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INTRODUCTION
From 8 to 10 November, CARE and partner staﬀ from
the Balkans, Burundi, DRC, the Netherlands, Norway,
Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda came together to share
experiences and lessons on their Engaging Men and
Boys programming. The ini+a+ve was organized by the
teams of Sisi Vijana project in Burundi and DRC. This
document presents some key lessons that emerged
from the workshop, related to the three key themes:
mobilizing youth, youth ac+vism and advocacy, as well
as some par+cipants’ gender equality vision.

Youth mobiliza on
ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT AS AN ENTRY POINT
It has not always been easy to interest the youth
par+cipa+ng in EMB projects to talk about ‘intangible’
topics like gender equality. O5en, they are quickly
discouraged when they realize that the project does not
bring any material support. Sisi Vijana project engaged out
-of-school youth in Voluntary Savings and Loans

Workshop par cipants shared their

Associa ons (VSLAs) that allowed them to save, take
credit and invest in their small enterprises. The same
groups were the entry points for discussions on gender
equality, power, posi+ve masculinity, GBV preven+on, etc.
In the beginning, the economic aspect a;racted youth to
par+cipate, but over +me, par+cipants saw increasing
value in the discussions on gender. The project noted
increased understanding on the topics discussed and
members reported more posi+ve behavior. The economic
aspect is expected to contribute to the groups’
sustainability a5er the project’s support ends.
However, workshop par+cipants also no+ced the risk that
economic aspects of the project take up the space of the
discussions related to gender equality. Social norms
change needs to con+nue to receive lots of a;en+on over
the whole life span of the project in order to have an
impact. It is important that all staﬀ, partners and
community-level stakeholders have a joint understanding
on the role of the economic empowerment pillar of the
project.

vision on gender equality.

“I dream that, 15 years from now, every person can choose their own partner,
and there will be no more forced marriages”

INVOLVING THE ADULTS WHO INFLUENCE YOUTH
Youth are inﬂuenced by many diﬀerent actors. Workshop
par+cipants noted the importance to include these actors
in the project to increase the sustainability of youth’s
par+cipa+on. Parents, teachers, local authori es and
religious leaders all play an important role in suppor+ng
and encouraging youth to change their behavior to
support gender equality and sexual and reproduc+ve
health. They will however only do so if they understand
and agree with the project, and do not feel threatened in
their own posi+on. Therefore, projects should have a
speciﬁc component that builds their awareness and
engagement.

TRANSPARENCY ABOUT THE GROUPS’ MOTIVES
Both Burundi and DRC experienced poli+cally unstable
periods during Sisi Vijana’s implementa+on period. When
the project mobilized youth to form groups, this led to fear
that these groups were poli cally mo vated. Transparency
about the groups’ mo+ves and intensive communica+on
about the project with (local) authori+es contributed to
solving this, but nevertheless some ac+vi+es had to be
adapted. The project team decided to not organize
na+onal-level campaigns due to the risk that they might be
misunderstood.

I dream that, 15 years from now...
“All youth (boys and girls) discuss
what consent regarding having sex
really means as part of school
curriculum”
“Boys and girls share the same tasks
in the household”
“Speaking out against injus&ce does
not mean that you have to live in
fear”

Youth Ac vism
STRENGTH OF PEER EDUCATION
Young people prefer learning from other young people.
Workshop par+cipants noted the strength of peer
educa+on. When youth shared their tes monies about

I dream that, 15 years from now...
“Men take into account the sexual
pleasure of women and respect
their body”
“A girl can discuss her academic
future with her parents, based on
her competencies and interests, in
the same way as her brothers”
“There is freedom of expression,
irrespec&ve of sex and appearance”

their own changing aCtudes and behavior, this inspired
other youth to start ques+oning their own gender norms.
Tes+monies were shared through simple face-to-face
conversa+ons, but also through theatre, movies, music
and social media.
Where youth come together, they have the opportunity to
not just talk but to experiment with their new behavior –
tes+ng this out in safe spaces has some+mes helped them
to overcome their skep+cism. Examples are the teamwork
that boys and girls in Tanzania’s school clubs engage in and
sports ac+vi+es in mixed teams.

LINKING YOUTH WITH ADULT ROLE MODELS
To be eﬀec+ve peer educators, youth need support from
adults in their communi es. This is especially important
in the cultures where Sisi Vijana operates, as youth are
hierarchically placed lower than adults and are not
supposed to speak up or challenge the status quo. So,
while they are a group normally considered more open to
change, they also face speciﬁc challenges because of their
age.
Linking them to adult role model men or for example local
authori+es who support gender equality has a signiﬁcant
eﬀect on the likelihood that they will become and remain
ac ve change agents in their communi+es. In Sisi Vijana,
some local authori+es are also Abatangamuco (role model
men) and they have been found to ac+vely support the
youth par+cipa+ng in the project to share their messages
on gender equality. Con+nued support from partner
organiza+ons is equally an important support for youth to
con+nue their ac+vism.

I dream that, 15 years from now…
“All youth can develop to their full
poten&al, without being socially
condi&oned”

role as teaching girls about women’s rights. This risks to
underline certain norms (boys as more powerful than girls,
thus needing to educate and protect them) rather than
challenge them. Also, it ignores the fact that rigid gender
norms have nega+ve consequences for boys as well. This is
an area that seems to require more a;en+on in our work.

CONFLICT PREVENTION

“All children grow up feeling that
equality is a normal thing”
“Women and girls have control of their
own sexuality with access to accurate
informa&on”

A lot of project par+cipants and community members in
Burundi men+oned the poten al of the youth groups to
contribute to conﬂict preven on. Groups inten+onally
include youth of diﬀerent poli+cal aﬃlia+on and allow
members to ﬁnd common ground and work together on a
joint objec+ve. In addi+on, youth have gained skills such as

INFLUENCING BEYOND PEERS
In mul+ple occasions in Burundi and DRC, youth have been
able to inspire more gender equitable behavior in older
genera ons. This cuts across the cultural barriers that
exist in the two countries for youth to inﬂuence adults. It
shows that the combina+on of showing changed behavior
and having the skills to explain the ra+onale behind them
is a powerful combina+on in challenging norms that
promote inequality. Youth have indicated however that
they would beneﬁt from more support to acquire skills to
engage their parents and other adults in conversa+ons
about gender equality, as the capacity building that they
receive focuses on facilita+ng discussions with their peers.

TEACHING WOMEN’S RIGHTS
One challenge with engaging boys to challenge nega+ve
gender norms is that some boys have interpreted their

I dream that, 15 years from now...
“People are judged based on their
knowledge and capaci&es and not
on their gender”
“Women and girls have conﬁdence
in decision making”
“All youth can borrow money to
develop their income genera&ng
ac&vi&es”

joint objec+ve. In addi+on, youth have gained skills such as
facilita+on and non-violent communica+on through the
project, which they use to mediate conﬂicts in their
households or between neighbors.

REACHING OTHER COMMUNITIES
Experience has shown that the VSLA component of the
project easily spreads to other loca ons – without support
from CARE or its partners. These new VSLAs however only
focused on the economic empowerment objec+ve and did
not include discussions on gender norms. Future projects
could explore how youth can be supported to incorporate
gender transforma+ve elements in their self-supported
VSLAs.

Advocacy
YOUTH’S ROLE IN ADVOCACY
Diﬀerent projects that were represented had used
diﬀerent approaches to advocacy. While some advocated
(together with partners) on behalf of youth, others
focused on facilita+ng direct advocacy by youth to
decision makers. Overall, par+cipants experienced that the
la;er was harder than expected. However, this approach
becomes more feasible as decision makers are more
closely located to the project. For example, in DRC, the
project targeted mainly provincial decision makers in its
advocacy and was successful in enabling youth to share
their messages with provincial ministries.

A PROGRAM APPROACH TO ADVOCACY
Inﬂuencing policy and policy implementa+on requires a
long term investment. Par+cipants discussed the
importance of a par+cular advocacy agenda not being
dependent on one me-bound project to avoid that
ini+al progress cannot be built upon because a grant is
ending. Program-level advocacy agendas (rather than
project-level) and joining alliances were cited as examples
to avoid this.

I dream that, 15 years from now...
“Science subjects at school not
dominated by boys”
“Women and girls are heading
ins&tu&ons”
“All people know the rights of
others”
“There will be female bus drivers
“Girls and boys have the same
freedom of expression”
“Girls and boys have free and
respected rela&onships”
“Women decide whether they are
ready for sexual rela&onships or
not”
“Girls grow up to their full poten&al
in an environment where they are
considered and respected and have
the same opportuni&es as boys”
“Girls and boys no longer have
preferences about sharing tasks”
“Women and girls have control of
their own sexuality with access to
accurate informa&on”
“Youth will no longer be blocked by
socio-cultural norms”
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