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ABSTRACT

Youth are increasingly visible as advocates for sexual and reproductive health and rights 
(SRHR), yet barriers to meaningful participation remain high and the sustainability of youth 
advocacy is understudied. This study examines how youth advocates in the Break Free! 
programme in Malawi and Niger experience and navigate the individual, relational, and 
institutional conditions that shape sustained engagement. Data was collected between 
2023 and 2025 through reflection diaries and in-depth interviews with youth, key informant 
interviews with policy-makers and programme staff and reflection sessions. Guided by the 
CLEAR framework (Lowndes et al., 2006), sustainability emerged as shaped by capacities, 
motivation, infrastructures, mobilisation and institutional responsiveness. Sustaining youth 
advocacy depends on supportive ecosystems and meaningful participation experiences. 
However, participation remained programme-dependent and unevenly distributed, limiting 
young people’s influence on decision-making. Sustainable youth SRHR advocacy in Malawi 
and Niger therefore requires more inclusive mobilisation, equitable resource access, inter
generational power-sharing, and credible institutional responsiveness.
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Introduction

Young people remain under-represented in policy- and decision-making processes that directly affect their 
lives, including those related to sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) (Daniel et al., 2021). This 
exclusion is particularly consequential given that young people constitute a significant proportion of the 
global population, especially in low- and middle-income countries and across Sub-Saharan Africa (African 
Union, 2019; UNICEF, 2026). Simultaneously, they face distinct barriers to the realisation of their SRHR. 
Despite the recognition of SRHR as fundamental human rights and an integral component of overall health 
and wellbeing (Starrs et al., 2018), young people's sexual and reproductive lives are frequently subject to 
heightened social control, stigma, and exclusion from decision-making (Gruending et al., 2020; Nowicka, 
2011). This leaves their lived experiences and knowledge marginalised from decisions that shape policies, 
services, and public discourse on SRHR. Youth studies scholars attribute this exclusion to entrenched age- 
based hierarchies and adultist political systems, in which young people are framed as ‘not yet’ capable 
citizens and legitimate expertise is disproportionately associated with adulthood (Daniel et al., 2021; Fuligni, 
2019). In the context of SRHR, these dynamics are intensified: young people’s lived experiences and 
knowledge can be delegitimised through moralised discourses about sexuality, gender and adulthood, 
limiting both their autonomy and their political voice (Nowicka, 2011; Sen et al., 2020).

In response, youth participation has become a central principle in both international development and SRHR 
agendas. Africa’s Agenda 2063—the sustainable development agenda of the African Union—positions young 
people as drivers of transformation and advocates for participatory governance and policy inclusion (African 
Union, 2024). Through the related African Youth Charter (African Union, 2006), member states commit to youth 
participation in parliament and decision-making bodies at local, national, regional, and continental levels of 

Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/02673843.2026.2705879.
© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4 
.0/), which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which 
this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

CONTACT Hannah Kabelka h.kabelka@kit.nl; hannahjasminkabelka@gmail.com

https://doi.org/10.1080/02673843.2026.2705879
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02673843.2026.2705879&domain=pdf
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-9039-8658
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8845-0465
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-8032-5950
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673843.2026.2705879
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:h.kabelka@kit.nl
mailto:hannahjasminkabelka@gmail.com


governance. These commitments have contributed to growing recognition of young people as SRHR advocates 
and organisers, mobilising around topics such as access to contraception, comprehensive sexuality education, 
gender-based violence, and child marriage (Ho et al., 2015; Jeffrey & Dyson, 2016). Research suggests that their 
meaningful engagement can strengthen young people's agency, civic skills and collective efficacy, and can 
contribute to more responsive and contextually-grounded policy agendas (Crowley & Moxon, 2018; 
Shephard, 2017).

However, participation alone does not guarantee influence or long-term engagement. Young people may be 
invited to participate without access to resources, supportive relationships and networks, decision-making 
power, or credible institutional response. Under such conditions, participation risks becoming symbolic or 
tokenistic, undermining trust and long-term engagement (Taft & Gordon, 2013). Development programmes 
provide a particularly relevant context to examine these dynamics. While the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UN General Assembly, 1989) and the African Youth Charter (African Union, 2006) establishes children’ and 
young people's right to participate, international development agendas have increasingly promoted youth 
participation (Lansdown, 2018), including within SRHR. Yet participatory aspirations are often shaped and 
constrained by structural conditions. Persistent gender norms, resource and institutional constraints, geronto
cratic structures, and insufficient attention to local political, cultural and social realities continue to impede the 
meaningful engagement of many young people across Sub-Saharan Africa (Choonara et al., 2018; Ghaus-Pasha, 
2005; Kakal et al., 2026; van Tuijl et al., 2024; Wigle et al., 2022).

While considerable scholarship has examined the opportunities and constraints shaping youth partici
pation, considerably less attention has been paid to how young people sustain their engagement over 
time. Although youth participation is frequently conceptualised as a process rather than a single event, few 
studies have examined how participation unfolds longitudinally from the perspective of youth advocates 
themselves. A growing body of research has begun to explore factors associated with continued engage
ment in activism, advocacy, and civic participation. Studies suggest that sustained involvement may be 
shaped by experiences of efficacy and responsiveness (Chan et al., 2021), identification with collective goals 
and social causes (Martínez et al., 2012), access to supportive peer networks (Aarab & Betancor Nuez, 2026), 
perceived well-being (Abd-Rahman et al., 2025), and broader socioeconomic resources (Malschinger et al., 
2023). However, much of the evidence relies on cross-sectional or retrospective accounts, examines 
intentions rather than actual participation trajectories, or is drawn primarily from higher-income settings. 
As a result, there remains limited empirical understanding of how they navigate challenges and opportu
nities across different phases of participation, how young people’s engagement in advocacy evolves over 
time and which factors shape the sustainability of their involvement in contexts characterised by political 
instability, conflict, poverty, and unequal power relations. This gap is particularly pronounced within 
international development programmes, where youth participation is often organised through time- 
bound interventions but expected to contribute to longer-term social change.

Against this backdrop, this study explores how young people experience and navigate the individual, 
relational, and institutional conditions that shape young people’s sustained engagement in SRHR advocacy 
in Sub-Saharan Africa over time. By doing so, this study contributes empirical insight into sustainability of 
youth participation in SRHR advocacy and international development contexts.

Study context and study areas

This study was conducted within the Break Free! programme (2021–2025), a multi-country SRHR initiative 
implemented across nine Sub-Saharan African countries. The programme aims to equip young people to 
exercise their right to live free from teenage pregnancy and child marriage through youth advocacy, civil society 
strengthening, and multi-level policy engagement. Malawi and Niger were purposively selected for this study 
because their country programmes included structured advocacy strategies and strong involvement of youth 
advocates across community and national levels, allowing us to follow youth advocates over time.

Malawi

In Malawi, the Break Free! programme was led by SRHR Africa Trust (SAT) in collaboration with Plan 
International Malawi and the Forum for African Women Educationalists Malawi (FAWEMA). The study 
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focused primarily on Lilongwe, where national-level advocacy was concentrated, and included a smaller 
number of youth advocates from Traditional Authority (TA) Njewa and TA Chiwalo, other key intervention 
areas under Break Free!. In Lilongwe, SAT operated a Youth Hub that functioned as a convening space, 
coordination platform, and capacity-strengthening mechanism for youth advocates.

Youth advocacy in Malawi addressed a wide range of SRHR-related themes, including child marriage, 
teenage pregnancy, girls’ education, youth-friendly health services, sexual and gender-based violence, 
menstrual health, and harmful cultural practices. Advocacy strategies spanned multiple levels and formats. 
At the national level, youth advocates participated in policy dialogue meetings with key ministries (Health, 
Gender, Education, and Youth), contributed to Technical Working Groups, and engaged in national and 
regional SRHR platforms. Youth advocates were involved in processes such as the review of the National 
Youth Policy, the Adolescent Girls and Young Women (AGYW) policy, the Youth-Friendly Health Strategy, 
and revisions to Community Victim Support Unit (CVSU) guidelines, as well as regional and continental 
platforms including Eastern and Southern African Commitment to Comprehensive Sexuality Education 
workshops, Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) and African Union-linked or ICPD-related 
events. At the community level, youth advocates conducted sensitisation campaigns, school outreach, 
intergenerational dialogues, use of community scorecards, and engagement with Village Development 
Committees (VDCs), Area Development Committees (ADCs), and local councillors. Some were also part of 
the Champions of Change1 programme, focusing on gender and social transformation.

These advocacy efforts operate within Malawi’s broader policy environment, most noteworthy Malawi’s 
National Youth Policy, which states that there should be a minimum of 30% of youth represented in 
governance and coordination structures, and Malawi 2063 which recognises young people as central actors 
in governance and socio-economic development and emphasise inclusive leadership, civic engagement, 
and youth empowerment (Government of Malawi, 2023; National Planning Commission, 2020).

Niger

In Niger, the Break Free! programme was led by Plan International Niger in collaboration with the youth-led 
organisation AfriYan and the NGO Lahiya Matassa. The study focused on the Maradi region, specifically the 
communes of Mayahi and Maijirgui, where advocacy was primarily community-based but connected to 
regional and national platforms. This focus reflects Niger's decentralisation reforms initiated in 2004, which 
mandates communes and regions with key developmental decision-making. Although the coup d’état of 26 
July 2023 led to the dissolution of elected communal and regional councils and their replacement by 
centrally appointed Administrateurs Délégués (civil or military), decision-making authority concerning local 
development remained institutionally anchored at the communal and regional levels. As data collection for 
this study took place after the coup, advocacy efforts continued to engage actors operating within these 
decentralised administrative structures in the Maradi region.

Break Free! programme implementation in Niger began with mapping and strengthening youth 
structures across intervention villages. Youth groups received training in SRHR, advocacy, communication, 
public speaking, and organisational development. Many developed six- to twelve-month action plans to 
structure their advocacy efforts. Youth advocates, often also active as Champions of Change, functioned as 
peer educators, community mobilisers, and representatives in local forums. Advocacy themes included 
child and forced marriage, girls’ education, menstrual health, child protection, substance abuse, migration, 
and intergenerational dialogue. Engagements took place at village chief palaces, dan hili (public squares), 
fadas (informal youth tea groups), schools, homes, and occasionally community radios. At the state level, 
Break Free! initiated forums and roundtables (e.g. on SRHR and girls’ education), while national-level 
participation occurred mainly through large-scale events such as parliamentary information days and 
influence evenings, where selected youth delivered advocacy messages to legislators and senior officials, 
amplified through national media. Pan-African engagement remained limited but included sub-regional 
forums hosted in Niamey with youth from multiple countries. By design, youth advocacy in Niger was more 
strongly rooted in decentralised governance structures and community mobilisation compared to Malawi, 
reflecting the institutional organisation of decision-making, while engagement with formal national policy 
processes remained more selective.
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Niger’s youth engagement landscape is shaped by the national development framework of Agenda 2063 
and national youth development policies that emphasise youth empowerment and social inclusion 
(Government of Niger, 2023).

Malawi and Niger differ considerably in terms of socio-political context, language, and programme 
implementation. Countries were not treated as units of comparison. Instead, the design was intended to 
capture the diversity of youth advocates’ experiences implemented across different settings, thereby 
enriching the analysis.

Methodology

‘Youth advocates’, in the context of this study, refers to young people who, with civil society support, 
engage in lobbying and advocacy activities for SRHR, including participation in awareness raising activities, 
peer mobilisation, coalition building, as well as direct engagement with policymakers through consulta
tions, policy platforms, and evidence-based lobbying at the community, national, and Pan-African levels. 
This study followed youth advocates engaged through the Break Free! programme in Malawi and Niger 
over a 22-month period, with data collection conducted in three phases between September 2023 and 
August 2025. The longitudinal qualitative design invited youth advocates to share their experiences and 
enabled the study to capture changes in advocacy experiences, motivations, and engagement trajectories 
over time. Prior to primary data collection, the research team conducted a desk review of key programme 
documents including monitoring overviews, advocacy action logbooks, outcome harvesting registers, and a 
mid-term assessment on meaningful and inclusive youth participation. This informed the research design 
and data collection tools.

The research team comprised core team members at a Dutch research institute and in-country 
researchers in Malawi and Niger who ensured contextual and linguistic sensitivity throughout the study. 
In both countries, an advisory group composed of programme staff and an external youth representative 
was established to review study tools, peer-review draft findings, and participate in reflection sessions in 
supportive or observer roles, thereby strengthening contextual relevance and quality assurance throughout 
the research process.

Conceptual framework

This study adopts the CLEAR framework (Lowndes et al., 2006) to conceptualise youth participation in SRHR 
advocacy. The framework understands participation not as an individual disposition, but as the outcome of 
interacting personal, relational, organisational, and institutional conditions. In doing so, it offers a structured 
lens to examine how capacities, motivations, enabling structures, mobilisation dynamics, and institutional 
responsiveness jointly shape opportunities for sustained engagement. We consider the framework espe
cially relevant to youth-participatory SRHR advocacy as the latter is not only shaped by young people’s 
motivation or knowledge, but also by age-based power relations, moralised norms surrounding sexuality, 
and the openness of institutional actors to youth-led claims (van Tuijl et al., 2024).

Guided by the CLEAR framework, we conceptualise participation as the outcome of five interrelated 
conditions: can do, like to, are enabled to, are asked to, and are responded to (Lowndes et al., 2006). Rather 
than framing participation as an independent individual choice or isolated behaviour, the framework 
functions as an investigative tool that highlights how capacities, motivations, institutional arrangements, 
mobilisation strategies, and responsiveness interact to shape uneven participation, viewed from the 
citizen’s perspective. Participation is understood as most effective when individuals possess relevant skills 
and resources (can do), experience a sense of belonging and identification with the policy issue or 
participatory structure (like to), have access to supportive organisational and civic infrastructures (enabled 
to), are actively mobilised through appropriate and diverse channels (asked to), and receive feedback 
demonstrating that and how their input has been considered with decision-making processes (responded 
to) (Lowndes et al., 2006). Importantly, the framework does not prescribe a universal model of ‘good 
participation’ but emphasises the need for context-sensitive and reflexive approaches that attend to 
structural inequalities and institutional practices.
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Sampling and recruitment

Purposive sampling was used to recruit youth advocates with varying levels of engagement in the 
Break Free! programme across study sites. The sampling strategy aimed to capture diversity in gender, 
location (community and national levels), advocacy experience, and consistency of engagement over 
time. In Malawi, where the study focused primarily on national-level advocacy processes, participants 
were mainly drawn from the SAT Youth Hub and data collection hence took place in Lilongwe. To 
incorporate perspectives from community-level programming and because these youth advocates 
were also involved in national-level advocacy, four youth advocates from TA Njewa and Chiwalo/ 
Machinga were included. In Niger, where advocacy was more strongly rooted at the community level, 
participants were recruited from two intervention communes from local networks and youth structures 
affiliated with or strengthened by the Break Free! Programme, and data was collected in the Maradi 
region (Maijirgui and Mayahi).

The sample size was established in consultation with programme teams based on the total number of 
youth advocates actively engaged in Break Free! advocacy activities in each country. In total, the study 
included 71 youth advocate diary entries, 22 in-depth interviews, and 19 key informant interviews across 
both countries and three phases, as well as five reflection, three learning sessions and one combined set-up 
(for more detail, see Table 1 in Results). While a core group of youth engaged consistently throughout the 
study period, the reflection diaries remained open across phases, resulting in some attrition and the 
addition of new participants over time. Youth advocates who had filled diaries consistently were invited 
for in-depth interviews at Phase three.

Initial invitations were disseminated through youth-friendly communication (email and WhatsApp 
messages) by programme staff. Break Free! coordinators first assessed young people’s willingness to 
participate before introducing them to the research team. The research team retained responsibility for 
final participant selection. Youth who consented to participate were invited to complete longitudinal 
reflection diaries. Those who consistently submitted diary entries over time were subsequently invited 
to participate in reflection sessions and, in the final phase, in-depth interviews exploring their advocacy 
trajectories. Key informants were also purposively recruited based on their involvement in lobbying and 
advocacy activities with youth advocates. Across both countries, efforts were made to ensure gender 
balance among youth participants and representation of different advocacy roles and experiences.

Table 1. Overview of methods and participants per countryand per study phase.

Method Country Study participants
Phase one 

2023
Phase two 

2024
Phase three 

2025

Reflection diaries Malawi Young women (18−28) 11 8 10
Young men (18−28) 8 6 5

Missing a 5
Niger Young women (18−28) 0 3 3

Young men (18−28) 2 6 4
Semi-structured key 

informant 
interviews (KII)

Malawi Policy-makers 2 N/A 2
Programme staff 2 3 2

Niger Policy-makers 4 2 0
Programme staff 2 0 0

In-depth interviews (IDI) Malawi Young women (18−28 
years) advocates

N/A N/A 8

Young men (18−28 
years) advocates

N/A N/A 4

Niger Young women (18−28 
years) advocates

N/A 2 2

Young men (18−28 
years) advocates

N/A 4 2

Reflection sessions Niger Young people (18−28) 1 (4 young women, 
6 young men)

1 (3 young women, 7 
young men)

1 (3 young women, 7 
young men)

Malawi Young people (18−28) 1 (6 young women, 
3 young men)

1 (5 young women, 6 
young men)

1 merged (6 young women, 4 
young men, and 4 
programme staff)Learning sessions Malawi Programme staff N/A 1 (3 participants)

Niger Programme staff N/A 1 (3 participants) 1 (12 participants)
aIn phase one, sex was not systematically recorded at the point of data collection and was completed retrospectively; consequently, sex 

information is missing for five entries. 
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Data collection methods

Data collection methods included reflection diaries by youth advocates, semi-structured key informant 
interviews with policy-makers and programme staff, in-depth interviews with youth advocates, reflection 
and outlook sessions with youth advocates and learning sessions with programme staff. All data collection 
tools are included in Appendix 1.

Youth advocates were invited to complete longitudinal reflection diaries (duration to fill in: 30—45 
minutes) documenting their experiences in advocacy. The diaries captured socio-demographic character
istics, roles in advocacy processes, forms of support received, contributions during preparation and 
implementation of advocacy activities, and perceived enabling and constraining factors. The instrument 
combined closed-ended items with open-ended questions to allow both structured tracking and narrative 
reflection. The research team aligned the three phases with key advocacy moments in both countries 
during which youth advocates were invited to complete diary entries. Key advocacy moments included 
across the phases were parliamentary engagements, media dialogues, national events commemorating 
international days, and meetings with ministry and CSO stakeholders. However, the diary survey remained 
open throughout, and some participants submitted entries outside scheduled periods. In Malawi, diaries 
were submitted via Google Forms. In Niger, due to limited internet connectivity, participants submitted 
reflections via WhatsApp or phone calls to the national researcher, who transcribed entries where neces
sary. Youth were encouraged to submit reflections in formats accessible to them, including written, audio, 
or video submissions.

Across the three phases, semi-structured key informant interviews (60 minutes) were conducted with 
Break Free! staff members, including consortium partners and implementing organisations. Policy-makers 
interviewed included national-level ministry representatives in Malawi and national and sub-national 
administrative and traditional authorities in Niger who had engaged directly with youth advocates through 
advocacy activities. Interviews explored advocacy spaces, institutional receptiveness, perceptions of youth 
involvement, forms of support provided to youth advocates, and power dynamics shaping young people’s 
participation. Particular attention was paid to identifying barriers and facilitators of sustained engagement 
and the added value of youth involvement for advocacy outcomes.

Following each phase of data collection, reflection sessions (3-4 hours, including breaks) were organised 
with youth advocates to collectively discuss and validate preliminary findings through interactive group 
activities. These sessions served both as validation exercises and as spaces for critical dialogue among youth 
advocates regarding their advocacy experiences over time. As participants were already familiar with one 
another through prior programme engagement, group norms were established quickly and collectively at 
the outset. Activities combined multiple participatory formats, including sharing circles, advocacy mapping 
exercises, drawing activities to visualise barriers and facilitators, sentence completion tasks, prioritisation 
exercises, and paired reflections. Written and drawing activities were conducted in participants' preferred 
language. Youth representatives co-facilitated to ease the setting. Reflection sessions were adapted to 
country context. In Niger, the first session was held prior to diary submission after it became clear that 
participants had limited familiarity with written reflection tasks; this session was used to clarify expectations 
and support engagement with the diary format, with all journals submitted subsequently. To promote 
organisational learning, learning sessions (2-3 hours) with programme staff were conducted in phases two 
and three comprising a presentation of preliminary findings followed by discussion. In phase three, In 
Malawi, youth advocates and programme staff engaged in a joint workshop to deliberate on emerging 
findings and implications for strengthening youth advocacy, which was considered beneficial to the 
discussions given the established organisational relationships and logistical conditions in that setting.

During the final phase, in-depth interviews (60 minutes) were conducted with a purposively selected 
subset of youth advocates who had consistently completed diary entries. These interviews used advocacy 
timelines to explore participants’ lived advocacy journeys within Break Free! and used elements from their 
diary entries shared as probes, examining how they navigated different advocacy spaces over time, 
including their interactions with institutional actors, emotional experiences, perceived supports, constraints, 
and reflections on outcomes. This approach enabled deeper insight into the trajectories and sustainability 
of youth engagement beyond discrete advocacy events.
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Data collection was led by in-country researchers2 and conducted primarily in English in Malawi, with some 
participants contributing in Chichewa. In Niger, interviews and diaries were conducted in French and Hausa, 
particularly with community-based youth advocates and actors with limited French proficiency. Where neces
sary, translations were undertaken by the national researcher to ensure accuracy and contextual fidelity.

Data analysis

All interviews, reflection and learning sessions, and verbally submitted diaries (in Niger) were audio- 
recorded with participants’ verbal and written informed consent and transcribed verbatim, with translation 
into English or French conducted simultaneously where required.

All data were coded and analysed using Dedoose and Microsoft Excel, applying thematic content analysis. An 
initial coding framework was developed based on the literature review and topic guides. Key domains included 
experiences with advocacy spaces, acceptability of MIYP, facilitators and barriers to participation, needs and 
reasons for (un)sustained engagement and advocacy achievements. Codes were iteratively refined inductively 
as new themes emerged, with thematic categories established through team consensus. Primary coding per 
phase was conducted independently by one Malawian/Nigerien and one Dutch-based researchers per country, 
with a subset of transcripts double-coded to ensure consistency. Preliminary findings were reviewed with 
programme teams and reference groups for contextual validation. Data from the three sources (diary reflections, 
reflection and learning sessions, and in-depth interviews) were initially coded separately to capture source- 
specific insights; findings were subsequently integrated during cross-source analysis to identify convergences 
and divergences across stakeholder types. Narrative summaries were developed per country before cross- 
country analysis was conducted across Malawi and Niger. During preparation of the manuscript, findings were 
restructured according to the conceptual framework (Lowndes et al., 2006).

Ethical considerations

All participants were aged 18 years or older and provided both verbal and written informed consent3 prior 
to participation. Ethical approval for the study was granted by the [name of institute] Research Ethics 
Committee on 17 October 2023 (S-226). Data were anonymised during transcription, with identifying 
information removed to ensure confidentiality.

Participants received a travel stipend to cover transportation costs, and refreshments and lunch were 
provided during reflection and learning sessions. No additional compensation was offered.

Positionality statement

The research team was predominantly female and under 35, bringing complementary insider and outsider 
perspectives shaped by nationality and institutional affiliation. Dutch-based researchers contributed ana
lytical distance, while in-country researchers from Malawi and Niger ensured contextual and linguistic 
grounding. Shared generational positioning with participants was considered an asset in reducing power 
dynamics. Ongoing reflexive team discussions and triangulation across data sources and stakeholder 
groups strengthened the credibility and contextual sensitivity of the analysis.

Results

This section summarises results on sustaining youth advocacy over time (2023−2025) in Malawi and Niger. 
The results begin with a short overview of key socio-demographic information of participants and here
inafter, findings are presented within each domain of participation, highlighting contextual variations while 
drawing out cross-cutting patterns.

Sociodemographic characteristics

Table 1 provides an overview of participants engaged across methods, countries, and study phases; the 
sample was broadly gender-balanced, with a slight overrepresentation of young women overall, particularly 
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in Malawi, and of young men in Niger, reflecting the composition of youth advocate groups within the 
Break Free! programme in each country context.

In both countries, youth advocates were predominantly in their mid-to-late twenties. Participants across 
both countries held at minimum high school-level education, with university qualifications common 
especially among Malawian participants. Most were engaged in informal or early-stage professional 
activities alongside their advocacy work, including small-scale farming, agribusiness, journalism, nursing, 
and youth-led organisations. Only a small number reported formal employment. The majority were single, 
with a few reporting marriage or single parenthood.

Youth advocates described themselves as passionate, self-selecting, and motivated by personal commit
ment to SRHR and community change. Many had prior advocacy experience of two to five years before the 
study began, often through youth clubs, the SAT Youth Hub, or community-level Champions of Change 
structures. A common personal trait across participants was a strong identification with advocacy as part of 
their personal and professional identity, rather than merely a programme activity.

In Malawi, participants were primarily urban-based in Lilongwe, reflecting the national-level focus of 
advocacy activities through the Youth Hub, with a smaller number from rural and semi-urban areas in TA 
Njewa and TA Chiwalo/Machinga. In Niger, participants were drawn from the communes of Mayahi and 
Maijirgui in the Maradi region.

Key informants spanned a broader age range from their late twenties to early sixties, with professional 
backgrounds in health, education, gender, social work, and community development.

Can do: capacities and resources for advocacy

This domain examines the extent to which young people possessed the knowledge, skills, and material 
resources necessary to participate effectively and sustainably in advocacy processes.

Capacity strengthening was identified across both countries as foundational to entering advocacy 
spaces. From phase one onward, developing SRHR knowledge and technical skills (public speaking, 
stakeholder engagement or message framing) enabled youth to participate in increasingly complex 
advocacy arenas. Programme staff described ongoing learning needs assessments and mixed training 
modalities combining policy literacy with practical advocacy techniques.

What distinguished sustained engagement was not skills alone but their cumulative deepening over 
time. Youth who remained engaged through phase three reflected on how repeated advocacy exposure 
had shifted their confidence and influence in ways initial training could not have produced:

“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.” (Youth advocate, Male, 25 years, IDI, phase three, Malawi).

In Niger, sustained community-level engagement similarly deepened advocates' confidence in navigat
ing relationships with traditional authorities:

“I felt important and capable of mobilising the village chiefs. I am proud of the attention I received from the adults, 
the village chiefs, the Imams, and the entire population present. I had confidence in myself and I am happy with the 
trust the population placed in me.” (Youth advocate, Male, 27 years, IDI, phase three, Niger)

Logistical and financial support (transport, materials, venue arrangements and small allowances) enabled 
initial participation, with youth participation budgeted for in both countries, though advocacy was largely 
framed as voluntary. Resource constraints, however, emerged as a key barrier to sustained participation. In 
Niger, financial limitations restricted youth-led initiatives from phase one onward. In Malawi, funding 
constraints intensified in phases two and three, limiting training access and participation opportunities. 
Lack of compensation was cited as a key driver of disengagement in Niger:

“They [young people that youth advocate met in different villages] always complain about not getting any money. It’s 
always meetings, assemblies, but no money is given.” (Youth advocate, Male, 28 years, IDI, phase one, Niger)

By contrast, youth who sustained engagement through phase three pointed to relational factors as 
critical. In Malawi, peer mentoring within the Youth Hub, including intergenerational mentorship as youth 
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aged out at 25, fostered skill transfer, continuity, and collective investment. Participation in Champions of 
Change clubs reinforced advocacy competence and belonging over time.These findings suggest that 
sustained participation was contingent not only on skills acquisition but on the existence of a broader 
ecosystem of material, relational, and institutional support that deepens over time.

Like to: motivation and identity

This domain focuses on the affective and motivational dimensions of sustained participation, including 
whether young people felt connected, recognised, and personally invested in advocacy work. Across both 
Malawi and Niger, initial engagement was often described as emerging from a sense of opportunity to 
contribute to issues young people cared about. Over time, however, sustained engagement became tied to 
something deeper: a growing sense of attachment to advocacy work and an evolving identity as legitimate 
civic actors. Participation was increasingly described as part of how young people saw themselves during 
phase three.

Many youth advocates reported that gradual improvements in SRHR knowledge and advocacy skills 
reinforced their confidence in navigating institutional and public spaces. This growing confidence trans
lated into a stronger sense of belonging within advocacy networks and policy arenas. In Malawi, exposure 
to regional and international platforms was particularly significant in consolidating advocacy identity 
over time:

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

Across both contexts, youth often described moments of recognition, such as being listened to, invited 
to speak, or publicly acknowledged, as turning points in their advocacy journeys. Recognition from peers, 
leaders, and institutions reinforced the perception that their voice carried weight. As expressed in Niger:

“I am proud to be useful to the community I belong to. And we are able to bring about change in society.” (Youth 
advocate, Male, 27 years, IDI, phase three, Niger)

The language of ‘usefulness’ suggests that motivation was sustained not only by personal development 
but by perceived contribution (see more below under ‘Responded to’). Feeling that one’s efforts generated 
tangible value for others appeared to deepen commitment and foster a sense of responsibility toward 
continued engagement.

A notable discrepant pattern emerged among youth navigating marginalised identities, for whom 
advocacy spaces became unexpected sites of inclusion and empowerment. A young woman with a 
disability in Malawi described participation as affirming:

“Usually [civil society organisation] 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 mbali pakhani ya zaumoyo wabwino ogonana (Young people with disabilities can take part in sexual and 
reproductive health, and rights). Just yesterday, I was invited to speak on a topic related to me.” (Youth advocate, 
Female, 24 years, Reflection diary, phase two, Malawi)

This quote highlights how inclusive participation can reshape internalised narratives about who is 
entitled to speak in SRHR spaces. Recognition functioned not only as validation but as a reconfiguration 
of perceived civic capability.

Over time, youth advocates increasingly described advocacy as part of their personal trajectory rather 
than a time-bound programme activity. Participation fostered leadership aspirations, expanded social 
networks, and generated pride in representing peers. The repetition of terms such as ‘confidence,’ 
‘proud,’ and ‘important’ across diary entries suggests that affective reinforcement was cumulative across 
phases. At the same time, motivation was relational. Feeling embedded within a collective - through youth 
clubs, the Youth Hub, or community associations - appeared to be particularly important for sustaining 
engagement when structural barriers persisted. Shared advocacy experiences and peer validation con
tributed to a sense of solidarity, reducing isolation and sustaining engagement even when structural 
barriers persisted.
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These findings suggest that sustained youth advocacy cannot be explained solely through capacity or 
opportunity. When young people experienced advocacy as personally meaningful and socially valued, they 
were more likely to persist despite logistical constraints or institutional resistance.

Enabled to: structures and platforms for participation

This domain considers whether institutional arrangements, organisational structures, and relational net
works created practical opportunities for young people to participate in advocacy.

Since the study focused on youth advocates engaged in the Break Free! programme, the programme 
itself functioned as a structural gateway into advocacy spaces. Participation was embedded within 
deliberately constructed organisational platforms linking youth to community, national, and occasionally 
regional governance arenas.

In Malawi, Break Free! built upon and strengthened existing youth infrastructures of the programme, 
most notably the SAT Youth Hub and the Champions of Change networks. These structures, that already 
existed before Break Free! commenced its implementation, provided continuity across phases and enabled 
progression from community-level engagement to district and national policy platforms. In Niger, partici
pation was organised through mapped and strengthened youth associations embedded within commune- 
level governance and community systems, hereby contributing to sustainability of engagement.

Key informants often described this as an intentionally bottom-up model that institutionalised pathways 
for youth voice:

“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.” (Policy-Maker, Male, KII, phase 
three, Malawi)

These programme platforms operated as scaffolding mechanisms, connecting youth advocates to 
roundtables, technical working groups, national consultations, and regional forums. Without these inter
mediary structures, access to formal policy arenas would likely have been limited.

Beyond formal platforms, enabling conditions extended into relational ecosystems. In Niger, municipal 
authorities, village chiefs, youth associations, and community members contributed practical and symbolic 
support:

“There is support from the Town Hall through the loan of a vehicle. There is support from youth organisations through 
membership fees for activities. There is support from the village chief who authorises the activity. There is also 
encouragement from the community who ask us to continue this type of activity.” (Youth advocate, Male, 27 years, 
IDI, phase three, Niger)

Authorisation by chiefs and collaboration with local governance actors legitimised youth advocacy within 
community power structures. Some parents, who were initially hesitant to let their children participate in 
community structures such as Safe Spaces and Listening Centres in Niger, gradually shifted their mindset over 
the time span of the Break Free! programme as they observed tangible positive changes in girls’ behaviour and 
wellbeing, leading to increased acceptance of youth participation in these spaces. Similarly, in Malawi, although 
a few parents were hesitant during phase one, their support for youth advocacy gradually increased over time 
enabling mobility and participation, as per the reflection diaries and session.

Participation therefore depended not only on organisational arrangements but on negotiated social 
permission within households and communities.

However, enabling infrastructures were unevenly distributed. Access to advocacy platforms reportedly 
often depended on affiliation with established networks and prior programme engagement. Some parti
cipants acknowledged that youth outside these structures faced barriers in accessing training and 
opportunities:

“I want to say that it is really easier for other people because they are well connected, while others don’t have that 
connection, they haven’t had advocacy training. (…) So it differs from person to person.” (Youth advocate, Female, 
23 Years, reflection session, phase two, Malawi)
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Thus, while Break Free! created durable participation infrastructures, these structures simultaneously func
tioned as gatekeeping mechanisms. This programme-dependency was more pronounced in Malawi, where 
national-level advocacy relied heavily on structured institutional access, than in Niger, where community- 
embedded structures showed stronger signs of autonomous continuity beyond the programme.

Asked to: mobilisation, inclusion and representation

This domain explores how young people were invited, selected, and mobilised into advocacy spaces, and 
whose voices were included or excluded in participation processes.

As elaborated above, youth were primarily mobilised into advocacy through programme-mediated 
invitation processes. Most young people described their involvement as emerging through structured 
outreach:

“I got involved with Break Free! as I became aware of and committed to their work, given that Break Free! offers 
young people an opportunity to contribute to community development.” (Youth advocate, Female, 22 years, 
reflection journal, phase two, Niger)

Patterns of selection revealed important stratifications. Although programme frameworks recognised 
young people as key SRHR stakeholders, sustained advocacy roles were predominantly occupied by older 
youth (mid-20s), frequently university-educated, already in leadership roles, and often fluent in English or 
French and Hausa, respectively. This highlights a mismatch between the age groups most affected by SRHR 
issues and those most frequently mobilised into advocacy spaces.

In Malawi, where advocacy activities took place mainly at national and international levels, predomi
nantly urban youth advocates were invited to participate. Selection was also shaped by language and 
confidence in formal advocacy settings. One youth advocate described the challenges of navigating 
expectations around language use:

“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 comment, 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 criticised about it; What’s the point of being an advocate, if you can’t 
advocate in both of your languages?” (Youth advocate, Female, 23 years, Reflection session, phase two, Malawi)

Across both countries, repeated selection of the same youth advocates was raised as a further concern in 
the reflection sessions, as several youth advocates noted that ‘recycling’ of the same youth can narrow 
representativeness and limit diversity of perspectives.

Across Malawi and Niger, youth advocates were primarily mobilised into representational and 
implementation-oriented roles, with uneven opportunities for agenda-setting and leadership. In Malawi, 
diary entries showed that youth were most often invited into advocacy spaces as representatives within 
pre-defined institutional structures. Participation at national, regional, and Pan-African levels largely 
involved speaking, presenting, or contributing to consultations rather than shaping advocacy priorities 
or decision-making processes. While exposure increased over time, leadership remained selectively 
extended to a small number of experienced youth. In contrast, in Niger, youth advocates assumed 
operational roles at the community level such as facilitating dialogues, implementing campaigns, and 
acting as recognised Champions of Change. However, the youth-led action was largely confined to local 
spaces. At national and Pan-African levels, participation became more selective and episodic, and remained 
mediated through programme or adult-led structures.

Thus, while youth were actively invited to participate, mobilisation remained concentrated among a 
relatively small group of older, experienced, and well-connected advocates, resulting in structured inclusion 
that enhanced visibility but offered limited and uneven access to shared decision-making power.

Responded to: recognition and influence

This domain assesses the extent to which young people perceived that their contributions were acknowl
edged, acted upon, and reflected in tangible decisions or social change.
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Young people’s sustained engagement in advocacy was closely linked to whether they perceived that 
their contributions were taken seriously, acted upon, or visibly acknowledged by decision-makers and 
community leaders. Feeling ‘responded to’ through acceptance, feedback, or observable change shaped 
whether participation was experienced as meaningful rather than symbolic. Across Malawi and Niger, 
evidence of responsiveness varied by level and actor, with important implications for sustainability.

Since phase one, youth involvement and leadership in advocacy was acknowledged by policy makers in 
Malawi and actively supported by village chiefs and local-level policy makers in Niger. Village leadership 
supported youth advocates by participating in the activities organised by them. As explained by the Mahayi 
canton chief in Niger phase two, ‘Our presence at youth activities lends legitimacy to the activity. And it helps 
to mobilise people for the activity.’ By phase three, village chiefs in Niger provided youth with access to 
spaces where activities could take place, and mobilised people in the community and joint advocacy efforts 
took place with religious leaders such as Imams on the topic of girls’ education following youth-led efforts. 
In Niger, because youth advocates were from the community itself, they were able to navigate advocacy 
better with tailored messages that were relatable to community members. Lastly, the Break Free! pro
gramme facilitated linkages between youth and traditional and administrative leadership in Niger. This 
included the Secretary General, as illustrated in the quote below, the Prefect, and personnel from the 
protection, education, and health sectors.

“I can conclude that this advocacy experience has fostered solidarity among the young people in the community's 
associations. Relationships have been created among us young people, and between the young people involved in 
the project and the village chiefs and Imams thanks to Break Free, because we wouldn't have known each other 
otherwise. There's also a connection between the 10 villages involved in the project.” (Youth advocate, Male, 27 
Years, IDI, phase three, Niger)

By phase three, there appeared to be consistent and continuous engagement of youth in advocacy at all 
levels in Niger, suggesting that responsiveness had become relational and embedded, rather than purely 
project-dependent:

“The chiefs of the villages (where Break Free! is implemented) know us [youth] well. They can call us for things just as 
we can reach out to work with them even if Break Free! is over.” (Youth advocate, Male, 27 years, IDI, phase three, 
Niger)

In Malawi, due to the focus on national-level advocacy, changes were visible at a higher level in the 
government hierarchy. Key informants spoke of an increased openness of decision-makers to engage with 
youth and an increased participation of youth in decision-making bodies and initiatives. This was also 
because donors and Ministries (such as the Ministry of Gender, Ministry of Youth and Ministry of Education) 
were reportedly increasingly prioritising the meaningful involvement and participation of youth. 
Interestingly, they also recognised that youth networks had value as being watchdogs. The Break Free! 
programme also played a role in connecting young people to relevant policy makers, as mentioned in the 
diary entries, mainly in phase one. However, this responsiveness was most visible in terms of access and 
consultation, with less consistent evidence that youth inputs directly shaped policy outcomes or decisions.

Youth also interpreted shifts in community practices as evidence that their advocacy was being heard. 
This was clear from several reflection diaries and from the reflection sessions. In Malawi, one youth advocate 
linked advocacy activities to visible behavioural change:

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

In Niger, the majority of participants similarly described changes in everyday practices and relationships 
among young people and within families. These included increased awareness among youth on the 
interlinkages between drug use and SRHR and greater perceived respectfulness in the home. 
Stakeholders furthermore noted that girls who experienced violence appeared increasingly likely to seek 
help themselves, which they perceived as a notable change compared to previous years:

“Girls who are victims of violence come forward to report it themselves. This means there has been a big change. In 
previous years, there wasn't this kind of change. It was usually a neighbour or someone else who would come to us 
and report it, but today, they know their rights. So, as soon as they are victims of violence, they come forward to 
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report it themselves. This is a positive change. It's what we call self-reporting.” (Programme staff, KII, phase one, 
Niger)

Stakeholders further described gradual shifts in parental attitudes, increased attention to girls’ educa
tion, and community-level decisions such as the signing of a circular prohibiting ‘armen guirké’ practices in 
Mayahi. For youth advocates, such changes reinforced the belief that participation could generate tangible 
outcomes.

Despite these positive developments, responsiveness was regarded constrained, particularly around 
contested SRHR issues. In Niger, during phase two, a traditional leader questioned the appropriateness of 
youth messaging, especially when it came to youth sexuality: ‘I wonder how the young people are prepared 
to communicate and advocate on these messages.’ In Malawi, resistance was more pronounced at ministerial 
level, particularly regarding sexuality education. This signals that responsiveness remained subject to 
individual gatekeepers.

Institutional responsiveness to youth leadership remained ambivalent, reflected in how some adult 
stakeholders framed youth participation as both valuable and in need of supervision. A policy-maker 
highlighted the need for youth-adult collaboration:

“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.” (Policy-maker, KII, phase 
three, Malawi).

These examples illustrate contexts in which youth participation was acknowledged procedurally but not 
substantively acted upon, reinforcing asymmetries in authority and limiting influence.

Furthermore, several participants described ongoing patterns of superficial inclusion. In Malawi, national- 
level engagement was sometimes perceived as symbolic:

“Yeah, I think the barriers is also the issue of tokenism. Still seeing young people as targets, to say, oh, now we have 
this, the hot topic is meaningful youth participation, let’s just get people in the picture, they are there, take pictures, 
we will make more money. I think tokenism has been a challenge.” (Programme staff, KII, phase two, Malawi)

In such cases, youth participation appeared to satisfy donor expectations rather than meaningfully 
influence decision-making processes. This undermined perceptions of substantive responsiveness.

Across both countries, key informants emphasised that advocacy outcomes unfolded incrementally:

“As soon as we can see that the population is starting to understand, as soon as we can see the change in attitude. 
(...) So, that means that the arrow tends towards infinity. Even if we can't change everything, we have hope that little 
by little, change will come. It may come in small steps, but it will come, God willing. Parents will understand, the 
community will understand the importance of children's education, of all children, whether boy or girl; they must be 
treated equally; gender equality in work and in schooling.” (Programme staff, KII, phase two, Niger).

Overall, while visible recognition and incremental change reinforced young people’s sense of legitimacy 
and sustained engagement, resistance and tokenistic inclusion exposed the limits of institutional respon
siveness and constrained the depth of youth influence in contested SRHR spaces.

Discussion and conclusion

This study followed youth advocates’ trajectories in Malawi and Niger over nearly two years to examine how 
youth-participatory SRHR advocacy is experienced and sustained or constrained over time. Interpreting the 
findings through the CLEAR framework reinforces that participation is not a single act of engagement but 
the outcome of interacting conditions: capacities and resources, motivation and attachment, enabling 
infrastructures, mobilisation dynamics, and institutional responsiveness (Lowndes et al., 2006). This rela
tional understanding aligns with youth studies scholarship that frames participation as shaped by power, 
recognition, and institutional context rather than individual willingness alone (Cahill & Dadvand, 2018; 
Kwon, 2019). The longitudinal design further demonstrates that these conditions shift over time, producing 
moments of consolidation as well as friction in youth advocacy trajectories.
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Consistent with literature emphasising the importance of grounding programmes in the lived realities of 
those most affected (Gaithuma et al., 2025), youth engagement in both contexts was widely valued for its 
authenticity and contextual relevance but struggled with structurally-resistant political systems. 
Youth–adult collaboration in advocacy spaces demonstrated potential for constructive intergenerational 
partnerships, supporting arguments that shared power arrangements can enhance both acceptability and 
policy relevance (Ozer et al., 2020; van Tuijl et al., 2024). However, as the findings show, greater presence of 
youth in policy arenas does not automatically translate into shared authority. Although youth expressed a 
clear desire to act as legitimate civic agents, their participation frequently took the form of consultation or 
representation rather than agenda-setting. These findings resonate with analyses of gerontocratic political 
systems in which youth are structurally peripheral despite their demographic centrality due to deeply 
embedded cultural norms of elder authority (Adebayo, 2018), reinforcing critiques that youth inclusion in 
development processes can remain symbolic when institutional power hierarchies are left intact (Affa’a- 
Mindzie, 2015; Okerulu et al., 2025; Saidou, 2023; Wigle, 2021). The CLEAR lens makes this visible: being 
‘asked to’ and even ‘enabled to’ participate does not guarantee that youth are substantively ‘responded to.’

The findings also echo longstanding concerns about representativity within youth advocacy spaces. 
Despite broad policy definitions of youth in both countries, sustained advocacy roles were predominantly 
occupied by older, already networked youth with tertiary education who were proficient in the dominant 
institutional languages. In Malawi, there was a strong bias towards engaging urban youth. This concentra
tion mirrors literature cautioning against treating youth as a homogeneous category and overlooking 
intersecting differences in age, gender, education, and socio-economic status (Choonara et al., 2018; Villa- 
Torres & Svanemyr, 2015). Leadership pipelines and the professionalisation of youth advocacy can inadver
tently privilege those most able to navigate institutional norms (Ogbazghi Melles & Ricker, 2018; Saidou, 
2023; Wigle et al., 2022), reproducing inequalities within the youth cohort. Repeated selection of the same 
individuals- in both countries as a result of structured outreach through pre-defined institutional structures 
may also generate fatigue and narrow diversity of perspectives. However, there were also novel opportu
nities for marginalised groups and topics to be included, such as disability rights in Malawi. In SRHR 
advocacy where stigma, moralised discourses, and contested mandates shape participation, the narrowing 
of youth voice risks excluding those most directly affected by restrictive norms and service barriers (Sen 
et al., 2020; Starrs et al., 2018), including younger adolescents.

At the same time, the study demonstrates that when youth participation is embedded in supportive 
ecosystems - by combining mentorship, peer solidarity, logistical support, and relational legitimacy 
-motivation and attachment deepen over time. This aligns with evidence that sustained youth engagement 
requires not only capacity strengthening but also investment in mentorship, adult allyship, and institutional 
willingness to share power (Gaithuma et al., 2025; Peterson et al., 2020; van Tuijl et al., 2024). In Malawi and 
Niger, parental support increased incrementally. In Niger, the collaboration between chiefs, local govern
ance and the youth advocates legitimised their efforts within community power structures. Others have 
also warned that the overemphasis on technical training without parallel focus on rights-based advocacy, 
ethical communication, and power analysis may limit transformative potential (Tohit et al., 2024). Being 
invited into transnational advocacy spaces appeared to expand young people’s imagined political commu
nity and strengthened their commitment to remain engaged, extending local engagement to a broader 
civic identity.

The study further highlights that sustainability is shaped by socio-economic realities. Framing advocacy 
as voluntary work risks privileging those who can afford to participate, reinforcing inequalities and limiting 
retention, an issue widely recognised in youth development and participation literature (Okerulu et al., 
2025; Ozer et al., 2020; YIELD Hub, 2025). Particularly in contexts such as Niger and Malawi, where formal 
youth unemployment is widespread, sustained civic engagement is closely intertwined with young people’s 
economic precarity. In Niger, limited employment opportunities have been reported to shape youth 
political participation, with many young people navigating advocacy alongside informal livelihoods and 
dependence on senior actors, reinforcing hierarchical intergenerational relations and constrained auton
omy (Elhadji Bachir, 2023). In Malawi, high unemployment rates reportedly drive many young people into 
insecure or seasonal work (Tumalike Matabwa & Umar, 2021), with voluntary advocacy models risking to 
privilege youth who can afford unpaid engagement. Both country teams reported financial limitations 
(from phase one in Niger, from phases two and three in Malawi), that limited participation opportunities, 
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youth-led initiatives and the number of youth who could access trainings or advocacy spaces. Youth in both 
countries highlighted that lack of compensation (Niger) or the costs and access to travel (Malawi) limited 
their participation and/or contributed to their disengagement in their advocacy efforts. This means that 
sustained engagement requires more deliberate support and transition pathways, including mentorship, 
professional exposure, and integration into longer-term institutional structures. Integrating youth into 
existing governance mechanisms, such as advisory bodies or technical working groups, may enhance 
continuity of influence, yet insider roles alone are insufficient if they do not come with real decision-making 
leverage.

At the individual level, youth advocates reported increased confidence, leadership capacity, and 
recognition; at the community level, participation contributed to strengthened intergenerational relation
ships, increased legitimacy of youth voices through endorsement by traditional and religious leaders, and 
perceived shifts in attitudes toward girls’ education and violence reporting; and at policy level, contribu
tions to guideline revisions and policy consultations illustrate how sustained participation can institutio
nalise youth voice. However, youth-participatory advocacy efforts did not automatically resolve structural 
constraints such as tokenism, resource limitations, or resistance around contested issues. In both countries, 
youth experienced moments where participation was procedurally acknowledged but not substantively 
acted upon. Such dynamics resonate with critiques of donor-driven participation agendas, where youth 
inclusion can be incentivised for visibility and compliance rather than transformative power-sharing 
(Makamo, 2024; Wigle et al., 2024). This is relevant in both Malawi and Niger whose governments are 
increasingly prioritising youth representation in policy and governance structures (Government of Malawi, 
2023; Government of Niger, 2023). These findings underscore that institutional responsiveness remains the 
decisive condition determining whether youth participation consolidates into durable influence or stalls at 
the level of symbolic engagement.

Methodologically, the longitudinal design is a key strength, enabling analysis of advocacy as an evolving 
process and capturing shifts in motivation, roles, and perceived influence over time. However, several 
limitations warrant acknowledgement. The study is situated within a programme-mediated ecosystem, 
meaning youth who disengaged early or operated outside NGO-supported structures are under- 
represented. Variation in methods and sample sizes between countries limits direct comparability. The 
advisory group included limited autonomous youth representation, and the predominantly older, educated, 
and networked profile of participants introduces selection bias. Reported outcomes are largely perception- 
based, and the study design does not allow for causal attribution of advocacy outcomes. Future research 
should include younger and more diverse youth, systematically examine disengagement pathways, and 
integrate approaches such as process tracing or outcome mapping to better assess long-term impacts of 
youth-led SRHR advocacy.

In conclusion, this study contributes empirical insight into what sustains and what constrains youth- 
participatory SRHR advocacy over time. The findings suggest that meaningful and sustainable youth 
engagement emerges not simply from inviting young people into spaces, but from aligning multiple 
conditions: intergenerational power sharing, inclusive mobilisation, supportive ecosystems, credible insti
tutional responsiveness, and equitable access to resources. Where these conditions aligned, youth advo
cates brought meaningful change to themselves personally, to the community and at the policy level; 
where they did not, participation risked becoming substantively symbolic or discontinued. These findings 
call for programme designers, funders, and policymakers to move beyond short-term, skills-focused 
engagement towards sustained investment in the relational, institutional, and economic conditions that 
enable young people to advocate meaningfully and persistently for their own rights.

Endnotes
1. Champions of Change is a peer-to-peer strategy/intervention by Plan international to tackle gender equality and 

social norms change at the community level.
2. One Dutch-based team member joined learning and reflection sessions remotely and once in-person during phase 

three in Malawi.
3. Informed consent was obtained in two stages: prior to participation via phone and again on the day of each 

interview through both verbal and written consent. For reflection diaries, participants completed a consent section 
at the beginning of each entry.
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