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A force for change 
Tamar Renaud, Matlhogonolo Mogapi & Mark Connolly 

Young people must be given opportunities to participate in 
decision-making at all levels. Because of the force for change 
that they represent, young people 5 creativity, original ideas, 
commitment and energy will benefit the whole of society. 

Sporting a false moustache and dressed as a man, an adolescent girl distributes condoms during a 
street play on AIDS awareness in Bombay. Young people's creativity, commitment and energy can 
be instrumental in encouraging healthy behaviours. Photo Keys tone/ AP /S. Crasto © 

A
number of United Nations 
organizations have acknowl
edged the importance of 

young people's participation in a 
wide variety of activities, be it in 
caring for the environment, educat
ing one another in life skills or 
influencing their peers to adopt 
healthy behaviours. UNICEF, the 
United Nations Children's Fund, has 
been instrumental in getting the 
United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) ratified 
by all but two countries; this docu
ment strongly upholds the right of 
children to participate in decisions 
that affect them. UNAIDS, the Joint 
United Nations Programme on 
HIVIAIDS, has focused its 1998 
World AIDS Campaign on the role 
that young people can play in chang
ing the course of the HIV I AIDS 
epidemic. The theme is Force for 

Change: World AIDS Campaign 
with Young People. The words 
convey recognition that young 
people are capable, that they can 
have a positive impact on their 
peers, and that in partnership with 
adults they can enhance action taken 
by governing and implementing 
organizations. 

A direct commitment to young 
people's participation is also clear in 
international conferences where 
young people have been asked to 
speak. These conferences serve as 
starting points, but they are far from 
enough. Too often, what we call 
participation means telling about 
one's own experience. Personal 
stories, though often moving, 
fascinating, and inspiring, are not 
enough. Too often, adults use such 
stories to reinforce their own ideas 
and to develop recommendations for 
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action without consulting young 
people. Yet the child or young 
person who told the story may have 
in mind a quite different approach. 

It is important for adults to en
gage with the young, to hear the 
stories that they tell, but, even more 
importantly, to create supportive 
environments for them to make 
recommendations that are given 
serious consideration Young people 
must be given the space to develop 
their thinking, establish their ideals 
and share their thoughts, without 
fearing a reprimand. To reduce new 
HIV infections and discrimination 
against people living with 
HIV I AIDS, young people need to be 
involved in planning, making deci
sions, carrying out and evaluating 
policies and programmes on 
HIVIAIDS at local, national and 
international levels. 

False premises 

Involving young people requires an 
understanding of the forces that 
move them to act as well as of the 
premises on which some groups 
erroneously base participatory 
initiatives. 

First there is the assumption that 
all young people want to participate. 
We wrongly assume that, if offered 
the opportunity, young people will 
immediately show interest and take 
action. Many will not. Organizers 
of projects need to mobilize young 
people, give them incentives and a 
supportive environment in which to 
take part, and get them excited about 
the possibilities. 

Secondly, we should not assume 
that everyone understands what 
participation means. It can range 
from giving speeches at conferences 
to having a full voice in decision
making and taking action. Genuine 
participation requires full speaking 
and voting rights. 
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The third fallacy is that all young 
people are the same. Not all young 
people are capable of taking part in a 
project, sitting on a board of direc
tors or serving as a peer educator. 
A young person who is selected to 
participate must demonstrate the 
qualities that the organization in 
question values, and must be appro
priately trained. Similarly, no one 
person can understand the issues 
faced by all the others in their coun
try. A university student with a 
privileged upbringing will have very 
different concerns and a different 
vision of the world from the child of 
migrant labourers living in an urban 
shanty town. For an initiative to be 
successful, selection for participa
tion has to be appropriate for each 
project. 

Finally, there is the idealistic 
view that, once young people begin 
to participate, they will continue to 
do so. In reality, however, young 
people need continued support and 
follow-up, patience and collabora
tion. We cannot emphasize enough 
how processes need to be collabora
tive between the adults and the 
young people involved. 

Here are some examples showing 
how participation can succeed. 

Political programmes 
Malawi is one of the few African 
countries that underwent a peaceful 
and successful transition to democ
racy after 31 years of single-party 
dictatorship. Its new constitution is 
based on the Bill of Rights from the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, and genuine community 
participation was evoked to develop 
its laws. In addition, a Youth 
Council was created which develops 
the country 's youth policies and 
coordinates programmes and activi
ties relating to young people. The 
Malawi Youth Council is made up 
of young rural and urban men and 
women, interministerial government 
officers, nongovernmental organiza
tions and the private sector. The 
young people involved have an 
equal voice and an equal vote in 
decision-making, and in drafting 
policies. 

Media programmes 
Children's Express (CE) is a news 
service in the United Kingdom and 
the United States where young 
people aged 8 to 18 years report on 
issues important to children and 
adults. Its high standards have been 
recognized internationally; it has 
won several awards and has been 
nominated for a prestigious Pulitzer 
Prize. CE stories offer adult audi
ences refreshing perspectives on a 
wide variety of issues, such as edu
cation, poverty, the environment, 
violence, sexuality and HIVIAIDS, 
and international issues. The key to 
CE's success has been its profes
sional approach to training young 
journalists. 

Sexual and reproductive health 
programmes 
In 1994, a group of nongovernmen
tal organizations in collaboration 
with the government and UNICEF in 
Lusaka, Zambia, realized that exist
ing primary health clinics were not 
meeting the needs of young people 
because young people were not 
directly involved in designing ser
vices and providing care. Conse
quently, 52 young people were 
trained over a two-week period to 
provide counselling on pregnancy, 
sexually transmitted diseases, 
HIV I AIDS, substance use, financial 
matters and communication with 
partners. These peer counsellors 
then provided counselling and also 
condoms to young people who came 
to the clinic and served as a link 
between the young people and the 
medical staff. Involving young 
people as peer counsellors has the 
double effect of inh easing atten
dance at the clinic, because services 
are more suited to the needs of 
young people, and creating strong 
links between adults and young 
people in the community. 

The Thai Youth AIDS Prevention 
Project (TYAP) in Chiang Mai, 
Thailand, trains young people on 
issues related to HIV I AIDS, as a 
mechanism for building leadership. 
University and vocational school 
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students, as well as street youth, are 
trained to lead workshops on HIV I 
AIDS through a comprehensive 
course on outreach, life-skills, gen
der issues and human rights. The 
personal development of each young 
educator is directly linked to his or 
her role as facilitator with school
children and street youth. As one 
educator said "I was never brave 
enough to make big decisions, but 
when we ran outreach, we had to. It 
was our responsibility to resolve 
problems. Over time this increased 
our confidence." TYAP has made a 
point of hiring young people as staff 
and having at least one young person 
on the board of directors of the 
organization. 

Collaboration is what young 
people really want - to build partner
ship with the adults of their world, in 
their families, schools and govern
ments. Young people want to assist 
in drafting the youth policies of their 
countries, and they want to do so in 
groups rather than as individuals. It 
is time for decision-makers to take 
advantage of the force which young 
people represent and to turn the 
rhetoric of participation into action. 
Young people must be given oppor
tunities to participate in project 
implementation, systems of gover
nance, and monitoring and evalua
tion. The benefits to adults and 
society will be exposure to young 
people's creativity, original ideas, 
commitment and energy. For it is 
undeniable that young people are a 
force for change. • 
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