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ABSTRACT
Young people are increasingly involved in advocacy on sexual and repro
ductive health and rights (SRHR), but research documenting their experi
ences remains limited. This article explores how young people advocate 
for SRHR in Ethiopia, Mali and Mozambique, what motivates them, what 
barriers they face, and how they overcome them. Building on in-depth 
interviews and focus group discussions, the findings show that across the 
three countries, youth are motivated to advocate for SRHR because it 
resonates with their direct realities, but experience challenges through
out. This is linked to a need for accessible and flexible funding for youth 
initiatives, trust from established organisations acting as allies, and free
dom to establish advocacy agendas. Young people furthermore recom
mended more diverse youth perspectives should be represented in 
initiatives. Insights from this study are relevant to youth-led organisations, 
non-governmental organisations and governments interested in equal 
partnerships with young people in decision-making, and funders support
ing international development aid.
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Introduction

Although youth seem to have an increasing thrive for sustainability and justice and are the future 
decision-makers of our countries, they often feel unheard and are under-represented in policy- and 
decision-making processes that affect their lives (Fuligni, 2019; Ho et al., 2015; Jeffrey & Dyson, 2016). 
Children and youth currently make up 40% of the world population and in Africa, 60% of the 
population is under the age of 24 (UNDESA, 2019). Yet, the majority of decision-makers in African 
countries are elderly, creating a generational gap between policymakers and youth (Daniel et al.,  
2021). This is caused, among others, by the perception that elderly people are more knowledgeable 
than youth and enjoy a certain level of prestige (Daniel et al., 2021). Youth, however, have creative 
ideas on how to deal with present-day societal challenges, evidenced by their increasing visibility in 
the civic space around the world – from fighting for climate justice to being at the forefront in 
demanding equal rights for all (Ho et al., 2015; Jeffrey & Dyson, 2016). In fact, an analysis of youth-led 
advocacy between 2000 and 2016 majorly focusing on low- and middle-income countries even 
suggests that advocacy efforts led by young people might have more impact on policy changes than 
adult-led advocacy (Shephard, 2017).
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Youth is often considered as a crucial stage in life between childhood and adulthood, and 
international organisations typically define youth for statistical purposes as between 15–24 years 
old (UNDESA, n.d.; World Bank Group, n.d.). However, it is recognised that such age categories may 
not do justice to the complexities and fluidity of this life stage, which may also differ depending on 
time and context (Honwana, 2014). Furthermore, researchers from across the world point out that 
understanding youth as ‘becoming’ limits our understanding of their lived experiences (Driscoll,  
2002), and youth’s active participation as citizens (Wood, 2022). Indeed, young people are advocates 
for their own health and futures (Flanagan et al., 2011; Ho et al., 2015; Jeffrey & Dyson, 2016), 
including their sexual and reproductive health and rights (Ayieko & Nguku, 2019). Yet, research on 
their experiences, challenges, and strategies for successful advocacy are limited.

Conceptual background

Advocacy can be broadly defined as an effort by individuals, groups, or organisations to effect social 
or political change around a particular issue (MacIndoe, 2011). For instance, health advocacy has 
often focused on ensuring access to care, navigating the health system, mobilising resources, and 
addressing health inequities (Hubinette et al., 2017). Advocacy activities can include education 
campaigns, collective action events (e.g. demonstrations), or lobbying for policy or legal change 
among officials. Advocacy is particularly important in sexual and reproductive health and rights, 
because sexual and reproductive health and rights issues are often considered controversial and, as 
a consequence deprioritised, as evidenced by discussions related to abortion, sexuality education, 
and the global deprioritisation of some sexual and reproductive health services during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Gruending et al., 2020; Nowicka, 2011). Additionally, they require addressing complex 
system and societal inequities (Action Canada for Sexual Health and Rights, 2019). Especially topics 
related to young people’s sexual and reproductive health and rights are often labelled taboo and 
considered politically sensitive in many countries across the world (see e.g. Macleod, 2017; Nowicka,  
2011). As a matter of fact, some sexual and reproductive health and rights topics particularly relevant 
to young people, such as sexuality education, are often met with high levels of resistance and 
organised pushback.

Youth-led advocacy is often defined as advocacy that involves young people meaningfully in 
every stage of the process – from selecting the issue, the audience, the strategies, to conducting 
advocacy activities themselves, and to monitoring and evaluating it (CHOICE for Youth and Sexuality,  
n.d.). It can be considered a form of youth doing citizenship (c.f. Wood, 2022).

Over the past few decades, non-profit organisations have manoeuvred the advocacy space by 
building social capital, facilitating civic participation, and providing a public voice in Sub-Saharan 
Africa and beyond (Boris & Mosher-Williams, 1998; Crawford, 2023). More recently, young people 
increasingly participate in and take up advocacy activities, through formal affiliation with a (non- 
profit) organisation, more informal organising, or activism. Indeed, internationally, there is growing 
attention among non-profits and non-governmental organisations to amplify young people’s voices 
and space in advocacy on sexual and reproductive health and rights matters, evidenced by many 
toolkits available on this topic (see e.g, CHOICE’s toolkit on international advocacy at the United 
Nations (2017); Sonke Gender Justice’'s ‘SRHR Advocacy toolkit for young people’ (2019); the ‘youth 
advocacy toolkit’ of the Girls Advocacy Alliance (2018); the Asia Pasific Aliance’s ‘Young Advocate’s 
Toolkit on Sexual and Reproductive Health & Rights Advocacy and Intersectionality’ (2020) and many 
more). As some of these toolkits and other literature suggests, it is desirable for young people to 
participate in and lead advocacy activities, on matters that concern them. Youth sexual and 
reproductive health and rights advocacy being increasingly supported by foreign aid and money 
flows thus means that young people involved in sexual and reproductive health and rights advocacy 
are not merely advocating for sexual and reproductive health and rights issues in their own 
communities and countries but are operating in a context of international policies and politics. 
The focus on the importance of meaningfulness in youth participation is, as the above-mentioned 
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definition exemplifies, one way to reduce risk of youth being tokenistically involved in agendas of 
adult-led, or foreign, organisations. Indeed, researchers warn that not all adult-shaped political 
spaces are considered appropriate, inclusive, or meaningful to youth, and that tokenistic implication 
might, in fact, constrain democratic participation (Taft & Gordon, 2013).

Existing global research on meaningful youth participation in decisions that affect them reveal 
that participation has positive effects on empowerment and civic engagement of young people, the 
health and development of their communities, as well as on the quality of youth-friendly services 
(Jacobs & George, 2022; Melles & Ricker, 2018; Sheehan et al., 2017; Van Reeuwijk & Singh, 2018). 
Youth participation in local and national decision-making and citizenship helps young people to 
transition into adulthood and become active adult citizens (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Lerner et al.,  
2014), therefore being considered as key to resilient democracies (Flanagan & Levine, 2010). Being 
active in youth advocacy or in other ways as an active citizen has been found to contribute to new 
skills, such as organisational, planning and strategic thinking skills (Carey et al., 2021; Lerner et al.,  
2014). At the same time, youth are however often associated with risk-taking, irresponsibility and 
resistance to authority, giving them a status of being not yet responsible adults (Crossouard & 
Dunne, 2015). Authors have also questioned to what extent it can be expected of young people to 
act as agents of change, especially in societies where democracy is fragile or that are affected by 
conflict, such as Guatemala (Bellino, 2018).

Against this backdrop, while meaningful youth participation in advocacy is increasingly applied in 
the development and sexual and reproductive health and rights programmes, this study aims to 
analyse how young people experience being part of youth-participatory sexual and reproductive 
health and rights advocacy initiatives. It focuses on youth-participatory advocacy in three African 
countries: Ethiopia, Mali, and Mozambique. These countries were selected because they are part of 
a large sexual and reproductive health and rights partnership programme, Break Free! (see metho
dology section), in which international and national organisations, including youth organisations, 
work together to amplify civic space for young people to advocate for their sexual and reproductive 
health and rights. Organisations in these three countries were, at the time of study, conducting 
dedicated efforts on youth-participatory sexual and reproductive health and rights advocacy. By 
understanding the formal and informal structures of youth advocacy at district and national level in 
these three countries, and the successes and challenges, this research intends to contribute to more 
insights into how youth-participatory advocacy might support increased civic space for young 
people and sexual and reproductive health and rights. While this study focused on advocacy on 
sexual and reproductive health and rights, some findings might apply to other topics of youth 
advocacy as well.

Methodology

The study context

The exploratory study was commissioned by the Break Free! programme, a 5-year programme 
aiming to increase adolescents’ access to sexual and reproductive health and rights information, 
education and services in nine African countries (for more information on the Break Free! pro
gramme, please visit https://www.planinternational.nl/partners/break-free for general programme 
information or https://www.kit.nl/institute/project/break-free-young-people-advocate-for-their- 
sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights/ for more information regarding ongoing research on 
this programme). This study took place in the capital cities of Ethiopia, Mali and Mozambique and 
in Bahir Dar (Ethiopia), Kita and Bougouni (Mali), and Nampula and Mogovolas (Mozambique). These 
countries and areas were chosen as the Break Free! programme is active there with advocacy-related 
strategies, so the study findings could directly speak to the programme implementation. All three 
countries are reported to have repressed civic space, according to the CIVICUS monitoring tool (see 
monitor.civicus.org; visited on 28 January 2024), meaning that civic space is heavily contested by 
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power holders, who impose a combination of legal and practical constraints on the full fulfilment of 
fundamental rights.

The socio-political contexts in which this study was implemented differ across countries. In 
Ethiopia, until 2019, legal restrictions limited the possibilities to advocate for issues related to rights, 
including sexual and reproductive health and rights. Since the 2019 revision of the restricting 
Proclamation of Charities and Societies (CSP) of 2009, however, advocacy on rights is legally possible 
but often associated to Western agendas, representing a crucial barrier to advocating for better 
sexual and reproductive health and rights of young people. In Mali, our data collection followed 
a period in which two ‘coup d’états’ took place within nine months, followed by unrest and 
(demonstrations demanding) the departure of Western troops. Currently undergoing constitutional 
changes, the Malian Civil Society recognises young people as key actors for peacebuilding and 
reforms (Diarra, 2023; Thera, 2023). Mozambique’s civic space has shifted from obstructed to 
repressed, imposing increased restrictions on societal organisations and advocacy (CIVICUS, 2023). 
In Mozambique, previous research on this topic has observed that, despite programmes being 
implemented on sexual and reproductive health and rights for adolescents and youth, young people 
were mostly participating in those programmes instead of having a leading role (Chandra-Mouli 
et al., 2015).

Data collection

During the conceptualisation of this study, a literature review on youth-led and youth-participatory 
advocacy was conducted that investigated the motivations of youth to participate in such initiatives 
as well as the success factors and constraints they experience. Given the nature of our research 
questions, coupled with the scarcity of available literature, our study took a qualitative explorative 
approach.

To explore young people’s experiences of being part of youth-participatory advocacy initiatives, 
focus group discussions with adolescents and youth and in-depth interviews with youth advocates 
and representatives of non-governmental organisations focusing on sexual and reproductive health 
and rights advocacy were held in each country. Data collection in Ethiopia and Mali was conducted 
between September and November 2022 while data collection in Mozambique took place between 
October and November 2023. Topics guides were developed based on the literature review. The 
interviews (n = 25) and focus group discussions (n = 9) touched upon the definition of youth-led 
advocacy according to youth, constraints, successes, motivations of young people to do advocacy, 
and its types and modalities.

Interviews and group discussions were held in local languages, including Amharic in Ethiopia and 
Bambara in Mali. In Mozambique, interviews and focus group discussions were held in Portuguese. 
For the purpose of this paper, quotations are provided in English. In some cases, however, meta
phoric expressions were used by participants. In these cases, we provide the French and Portuguese 
translation alongside the English quote.

Participant recruitment and characteristics

Participants of the study were identified through a mapping of youth structures (e.g. youth clubs, 
groups, associations and networks) and organisations active in lobby and advocacy in sexual and 
reproductive health and rights in the respective countries. The youth structures could be self- 
organised at community level, attached to schools or related to non-governmental organisations. 
This mapping was performed by the researchers in collaboration with a national reference group 
composed of representatives of the consortium partners of the Break Free! programme, experts on 
the topic of youth-led advocacy and, in Ethiopia, youth advocates. Overall, identified youth struc
tures and youth-centred organisations focused on awareness-raising on sexual and reproductive 
health and rights, among youth and community members, facilitated dialogues with community 
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leaders and governmental decision-makers, and/or organised campaigns around relevant interna
tional days. A few actively contributed to the development of new policies and statements around 
sexual and reproductive health and rights.

From this mapping, we purposively sampled a short list of youth structures, reflecting a diversity 
in terms of primary target groups (i.e. adolescent girls and boys, young women, youth living with 
a disability, etc.), geographical focus (i.e. national level, district level or community level) and focus 
areas (i.e. youth rights, girls’ education, early and forced marriage, etc.). The selected organisations 
were approached for participation in an individual interview. Additionally, focus group discussions 
were set up with the youth members or volunteers at two to four youth structures per country. More 
details on participants in each country are described in Table 1.

Overall, the youth advocates participating in the focus group discussions and in-depth interviews 
were aged 15–24 years, in line with the focus of the Break Free! programme. Participants above 25 
were considered a key informant. These key informants generally were representatives of non- 
governmental organisations working with youth or on projects related to youth sexual and repro
ductive health and rights, and were interviewed to complement the perspectives of youth advocates 
and give a broader impression of the barriers and facilitators of youth-led advocacy in the three 
countries. Several of the key informants had been youth advocates themselves at a younger age and 
continued supporting youth advocates in their current roles. While we intended to focus on 15–24- 
year-olds, in Ethiopia, this turned out to be difficult and youth advocates up to 29 were included. 
Given that the National Youth Policy of Ethiopia classifies youth as those between the ages of 15–29, 
many youth structures accommodated this variety of youth. It was deemed inappropriate to split up 
the groups and only include those under the age of 25 in the study.

Data analysis

Interviews and focus group discussions were audio-recorded after obtaining informed consent from 
the participants. They were transcribed verbatim and, where applicable, simultaneously translated 
from interview language to English or French. The data was analysed with the Nvivo software using 
a pre-defined coding framework to which emerging themes were added. The coding framework was 
developed based on the literature review conducted at the start of this study and similarly, the topic 
guides of the interviews and focus group discussions. It included, among others, the following 

Table 1. Overview of participants per country.

Country # Location Participants

Focus group discussions (FGD)
Ethiopia 4 2 in Bahir Dar 1 FGD with youth club, in-school and out-of-school (young men, ages 20-28) 

1 FGD with youth club, in-school and out-of-school (girls and young 
women, ages 15-24)

2 in Addis Ababa 1 FGD with youth council (mixed gender, in-school/recent graduates) (ages 
23-26) 
1 FGD with youth-led civil society organisation (mixed gender, in-school 
/recent graduates) (ages 18-29)

Mali 3 1 in Bamako 1 FGD with youth association (mixed-gender, in-school/secondary and 
tertiary education) (ages 14-24)

1 in Kita 1 FGD with youth association (mixed gender, in-school/working (ages 14-24)
1 in Bougouni 1 FGD with girls’ club of a young girls’ association (ages 14-24)

Mozambique 2 2 in Mogovolas 1 FGD with girls from a civil society organisation (ages 18-23)
1 FGD with youth hub activists (mixed-gender, ages 20-24)

In-depth interviews
Ethiopia 10 8 in Addis Ababa, 2 in Bahir 

Dar
5 with youth advocates (ages 19-26) 

5 with key informants (ages >26)
Mali 10 8 in Bamako, 1 in Kita, 1 in 

Bougouni
3 youth advocates (ages 14-24) 

7 key informants (ages >24)
Mozambique 5 3 in Nampula City 

2 in Maputo
1 youth advocate (ages 19-26) 

4 key informants (ages >26)

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENCE AND YOUTH 5



themes: personal experience with youth-led advocacy, advocacy in each of the countries, types of 
advocacy strategies by young people, young people’s motivation to do advocacy, success factors 
and challenges, examples of successful advocacy activities and recommendations. In each country, 
the analysis was done by two researchers who discussed and compared their coding to ensure the 
quality of the analysis (SA and MLM for Ethiopia, ND and CT for Mali, and FH and MCL for 
Mozambique). Preliminary findings were discussed with the study reference group of each country 
whose comments and contributions fed into the final analysis.

Ethical considerations

Study participants provided written informed consent. In the case of minors, consent was obtained 
from parents or caregivers, and assent from the adolescent. Ethical approval for this study was 
obtained at national research ethics committees, including the Ethiopian Society of Sociologists, 
Social Workers and Anthropologists (ESSSWA) in Ethiopia, the research ethics committee of the 
University of Sciences, Technics and Technologies of Bamako (USTTB) in Mali, and the National 
Bioethics Committee for Health (CNBS) in Mozambique.

The close collaboration with the Break Free! consortium partners facilitated the accessibility of 
safeguarding and reporting mechanisms for study participants to follow-up on unwanted behaviour 
or post-participation care, both regarding this study as their participation in advocacy on sexual and 
reproductive health and rights within the Break Free! programme. The functioning and use of these 
safeguarding mechanisms is closely monitored in the context of the wider Break Free! programme. 
None of the study participants reported to be or feel at risk due to their involvement as a youth 
advocate in the study.

Results

Defining youth-led advocacy

Young people and key informants in all three countries had a common understanding, but with 
slightly different emphasis in their definitions for youth-led advocacy. In Ethiopia, young people 
defined youth-led advocacy rather broadly, including speaking up for themselves, educating society 
through awareness-raising and mobilising youth groups. Young people in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 
referred to advocacy as ‘being a voice for the voiceless, convincing others, helping others to understand, 
hammering [in other words] continuously telling what we believe in for change’ (focus group discus
sion with young people in Addis Ababa). In Mali, young people tended to be more specific, defining 
youth-led advocacy as pushing for changes in policies and in society as a whole. In Mozambique, the 
definition of youth advocacy focused around defending the rights of young people as a key 
informant defined it: ‘Well, advocacy is a defence. It is a defence in terms of trying to defend a cause, 
improve a situation that was not noticeable’ (interview with key informant, Mogovolas). A common 
understanding in all three countries was that youth-led advocacy should contribute to a positive 
change in the lives of young people and that it should take their needs into account as the quote 
from a former youth advocate below illustrates:

Youth-led advocacy is when young people carry out activities [portent des activités] to demand something that 
will positively change young people’s lives. Young people have many problems, so if they come together and 
unite [se réunissent], with or without support from other people, they can make their voices heard by decision- 
makers, propose solutions and fight to ensure that the authorities actually implement these solutions. (interview 
with key informant, Bamako)

In all three countries, youth advocates and key informants agreed that advocacy was only really 
youth-led if young people were involved in all stages of the process, from identifying what needs to 
change to delivering the advocacy messages to the relevant decision-makers and monitoring their 
commitments. In Mali, participants went a step further:
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Advocacy by young people is nothing other than when young people are involved from start to finish. As I said, 
they are empowered to take action themselves. And when advocacy is done for young people, there is not 
a great deal of participation by young people; they are consulted a little, but they are not the ones doing the 
advocacy themselves. As the saying goes: anything done without me is against me [une chose faite sans moi est 
contre moi]. So, it’s better [il vaut mieux] to go for advocacy done by young people because they are the ones 
who know what their needs are and with the support of adults, they can look for a solution together. (interview 
with key informant, Bamako)

This quote shows that young people should be involved in defining solutions to the problems they 
encounter and advocate for, together with the relevant decision-makers.

Forms and strategies of youth-led advocacy

Overall, participants seemed to agree that their advocacy efforts took place at three levels 
and that the build-up from community to national level was important for the success of 
advocacy. The first level, which was mentioned most in all three countries, was the inter
personal level of young people, including their families, friends, and community members. At 
this level, most awareness-raising took place with the aim to change attitudes and beha
viours. In Mali and Mozambique, this was often combined with information-sharing on 
reproductive health and the consequences of harmful practices, such as child marriage and 
genital mutilation/cutting (i.e. the mutilation/cutting of all or part of the vulva for non- 
medical reasons). Spaces used at this level of advocacy included schools, social media, and 
family settings.

In all three countries, youth advocates mentioned using information dissemination, social media 
campaigns and awareness-raising through community gatherings, public talks or dramas (e.g. dance 
and theatre) as strategies for changes at this first level. In fact, in all countries, awareness-raising was 
seen as a first step towards national-level policy change, contributing to the knowledge base 
necessary to do advocacy and to build a youth movement and a supportive environment. A youth 
advocate from Bamako emphasised that, for him, awareness-raising had more impact than advocacy 
because it mobilised new young people to join forces through an association and raise awareness 
together. In Mozambique, youth specifically mentioned the importance of evidence in advocating 
for sexual and reproductive health and rights causes:

Firstly, you have to conduct research (. . .) for good advocacy; it’s necessary to first show research where we will 
find a problem in a certain community, where this community has these problems, and we take that problem as 
data from the research, put it into the plan for democracy. (focus group discussion with young women, 
Mogovolas)

The second level – exclusively mentioned in Mali and Mozambique – consisted of awareness-raising 
and advocacy towards community leaders, mayors, religious leaders, and local authorities. The goal 
of engaging in advocacy at this level was mainly to find allies in the fight towards community- and 
national-level change. A young woman, active at a youth-led organisation in Mali explained: ‘They are 
the ones who can help us find a solution to the problems we have identified in our community.’ (focus 
group discussion with young people, Bamako). In Mozambique, this level also targeted directors of 
health and education institutions at district-level as explained by a key informant: ‘We see the 
progress level where we have the provincial assembly, with them we already do advocacy and we 
have a group of people in touch, we have the provincial and service directors of the health and education 
agencies, which is also a component that we have developed.’ (key informant interview, Nampula City). 
In Ethiopia, participants mentioned that they focus their advocacy on community members (Level 1) 
and national leaders (Level 3), because these were more accessible than community leaders. In fact, 
local authorities and religious leaders were seen as opposing their advocacy. This observation should 
however be interpreted in the context of ongoing conflict in the country, leading the regional 
bureaus to prioritize immediate safety and security issues over sexual and reproductive health and 
rights.
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The third level, at which least of the participants in the three countries were active, was the 
national level. Advocacy activities at this level aimed to change policies and laws affecting young 
people. In Mali and Ethiopia, a few key informants mentioned that it was also from this level that 
regional and international advocacy originated. Platforms used at this level included youth forums in 
Ethiopia and Mali and activities organised around international days to convene decision-makers on 
specific issues, such as genital mutilation/cutting, child labour, child marriage or gender-based 
violence in all three countries. Specifically at this level, a youth advocate in Addis Ababa mentioned 
that working under the umbrella of a known non-governmental organisation was a practical way to 
engage in advocacy, as it helped providing access to these spaces.

Young people’s motivations to engage in advocacy

All participants agreed that sexual and reproductive health and rights were a critical issue influen
cing the lives of young people and therefore one of the main drivers for young people in Mali, 
Mozambique and Ethiopia to engage in advocacy on that topic. Minor differences in motivations 
were found between boys and girls. Adolescent girls and young women in Ethiopia were being 
driven by family planning and reproductive health awareness, while adolescent boys and young men 
focused on the link between sexual and reproductive rights and combating drug abuse (particularly 
chewing khat and the link to high-risk behaviours). Study participants in all three countries agreed 
that young people’s voices and perspectives needed to be recognised and that young people should 
be involved in advocacy about issues affecting them, as the following quote illustrates:

I think it’s very important to involve young people in youth-led advocacy initiatives. These actions are carried out 
by young people and for their own development, so if you don’t involve them, the actions may be pointless 
[donc si on ne les implique pas, il se pourrait que les actions soient inutiles]. It’s only through involving young 
people that we can find out about their real problems and propose solutions that suit them. So it’s very 
important to involve them from the beginning to the end of the process, and for them to be the main players. 
(interview with youth advocate, Kita)

Linked to the points mentioned above, young people wanted to make sure that young people and 
people around them were well informed about their sexual and reproductive health and rights. In 
a focus group discussion with youth council advocates in Addis Ababa, one of the participants noted: 
‘I want to give young women the opportunity to know about themselves, their body, and to educate 
them. That’s why I joined.’

Personal development such as training opportunities, professional development, financial gains, 
travel opportunities were another driver mentioned by study participants in Ethiopia. This was even 
more pronounced among the urban, young men.

Factors influencing youth-led and youth-participatory advocacy

The analysis of the interviews and focus group discussions showed that there were several 
factors influencing youth-led advocacy that could function both as barriers and the key to 
successful advocacy. These factors included the socio-political environment, youth-adult partner
ships, capacity and skills, resources, and representation. While advocating for youth participation 
and sexual and reproductive health and rights, young people indicated that both topics were still 
met with a certain amount of resistance. Awareness-raising and sensitization (i.e. repeated 
exposure to information and dialogue to foster empathy and attitudinal change) among the 
target audience were therefore considered prerequisites for successful youth-led advocacy 
campaigns, as mentioned by participants in all three countries. Not being able to raise awareness 
in the community on the specific topics was seen as a barrier to successful youth-led advocacy, 
as it hampered moving into district- or national-level advocacy spaces. Young participants in 
Mozambique experienced quite some resistance at community level to raise awareness on sexual 
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and reproductive health and rights issues as the following quote from a focus group discussion 
with young men in Mogovolas highlights: ‘Yes, when we are sometimes seen badly in the 
community in a way that we give information that we made young people hurry more about sexual 
skills when we disclose contraceptive methods.’ (focus group discussion with young men, 
Mogovolas). Awareness-raising was found to be needed at various levels, ranging from the family 
and community level to decision-makers at the national and international levels.

Secondly, youth-adult partnerships constituted a crucial factor in youth-participatory advocacy. If 
the youth-adult partnership was unequal or unbalanced, it turned into a barrier for youth- 
participatory advocacy and was seen as a tokenistic practice. In Mali and Ethiopia, equitable youth- 
adult partnerships were included in organisations’ policies but did not always manifest in reality.

The enthusiasm you see on paper and the practical experience for youth engagement doesn’t match. Even our 
own organisation [the NGO that organised a youth council] doesn’t treat the youth council equal to adult 
initiatives. There is improvement but we are not there yet. (focus group discussion with youth advocates, Addis 
Ababa)

Simultaneously, youth advocates underscored the importance of establishing a youth-adult partner
ship, building on the networks and capacities of established organisations. Participants valued that 
adults supported young people’s entry into spaces where they were typically not included and 
provided capacity-building for them. Coaching and strengthening the capacities of youth indeed 
represented additional factors highlighted by participants in all three countries, as they empowered 
youth advocates to voice their opinions and assert their right to engage in policy and decision- 
making, identify priorities, and manage activities. Similarly, a lack of capacities and training for youth 
advocates limited them to engage in effective and sustainable youth-led advocacy. The quote below 
from a former youth advocate highlights how he benefitted from capacity-strengthening and the 
network of international non-governmental organisations:

When advocacy is organised by an NGO, it creates much more impact in terms of generating resources and it 
allows us to gain access to our authorities more quickly and understand the necessity [la nécessité] for the action 
being taken. Because when we do it ourselves without the support of an organisation, we are confronted with 
a lot of obstacles, but if it’s supported by an international organisation, it creates more impact and it allows us to 
frame the work [encadrer le travail]. It allows us to improve the content of the advocacy messages. (interview 
with key informant, Bamako)

Lack of resources specifically allocated to youth-led advocacy and managed by young people 
presented another constraint. In Ethiopia and Mali, participants pointed out that initiatives backed 
by international organisations possess greater financial means and better access to decision-makers, 
making them more likely to result in successful advocacy endeavours. Both young people and key 
informants in these two countries noted that resources should be channelled directly to youth 
structures instead of through intermediary structures. By doing so, young people will more likely 
have the opportunity to learn to manage, organise, and determine the allocation of resources, and 
activities can to a greater extent be effectively youth-led.

Lastly, diversity and equal representation within the cohort of young people engaged in advocacy 
campaigns were identified in all three countries as both a success factor and a potential difficulty for 
youth-led advocacy. Equal representation among men and women was gradually being attained; 
however, further efforts are required to include young individuals with disabilities or those residing 
in rural areas. A youth council member in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, stated: ‘When it comes to youth-led 
advocacy, many of the NGOs recruit the same group of young people. You see these same young people 
in every meeting, in every organisation’s youth council, it’s always the same face. It’s not fair. This should 
change.’, indicating that advocacy initiatives typically involve the same type of youth or even the 
same individuals, leading them to being seen as representative of ‘all’ youth. This especially 
concerned youth residing in the capital cities, having followed a higher education, and youth able 
to voice their opinions in a clear and effective manner. At the same time, it seems that this might also 
be related to the snowballing recruitment strategies from NGOs. Some youth expressed their critique 
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about closed and non-transparent recruitment strategies. This observation was enforced by other 
participants from Mali and Ethiopia.

Discussion and conclusion

This study explored how and why young people advocate for sexual and reproductive health and 
rights at district and national level in Ethiopia, Mali, and Mozambique. It is clear from the findings 
that country contexts differed in terms of how well-established youth-participatory and youth-led 
advocacy on sexual and reproductive health and rights was. In Ethiopia and Mozambique, it was in its 
early stages and largely initiated by (international) non-governmental organisations, although 
national non-governmental organisations do the implementation work. Meanwhile, in Mali, young 
people were actively involved and organised more thoroughly as a grass-roots movement. Despite 
differences, youth in all countries were motivated to contribute to societal change related to sexual 
and reproductive health and rights issues and youth rights. Starting at the interpersonal and 
community level seemed to be most accessible for first-time advocates, while some young people 
observed the same faces engaged in advocacy spaces at national level. Overall, the largest barriers to 
youth-led advocacy were the lack of capacity-strengthening, access to advocacy spaces and relevant 
stakeholders, and financing. Building partnerships, primarily with non-governmental organisations 
was therefore seen as a factor for success by some youth, as it enabled capacity-strengthening, 
access to resources, and access to advocacy spaces. Yet, young people also expressed that these 
collaborations could improve in equality in partnerships and provide more space for youth to do the 
agenda setting.

Youth-led advocacy on sexual and reproductive health and rights in the community and 
district and national policy-making spaces

Being active at the community level was found to be the most common form of advocacy in our 
study. Starting at community level was seen as a good entry point for advocacy, especially for 
adolescents. This is in line with a literature review on youth advocacy in low- and middle-income 
countries that found that young people are especially active in influencing community and district 
level policies, matching the needs young people witness in their communities (Shephard, 2017). 
Consequently, advocacy at community level was often based on awareness-raising and sensitization, 
while at national level, advocacy steered towards policy change. This phenomenon is seen around 
the world (Crossouard & Dunne, 2015; Gaby, 2017; Ho et al., 2015; Shephard, 2017). For instance, Ho 
et al. (2015) found that at the community level in Canada, young people mainly act through informal 
groups to affect local-level social change. Advocating at national level quickly equalled having to 
affiliate oneself with youth wings of political parties (Ho et al., 2015), potentially making it less 
accessible to young people or undesirable (Crossouard & Dunne, 2015). Nevertheless, Ridwan and 
Wu (2018) argue that advocacy at local level is the most logical step in countries – such as Indonesia – 
where decision-making for policies regarding sexual and reproductive rights are decentralized. 
Overall, research on youth civic participation globally shows that young people are primarily active 
outside of formal political spaces. They are more likely to channel their commitment to make 
a change through social movements, voluntary services and youth-led organisations (Coe et al.,  
2015). This might also be linked to the fact that formal political spaces were considered inaccessible 
and not open to youth as was voiced in, for instance, Ethiopia. While we did not specifically ask 
participants whether the repressed civic space in their countries contributed to this inaccessibility, 
previous research shows that in countries with a repressed or obstructed civic space, advocacy at 
national level was most prone to push-back, censorship and deregistration as an organisation (Buyse,  
2018; Rugeiyamu & Nguyahambi, 2024).

A few youth advocates from our study, active in the capital cities at national level in Mali and 
Ethiopia, explained that advocates who were well-known personally or were affiliated with 
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a reputable youth organisation were more likely to be invited and participate in national-level 
forums, resulting in a small group of young people being able to participate. Similarly, in 
Indonesia, only urban-based youth organisations tended to take advantage of being seen as 
legitimate by the governments and more powerful non-governmental organisations to seek 
advice from, while rural-based youth organisations could not access these opportunities 
(Ridwan & Wu, 2018). Around the world, youth councils have been criticized for hosting 
a misrepresentation of the youth population (Augsberger et al., 2018; Freeman et al., 2003; 
Matthews, 2001; Nairn et al., 2006).

Lastly, especially in Ethiopia and Mozambique, youth advocacy was mainly organised through 
(international) non-governmental organisations, funding youth initiatives and training them to 
represent a diversity of young people in their advocacy efforts. A similar observation was made in 
Ecuador and Peru, where the most common strategy of young people willing to be active in activism 
or advocacy responded to adult organisations that invested in youth advocates (Coe et al., 2015). 
Participants in our study however noted that these initiatives were often not based on equal youth- 
adult partnerships, with young people not having decision-making power over budgets and often 
being recruited to advocate for set agenda items. This concern has been previously voiced by youth 
advocates from Eastern and Southern Africa (Choonara et al., 2018) and New Zealand (Freeman et al.,  
2003). In the United States, some youth advocates additionally noted that their work was only 
supported by adults if it made the adult organisations look good (Liou & Literat, 2020), reflecting 
tokenistic support. While we did thus find examples of national-level youth advocacy, only very few 
were self-sufficient and acting independently. Thus, while non-governmental organisations often 
intend to support youth movements by strengthening young people’s skills, it seems youth are at 
the same time being kept dependent of their funds and not working towards financial sustainability 
and continuity. As some researchers have warned, this might have impacts on youth’s sense of 
belonging in democratic spaces (Taft & Gordon, 2013). These findings underscore the need to think 
how to include young people in not only doing citizenship, but also in recognising youth as being 
citizens (c.f., Wood, 2022).

Motivations, barriers and ways forward

Our study found that the main reason that young people engage in advocacy is the wish to 
contribute to societal change, contributing to a wide range of international research. For instance, 
in other studies conducted in Sub-Saharan Africa, young people were motivated to fight for sexual 
and reproductive health and rights issues because of personal experiences, for instance, having 
faced child marriage or barriers when accessing sexual and reproductive health services (Choonara 
et al., 2018; Wigle et al., 2020). While making a change in their communities and for other young 
people was the main motivator of young people in Mali, in Ethiopia, young people were also 
motivated by personal advantages, especially in urban context. Engaging in advocacy or participat
ing in programmes of non-governmental organisations, for example, offered opportunities for future 
employment and a certain level of status withing the community. Similar motivators were found in 
Malawi and the United States (Augsberger et al., 2018; Wigle et al., 2020). Although we did not dive 
into the absence of person-centred motivators among young people in Mali, the absence of this 
trend in Mali could be due to the socio-political situation in which young people’s views seem to be 
increasingly valued in society and are driving political and constitutional changes (Diarra, 2023; 
Thera, 2023; USAID, n.d.). Indeed, young people are currently more focused on overcoming the 
global crisis and generalised development than on the individual. It is important to be conscious 
about the motivators of young people when engaging them in advocacy efforts to ensure that the 
drivers of young people and initiators of advocacy (in this case non-governmental organisations) 
align. Lohmeyer (2020) warns us from assuming that the actual drivers of young people to partici
pate are the same as the reasons why adult initiators would like to actively engage young people, 
and that actual motivators can change over time.
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The barriers identified through our study, such as lack of financing, skills and capacity, are well- 
known struggles of young people wanting to participate in civic space, grassroots and youth 
movements (Augsberger et al., 2018; Checkoway, 2011; Musarurwa, 2018). Especially the accessibility 
of available funding was seen as a challenge throughout the study. Different youth advocates and 
key informants noted that funding is regularly channelled through well-established organisations 
that often have roots in Europe/OECD DAC countries. Indeed, a recent survey among 210 grantees of 
Amplify Change in 35 low-and middle-income countries showed that 85% of their financing was 
sources from OECD DAC contributing countries (le May & Hazelgrove-Planel, 2023), while only 10% 
was sourced from national governments, making civil society organisations, among which youth-led 
organisations, largely dependent on international donors from higher income countries. 
Dependency on bilateral organisations and international non-governmental organisations are 
usually paired with strict funding accountability mechanisms. This can lead to inflexible timelines 
that are difficult to keep and inappropriate to the timelines and availability of young people (Percy- 
Smith et al., 2019). If the international development field wants to support youth movements and 
advocacy, it needs to hold each other accountable and question whether the current funding 
mechanisms provide equal opportunities to grassroots youth movements and organisations. It 
should be noted that although we recruited the participating organisations from a comprehensive 
mapping of youth organisations in the three countries, in Ethiopia and Mozambique, more organisa
tions with ‘foreign money’ were interviewed, while in Mali, there were more grassroots and national 
organisations. While this could have biased our results towards particularly European funded youth 
structures, it also shows that the organisations working on advocacy for youth sexual and repro
ductive health and rights in Ethiopia and Mozambique are strongly influenced by the international 
development field.

Another regularly-mentioned barrier to youth-led advocacy was that movements led by young 
people often have to work harder to earn the same amount of trust as adult-led movements 
(Adebayo, 2017; Liou & Literat, 2020; Oxfam, 2014), mainly because of adultism, the assumption 
that adults are better than young people and entitled to act upon them and that young people are 
not sufficiently experienced compared to adults (Adebayo, 2017; Checkoway, 2011; Gazit & Perry- 
Hazan, 2020; Liou & Literat, 2020; McEvoy-Levy, 2012; Ridwan & Wu, 2018). Participants in our study 
therefore deemed it crucial to build a strong relationship with organisations that have a good 
reputation, since this enabled them to access the needed advocacy spaces and connections. Other 
studies have described this need for finding allies in adults as well (Liou & Literat, 2020). Within this 
allyship it is important that adults are committed in the long run and take a step back if needed to let 
young people lead (Liou & Literat, 2020). Youth-led initiatives were therefore working hard to 
establish a name for themselves and surviving in the moment, making it difficult to focus on the 
continuity of their organisation. Other scholars have found that even within collaboration with adult 
‘allies’, youth activists were facing adultism, because they had to conform to adultist systems and 
norms, such as what qualified as political and therefore legitimate in advocacy (Liou & Literat, 2020). 
This shows the continuous balance of youth advocates between being seen as legitimate and 
working on one’s own agenda.

Study strengths and limitations

This study has different strengths and limitations. First, participants were selected based on 
a mapping of youth organisations and initiatives in the three countries in order to reflect the diversity 
of what is happening in terms of youth-led advocacy in the countries. While the sample of the 
participants therefore represented the current situation in the countries, in Mali more grassroots and 
youth-initiated initiatives participated in comparison to Ethiopia and Mozambique. The findings 
from each country should therefore not be compared one-to-one. Second, we did not interview 
government-affiliated stakeholders. In hindsight, we believe that it could have strengthened the 
findings to also understand how youth-led advocacy is received at the community-, regional- and 
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national-governmental level, specifically in countries with a repressed or obstructed civic space. This 
knowledge could be used to further strengthen and tailor the capacity-strengthening for youth 
advocates. Lastly, we decided not to provide a fixed definition of advocacy to the participants during 
data collection, which is both a limitation and strength. While it limits the possibilities for seeing this 
study as a comparative study, it enabled us to get more insight into the real experiences of youth, 
their understanding and conceptualisation of advocacy, and the actual practices that are performed 
by young people to make a change in their societies.

Recommendations for policy, research and practice

The findings of our study present a variety of implications for policy, research and practice. In all 
three domains, youth participation should be a principle and not a check-the-box exercise. If 
resources do not allow for efforts towards meaningful youth participation, it is better to engage 
them meaningfully in some stages than superficially throughout the entire process. Second, youth- 
led and established youth-focused organisations should work together towards their common 
sexual and reproductive health and rights advocacy goals and combine strengths and skills. While 
adult-led organisations might have the resources and networks to achieve the best advocacy out
comes, young people know best what the needs of the current and future generations of young 
people are. While collaborating on a sensitive topic like sexual and reproductive health and rights, it 
is however crucial to ensure that sound safeguarding mechanisms are in place to ensure young 
people are protected from unwanted behaviour in the advocacy process. It is crucial to ensure that 
young people express their views and build their skills to contribute to democracies in development. 
Active young people turn into active adults (Bellino, 2018; Flanagan & Levine, 2010). Not providing 
young people with the recognition and trust to contribute to their societies – especially in war or 
conflict-affected countries in which citizens need to regain trust in public institutions and democ
racy – can make them stuck in liminality and could further entrench distrust in the system (Bellino,  
2018; Sommers, 2012). Furthermore, it is recommended that, when multiple non-governmental 
organisations have spaces for youth engagement, such efforts are coordinated to avoid duplication 
and the same youth appearing in similar set-ups.

Regarding policy, there are efforts made by the governments of all three countries included in the 
study to involve young people in policymaking through the set-up of a youth parliament in Mali and 
Mozambique and a youth council in Ethiopia. During our research, however, we found both 
structures were dormant due to a lack of continuous support and demand. We therefore urge 
governments to think about a clear engagement plan when setting up a youth parliament or council. 
There might be a role for civil society, e.g. non-governmental organisations, as well to hold public 
offices accountable to the commitments made and strive for sustainable set-ups of youth 
engagement.

While our study aimed to provide a general overview of youth advocacy practices in three African 
countries, future research should dive further into the dynamics of youth-adult partnerships, taking 
government-affiliated stakeholders into account. Additionally, more attention should be placed on 
the influence of the state of the civic space in specific countries on the advocacy efforts of young 
people, as this is likely to influence their impact (Buyse, 2018). To conclude, our findings show that 
advocacy and meaningfulness are context-specific between and within countries, and organisations, 
young people and governments should therefore define how they envision good youth-adult 
partnerships to ensure the best possible advocacy mechanisms and better sexual and reproductive 
health and rights for all.
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