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Working definition of youth agency

Youth agency is the desire and ability of young
people to make decisions and drive change—in
their own lives, in their communities, and in their
larger spheres of influence.

Overview of research on youth agency

• The study aims to generate evidence to inform the
process of embedding youth agency within school
ecosystems and broader youth programmes.

• It seeks to generate evidence on how to effectively
provide support to children and young people to take
leadership and action towards exercising their agency
in Southern Africa.

Why Youth Agency is critical
• C21st challenges need young people’s voices/action

- Harnessing the demographic dividend – 60% of population youth
- Climate change
- Digital Age and ICT
- Gender Equality, HIV/AIDS: access to SRHR services, Mental Health
- Economic inclusion/prosperity
- Good governance/accountability
- Employment/access to marketable skills

Study Objectives
▪ Determine how young people and other stakeholders, including key gatekeepers
in the SADC region understand youth agency;
▪ Establish youth agency enablers at personal, household, community, national and
regional level to strengthen advocacy on youth agency;
▪ Analyse barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to the
uptake of the SADC Child and Youth Agency Framework, and
▪ Highlight implications for the implementation of the SADC Child and Youth Agency
Framework, youth programming and recommend ways of accelerating youth
agency in education ecosystems and broader governance processes in the SADC
region.

How is youth agency understood and experienced by
young people, and other stakeholders, including key
gatekeepers in the SADC region?

What are the youth agency enablers at personal,
household, community, national, and regional
levels to strengthen advocacy on youth agency

Research
Questions

What are the barriers to youth exercising their
agency, including in relation to the uptake of the
Child and Youth Agency Framework?
What are the implications of this for youth
programming?

Approach and Methodology
• Mixed Method Approach (Qualitative and Quantitative
data)
• Study was guided by the socio-ecological framework
• Youth-driven Participatory Action Research where young
people led critical research processes such as ethics
application, data collection, and analysis.
• 34 Focus Group Discussions with young people (between
the ages of 14-21 years) both in and out of schools in 6
countries (Lesotho, Madagascar, Mozambique, South
Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe)
• 11 Key Informant Interviews with Government Officials,
UN Agencies, CSOs

How youth agency is understood and experienced by young people,
stakeholders in the SADC region?

• Across six study countries, there are youth development initiatives, mostly
driven from a health and job creation perspective. However, the concept of
youth agency is not widely known across levels. (Mozambique, South Africa,
Madagascar)
• There are misinterpretations and misconceptions surrounding the concept of
youth agency (viewed as political, NGO issue, and not to be taught in schools)
• Youth agency is a political concept, not known and experienced at the
national and community level as the majority of youth know nothing about
what it means to be Youth in the 21st century ( South Africa)

How youth agency is understood and experienced by young people,
and other stakeholders in the SADC region?

Youth agency at
the individual level
is understood as an
ability to make
decisions without
being pressurized,
Youth, Lesotho

Understood as the
participation of
children and young
people in decisionmaking processes
and acting on areas
that affect their lives
and the lives of their
peers, families,
schools, and
communities.
Youth, Mozambique

understood as a
place where young
people come
together and share
common goals about
what they feel
should be done”.
youth agency is
understood as a way
youths pour out their
hearts making their
voices heard”. Youth,
Zambia

The agency is about
taking the lead and
changing the
injustices in the
society
Youth, South Africa

How youth expérience their agency
The manner in which youth experience youth agency is:
Gendered, girls across study countries are still battling serious issues such as child
marriages, early and unintended pregnancy, and gender-based violence mainly affecting
girls. Teacher, Zambia.
Parents exchange their girls for financial gain through marriage with the involvement of
the chiefs, these things continue to happen in our villages and it is not easy to report them
as chiefs are also involved.
Youth, Lesotho
Varies, between urban and rural youth; educated and uneducated youth, youth from an
advantaged financial backgrounds, and youth from the disadvantaged family background.

How youth experience their agency

• The majority of adolescents and youth have limitations in exercising their agency.
A number of factors contribute to this state of affairs including poverty, limited
resources, poor or low education background, more importantly, frustrating
restrictive environments where children and youth continue to be seen but not
heard, where young people are seen as trouble makers questioning political
status quo.
• Adolescents and young people have limited access to spaces to exercise their
agency. In all structures of society, including schools, young people are generally
viewed as delinquents with little or nothing to contribute to the development of
their society

How parents expérience youth agency
• It has brought mixed feelings in the community, parents are of the view that
NGOs sideline them, and focus on youths especially when it comes to issues of
sexuality.

• Parents experience youth agency as part of the human rights agenda aimed at
undermining traditional values of society.
• Parents also noted the youth’s negative attitudes including rebellion and
arrogance.

How parents expérience youth agency
• Teachers and parents experience youth agency in the same manner.
teachers are not different from our parents, they treat us as kids and don’t
take us seriously.
We parents and the community are always left out in many programs that
are being done with our children and as a result, it becomes hard for us to
accept and or even to support the children because we will not be having the
correct facts and information
Teacher, Zimbabwe
The family fabric is so distorted that for us to have a shared understanding of
youth agency, we need programs that will first attempt to rebuild the concept
of family, communication and harmony within households
Parent, Zimbabwe.

What are the youth agency enablers at personal, household, community,
national and regional levels to strengthen advocacy on youth agency
Level
Personal

Enablers of Youth Agency
“take advantage of the social media space as platforms of interactions amongst

youths, parents and other stakeholders and as a way of spreading information
about youth agency”, as well as promoting the creation of well-revised relationships
between parents and youths - Teacher B, Zambia
Knowledge to facilitate and drive positive change. Also knowledge for improved
reasoning and problem solving skills.
Representing a family if there is a funerals in the community .
Only 3 out of 10 confirmed that they are given the opportunities to represent their
family when there is a funeral in the community. Youth, Madagascar

What are the youth agency enablers at personal, household, community,
national and regional levels to strengthen advocacy on youth agency
Level
Households

Enablers of Youth Agency

Parental engagements through dialogues with
parents to create a shared understanding on
the need for youth agency.
Include children in decision making at
household level
Parents, Lesotho

What are the youth agency enablers at personal, household, community, national and
regional levels to strengthen advocacy on youth agency

Level
Households

Enablers of Youth Agency
Educate and inform parents about the need for youth agency,
Key Informant, Zambia
We parents and the community are always left out in many
programs that are being done with our children and as a result, it
becomes hard for us to accept and or even to support the children
because we will not be having the correct facts and information”
Teacher, Zimbabwe , and Parent, Zambia

The family fabric is so distorted that for us to have a shared
understanding of youth agency, we need programs that will first
attempt to rebuild the concept of family, communication and
harmony within households” Parent 12, Zimbabwe

What are the youth agency enablers at personal, household, community,
national and regional levels to strengthen advocacy on youth agency
Level

Enablers of Youth Agency

Community

Youth inclusion in political and development affairs to allow them a
space to learn higher level decision making
Community platforms for engagement with community leaders and
their peers is required to discuss and address community challenges
affecting youth. Corruption was cited as an issue that affects them
across study countries. Youth, Zambia

Youth needs to be involved in national decision-making and policy
making especially on issues that affect youth. Youth, South Africa
Youth empowerment programmes

What are the youth agency enablers at personal, household, community, national and
regional levels to strengthen advocacy on youth agency
Level

Enablers of Youth Agency

National

Youth inclusion in political and development affairs to allow them a space
to learn higher level decision making

Community platforms for engagement with community leaders and their
peers is required to discuss and address community challenges affecting
youth. Corruption was cited as an issue that affects them across study
countries. Youth, Zambia
Youth needs to be involved in national decision-making and policy making
especially on issues that affect youth. Youth, South Africa
Youth empowerment programmes

What are the youth agency enablers at personal, household, community, national and
regional levels to strengthen advocacy on youth agency
Level

Enablers of Youth Agency

National

The effective implementation of youth development programmes
South Africa is governed by regulations, laws, and policies that
support youth development yet little action is seen on the ground,
policies to favor youth need to be implemented in every way
possible, South Africa
Preparation of the 4th industrial revolution
Skills development including information technology

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in
relation to the uptake of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?

The awareness level of the Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency
Framework was very low ( Lesotho,100% never heard about the
document Madagascar, 2% were not sure whether heard about the
document, 98% never heard of it; Mozambique, 0, never heard about
the document, South Africa, 100% never heard about the document
Zambia, 100 % never heard about the document and Zimbabwe, 100%
never heard about the document.

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to
the uptake of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?

Lack of structures that can serve as heterogeneous structures for
intentional interaction involving adolescents, youth, and adult
people.
Lack of knowledge and sensitization on youth agency
“knowledge on youth agency issues is not there and sensitization is
not forthcoming which heightens the gaps
Lack of leadership on youth agency issues

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to the
uptake of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?

Socio-cultural norms
Culture has also posed another barrier, it prevents dialogue between parents and
children, culture holds that there are certain things that children and parents
should not talk about,
Youth, Zambia.
It would be difficult to unlearn some of the traditional beliefs that undermine the
promotion of youth agency,
Parent, Zambia

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to the
uptake of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?

Society wants young people to only comply with the status core, with no
space for different approaches, Youth, Mozambique
• Diverse levels of education background which has created conflict among
youth, with uneducated youth being viewed as mere peddlers of violence
while educated youth is viewed as elites.
• Youth unemployment and poverty
Young people are preoccupied with looking for means of survival for
themselves and their families Parent, Zambia

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to
the uptake of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?
Age norms
Most of us young people are usually quiet and follow what we are told without question, something that is termed
as being obedient, so we just do certain things without even understanding them”.
Youth, Zambia
Our opinions are often not taken seriously due to age.
Youth, Lesotho
At the school level and other community structures, the youth still lacks space to demonstrate their potential,
Teacher, Mozambique
Young people are perceived as irresponsible and risky to society and a possible risk when given power.

Youth, South Africa

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to
the uptake of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?

“...being a president of a country or leading a parliament cannot be a
entrusted to a young person, since they do not have much experience
in a leadership position, let alone, leading a country or a
parliament”.
Teacher, Mozambique

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to the uptake
of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?
Lack of inclusion/ opportunities in decision-making processes

The government has made significant strides in attempting to incorporate young people
into the government. That can be seen in positions such as in the Ministry of Agriculture,
Youth &amp; Sports, etc. However, when it comes to key decision-making power, it is very
much centralized, with issues of partisanship in between, as the ruling. On the other hand,
there is the Juvenile Parliament, but it has lots of limitations and weak visibility, and its
decisions not binding, and not representative enough, such that many young people are
not even familiar with it.
Key Informant, Mozambique

What are the barriers to youth exercising their agency, including in relation to the
uptake of the Child and Youth Agency Framework?

Attitude and mindset of people in the position of power, civil society
organizations and government do not open up a space for young people

Key Informant, Regional
Lack of funding for youth agency activities
Youth are the leaders of tomorrow, therefore government needs to invest
on children and young people, however, the reality is governments do not
have funds as a result of the poor capacity to alight their budgets and
where there is a need.

Key Informant, Regional

The uptake of the Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency Framework
All study groups across six countries were hopeful that the uptake of the
framework will address the barriers discussed including:
▪ Enabling children to know and understand that life is about planning and
decision-making.

▪ Fostering a new wave of thinking to ensure that youths resolve their own
challenges including youth unemployment through facilitating skills creation to
cope with the economic challenges of the 21st century.
▪ Raising the awareness of teachers and parents on how better to support youth
agencies within schools.

The uptake of the Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency
Framework
Youth were not aware of the framework, this was blamed on the lack of regional,
national, and community platforms to engage youth on their issues.
The reception from the youth was positive, their recommendations are as follows:
▪ The effective implementation of the framework will enable youth to be
proactive and to make informed decisions that are in the best interest of other
young people.
▪ The framework can be used as a tool to reach more youths through youth
clubs

The uptake of the Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency
Framework
▪ Parents’ reception was positive, their views were that the framework will
enable young people to exercise their agency, including providing them with
a platform to hone their leadership skills and to be the best version of
themselves.
▪ Contrary, parents’ priorities are only seeing their children obtaining good
grades as for academic excellence. It was revealed in Madagascar that
parents are more supportive of academic theory-based programmes
compared to skills development programmes.
.

The uptake of the Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency Framework

▪ This attitude is also seen at the policymaking level. For instance, in
Mozambique, the biggest investment and demand in the sector goes
for the so-called “Ensino Geral- General Education”, which is more
theoretical, rather than skills-based programme.
▪ There were also negative comments about the framework, for
instance, parents in Madagascar, suspicious about the framework
since it was associated with SADC, they indicated that SADC is not
effective at the country level and felt that the framework has
something to do with the upcoming presidential elections

The uptake of the Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency Framework

▪ Parents were also of the view that the framework is part of the
human rights agenda aimed at eroding the community’s cultural
practices and values.

The uptake of the Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency Framework
The reception from the teachers was positive, their recommendations are as
follows:
▪ The framework will facilitate stakeholder engagement across levels, and
outline the implementation approach.
▪ The framework could be included in the school curriculum and
implemented through debates and sporting activities whereas

Recommendations
▪ Young people need to take leadership in advocacy for their agency.
However, they need to be fully aware of what their agency is and how they
can exercise it within a frustrating environment as a result of socio-cultural
norms, poverty, and lack of resources Youth, South Africa, Mozambique.
▪ Youth need to be involved in policy decision-making and entrusted with
leadership roles to bring about change in society. Programs need to be
developed to change parents’ and teacher's attitudes toward youth issues

Recommendations

▪ More academic research and publications are needed on youth agency to
enhance the discourse.
▪ More scholarship and exchange program opportunities within Africa for
peer learning. Youth, Madagascar
• Education sector should revamp school curriculum to teach learners about
access to information, and to provide them with opportunities to act.
• Invest in awareness raising programmes on the transformational role of
youth agency- that youth are not antagonistic but want to contribute to
development

The uptake Southern Africa Child and Youth Agency Framework
▪ SADC: To translate the document into locally recognized languages so that
it can be mainstreamed and understood within our localized contexts.
Student 1, Zimbabwe
▪ SADC should also monitor the extent to which this framework has been
implemented using different focal points in SADC Member States. Student
8, Zimbabwe
▪ Governments need to be at the driving seats, driving the implementation
process rather than letting non-governmental organizations do the jobs on
their behalf. Student 7, Zimbabwe
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