka, Zambia (COTLA meeting)

•	 Lilongwe (Department of SRHR, SAT 
offices Area 47)

•	 Local communities (outreach activities,  
youth-friendly health services)

•	 Break Free support with finances, 
accommodation, transport, and toolkits

•	 Frequent advocacy trainings building her 
confidence and public speaking capacity

•	 Encouragement from communities and 
recognition from traditional leaders

•	 Felt proud to represent Malawi 
internationally

•	 Boosted confidence from engaging with 
chiefs and leaders

•	 Grateful for Break Free's continuous 
support and trainings

•	 Excited to connect nursing career with 
SRHR advocacy

•	 Worked with SAT and youth hub members 
on outreach to promote SRHR

•	 Engaged with regional religious and 
traditional leaders through COTLA

•	 Shared advocacy experiences with youth 
from Malawi, Zambia, and Zimbabwe

"Going abroad for COTLA and 
sitting with chiefs and leaders 
was not a mean achievement. 
That experience made me realize 
I am an international advocate."

"Frequent advocacy trainings 
built my capacity and gave me 
confidence to speak, whether in 
my community or at international 
platforms."

Moments

Support

Review of SADC SRHR 
Forms Lilongwe, 
Department of SRHR)

•	 Learned new 
technical skills by 
reviewing forms with 
youth advocates and 
ministry staff.

COTLA Meeting (Lusaka, 
Zambia)

•	 Represented Malawi 
as the only youth 
delegate alongside 
Chief Inkosi Gomani, 
advocating for SRHR 
with traditional and 
religious leaders.

Community Outreach 
(various locations)

•	 Conducted youth-
friendly health 
service outreach 
with SAT and FIPAM, 
engaging directly with 
traditional and young 
people SRHR.

•	 Gender: Female,

•	 Age: 24

•	 Education: Diploma in Nurse-
Midwife

•	 Occupation: Nurse-Midwife

•	 Marital Status: Single

Feelings

Challenges

Collaboration

Participants

•	 Initial difficulty reviewing SADC SRHR forms 
(new technical material) but caught up 
through support

•	 Encountered resistance in some 
communities due to religious and 
traditional beliefs

•	 Youth sometimes unable to speak freely 
in political spaces (conversations stayed 
surface level)

•	 Youth hub members & HANs

•	 Ministry of Health and Ministry of 
Gender representative

•	 Religious leaders and traditional leaders 
(including Chief Inkosi Comani)

•	 Youth representatives from Malawi, 
Zambia, and Zimbabwe

•	 SAT staff
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