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Young 
people can 
change 
the world 
This toolkit can help 
There are more than 1.2 billion young people on the 
planet.1  This is a mighty number. What if organisations 
worked in a way that harnessed the collective strengths, 
knowledge and insights of young people to ensure 
they have real decision-making power? This is how real 
change can happen. 

The world is transforming, and young people are at the 
forefront of much of this change. That is why it is more 
important than ever for us to support young people in all 
their diversity to speak out for their own communities, 
claim their rights and create the changes they want 
to see in their education, health and social systems. 
Young people know their situations best, so who better 
to design interventions for young people than them? If 
we want to balance the power between older adults and 
young people, we must move away from the pattern of 
adults creating interventions for young people without 
young people’s involvement.

This toolkit, designed by and for young people and their 
allies, provides a practical, adaptable guide to a proven 
change-making approach called ‘youth-led social 
accountability’ (YLSA).

Youth-led social 
accountability is 
powerful because 
it is driven by the 
people whose 
lives are affected 
when things 
aren’t working 
as they should 
be, but whose 
perspectives 
and opinions are 
often ignored or 
discounted.
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1 United Nations, Youth [webpage]. 

https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/youth#:~:text=Today%2C%20there%20are%201.2%20billion,cent%2C%20to%20nearly%201.3%20billion.


YLSA empowers young people to voice their own opinions and hold service providers, 
educators and duty bearers2 accountable for delivering on their commitments to 
provide, for example, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) services, 
information and education. It is powerful because it is driven by the people whose lives 
are affected when things aren’t working as they should be, but whose perspectives and 
opinions are often ignored or discounted.

This toolkit focuses on using YLSA to improve comprehensive sexuality education 
(CSE). But the steps can be used for issues other than CSE. 

This guide is designed for both youth-led organisations (YLO) and civil society 
organisations (CSOs) that want to know more about YLSA and are interested in using 
YLSA in their organisations and programmes. 

In this toolkit, you will find descriptions of YLSA in theory and practice, the five key 
steps to take to use YLSA successfully, and the resources available to guide you. You 
will also find a discussion of the potential challenges of taking an YLSA approach 
and some solutions, plus real-life examples of interventions in action like community 
scorecards.

All this information is based on existing research, resources and shared experiences 
from CSOs and young people who have worked together to bring about real change. 
By joining the YLSA movement you can play your part in empowering young people to 
spark change in their communities. 

What is comprehensive sexuality education?

Sexuality education that includes all aspects of sexual 
health, wellness, relationships and all other elements of 
healthy sexuality and relationships. Including all these 
things is what makes it ‘comprehensive’, as this means 
including everything. Often, sexuality education is called 
sex education, life skills, reproductive health or health 
education. And this may or may not be comprehensive, 
depending on local and/or national guidelines, the 
cultural context and resource access. If you want to 
know more, see UNESCO’s International technical 
guidance on comprehensive sexuality education.
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2 Duty bearers are people who have a particular responsibility and obligation to realise, respect and improve human rights, such as 
government officials. All complex terms in this toolkit are also explained in the glossary at the end.

https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/ITGSE.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/ITGSE.pdf
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YLSA is adaptable. This means you can use it to hold 
duty-bearers to account for a wide variety of subjects, 
such as climate policies and practices, other educational 
practices, medical care and health service access. By 
taking a YLSA approach you can take a fresh look at 
many issues that affect young people and gain critical 
insights into how to successfully bring young people into 
decision-making processes. This makes it a valuable 
intervention for an organisation to invest in.  

Most often, YLSA is used to evaluate and improve 
services that already exist or to identify gaps where new 
or different services are needed. 

When young people participate in YLSA initiatives, not 
only can they create change that matters to them and 
their communities, they are also likely to grow both 
personally and professionally. They will gain technical 
knowledge (for example, on CSE or SRHR) as well 
as skills in advocacy, negotiation and facilitation, 
tool building, project management, teamwork and 
organisation.  And they will learn how to interact with 
decision-makers and other professionals in ways that 
support them to assert their rights. 

But it’s not just young people who stand to benefit 
from YLSA. Older adults have a lot to gain from shared 
decision-making and youth/adult partnerships. There is 
limitless learning to be had from increased collaboration, 
including greater awareness of complex issues from 
both adult and youth perspectives. 

Youth-
led social 
accountability: 
what and why?

By taking a YLSA 
approach you can 
take a fresh look 
at many issues 
that affect young 
people and gain 
critical insights 
into how to 
successfully bring 
young people 
into decision-
making processes. 
This makes 
it a valuable 
intervention for 
an organisation to 
invest in. 
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Seizing the opportunity 
When we started to develop this toolkit we noticed a clear gap in YLSA interventions, 
tools and research on CSE. This gap provides a great opportunity for innovation. It 
means young people and CSOs around the world can get creative and come up with 
new ways to implement YLSA in CSE.

Having the confidence and skills to create change means young people can continue 
advocating for their needs in adulthood, creating a sustainable cycle of change. Within 
this cycle of change, those in positions of power will begin to view young people as 
equally important, valuable contributors, rather than silent, powerless consumers. 
A simple example of this is young people evaluating CSE and giving suggestions to 
educators about what can be done to make it more relevant to their needs. Breaking 
down existing power structures is key to young people changing systems to work better 
for them. 

When young people participate in YLSA initiatives, not only can they 
create change that matters to them and their communities, they 
are also likely to grow both personally and professionally. They will 
gain technical knowledge (for example, on CSE or SRHR) as well as 
skills in advocacy, negotiation and facilitation, tool building, project 
management, teamwork and organisation.  

Why comprehensive sexuality education?
CSE matters for young people. Accurate and positive CSE that reflects young people’s 
diversity of experiences and interests can support them to live sexually safe and happy 
lives. 

Ideally, CSE should reflect young people’s curiosities, needs and realities. In practice, 
it rarely does. Despite its importance for their lives, young people often have no say in 
what CSE is taught to them or how it is taught.  Often, young people are excluded from 
the process of designing and delivering CSE. Much of the time they have no power to 
influence what information they learn. Important information is often restricted and 
withheld from them, based on what adults deem appropriate or acceptable. 

Ideally, CSE should reflect young people’s curiosities, needs and 
realities. In practice, it rarely does. Despite its importance for their 
lives, young people often have no say in what CSE is taught to them or 
how it is taught.  
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As an intervention subject, CSE provides a good opportunity to engage young people 
as it is highly relevant to their needs. By using YLSA to bring young people, educators, 
decision-makers, CSOs and other stakeholders together to improve CSE programmes, 
you can positively influence the educational experience that young people, their peers 
and future generations have. 

What has meaningful, inclusive youth 
participation got to do with YLSA?

Young people not only have the right to participate 
but there’s also an advantage of their involvement: 
if the voice of young people is heard, programmes 
and policies can become more effective and can 
be adapted to the actual needs of young people. 
Most programmes that are developed for young 
people are not developed by young people. This 
limits the effectiveness of the programme.  

- Choice for Youth and Sexuality 

Meaningful and inclusive youth participation (MIYP) is when young people participate 
on equal terms with adults in all stages of programming and policy-making (design, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation).3 YLSA and MIYP are linked. The elements 
of MIYP are all essential to a successful YLSA initiative. 

If you look at this flower of participation you can see the essential elements of true 
meaningful youth involvement and the things needed to create an environment for 
young people to do this work. An YLSA intervention will fit into several of the petals on 
the MIYP flower, including youth-adult partnership and youth-led shared decisions with 
adults. YSLA is an important step to putting MIYP into action.4

3 This definition is taken from Youth Do It, The Flower of Participation.

4 If you work for a non-youth led organisation and want to use MIYP, it is important that young people’s participation is fully thought 
through and planned out and is not tokenistic. There are many resources to help you do this, such as Rutgers’ Meaningful and 
inclusive youth participation planning tool (on p.14 you can find an organisational readiness tool that will help you get started).

https://www.choiceforyouth.org/?acceptCookies=63637c493e80f
https://www.youthdoit.org/assets/Uploads/20171122-Flower-of-Participation-Narrative.pdf
https://www.youthdoit.org/assets/Uploads/20171122-Flower-of-Participation-Narrative.pdf
https://rutgers.international/resources/meaningful-and-inclusive-youth-participation-a-planning-tool/
https://rutgers.international/resources/meaningful-and-inclusive-youth-participation-a-planning-tool/


Guide to youth-led social accountability 08

The five 
steps to 
doing youth-
led social 
accountability
Different YLSA interventions will look different in 
different contexts. But each one should follow 
these five basic steps. 

PROJECT START-UP 

RECRUITING AND TRAINING 
YOUNG PEOPLE

DESIGNING AND DEVELOPING 
TOOLS

COLLECTING EVIDENCE

ACCOUNTABILITY



 

Project start-up 
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As with any project, it is important to plan and budget effectively and learn how to have 
the most impact. Young people will always have different needs from adults, and these 
needs should be before recruiting young people for interventions.

From the outset, everyone should understand what meaningful and inclusive youth 
participation means, and that means understanding that the intervention (and all other 
YLSA interventions) must be done in collaboration with or led by young people. This is 
important for understanding and thinking through what young people want and need, 
and how to make this experience as meaningful as possible for them. If you already 
have young people in your organisation, consider making them a lead in the project.

Planning and setting expectations 

Different factors need to be considered and planned for when working with young 
people. First, parental and sometimes school consent (written in local languages) 
must be formally requested and approved before minors (under 18) can participate 
in any part of the process. For parents and minors to consent, you must make the 
requirements of the project clear. For example, how much time will this intervention 
take? When will it take place? What are the specific responsibilities of the young people 
involved? 

It is best practice to consult with young people and any other parties who will be 
involved; discuss expectations, compensation, when and where to plan meetings and 
any other important logistics mentioned, such as parental consent and/or partner and 
school permission. Part of this should be figuring out what young people will need to 
fully and comfortably participate in the intervention. Doing this will not only make it 
more meaningful for them, it will also make it a more sustainable and equal process for 
all those involved.

It is best practice to consult with young people and any other parties 
who will be involved: discuss expectations, compensation, when and 
where to plan meetings and any other important logistics mentioned, 
such as parental consent and/or partner and school permission.  

Budgeting and incentivisation

Young people are often expected to work for free or to simply gain experience. This 
is a problem. Often, only the young people who can afford to work for free will do so, 
meaning the intervention is not inclusive. Financially compensating young people can 
enable them to get involved and keep participating in YLSA interventions. Just as we 
incentivise adults to work by paying them, we should extend this to young people in 
recognition that their work, opinions, and involvement are highly valuable. 
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Due to school commitments, family expectations and many other factors, young people 
need support and motivation to engage with and lead interventions. As young people 
should be leading this process from beginning to end, the support and incentives they 
receive should be continuous and consistent. Examples of the incentives you can 
provide include:

• Travel vouchers/transportation support

• Financial stipends

• Certificates of completion/involvement to recognise the skills built 

Additionally, the option of being brought into an organisation as a part of a team on a 
more regular basis is a very attractive incentive.  

It is not only important that young people see the value of YLSA interventions, they 
should also feel that their contribution to the intervention is valued. This is why proper 
planning and budgeting for payment and compensation is essential.  

It is not only important that young people see the value of YLSA 
interventions, they should also feel that their contribution to the 
intervention is valued. This is why proper planning and budgeting for 
payment and compensation is essential. 

              Recruiting and training young people
Young people need to know and understand their rights, and the policies and plans 
that affect them, before they can actively claim their rights. They also need certain 
skills, such as those in communication, advocacy, networking and research, so they 
can take the lead on the remaining three steps of the YLSA process (tool development, 
collecting evidence and accountability). 

Recruiting young people

Ideally, there should already be young people present in any organisation to take up 
leadership roles in projects and interventions. This allows you to have young people 
already trained in SRHR (see below for recommendations on topics to include in 
the training) who can support in designing, facilitating and taking the lead in youth-
centred interventions, such as YLSA. Having a pool of young people can take many 
forms, for example, you might run youth clubs for young people invested in promoting 
and advocating for better SRHR information and services. A long-term, sustainable 
connection between young people and CSOs is key to YLSA and more generally MIYP. 
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It is important to ensure that the young people involved are diverse in terms of gender, 
sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, race, age and ability.

Training on the intervention’s subject matter 

Information sharing is a key element of YLSA. This toolkit focuses on using YLSA 
interventions to improve CSE, so before designing interventions young people should 
have a thorough understanding of youth participation, SRHR and CSE, and their rights 
in relation to each of these issues. If they do not have this, training should be provided. 
They should also be educated on CSE guidance at the national, local and international 
levels. Young people need to know about rights, systems and policies because they 
cannot hold a system accountable if they do not know what it is supposed to do. 

Identifying gaps and building skills

Once young people understand their rights, and the policies, strategies, plans and 
practices that affect them, they will be more capable to identify gaps or unfairness in 
the systems they are reviewing. This is the understanding they need to decide what 
issues they want to focus on in YLSA interventions. For instance, there might be a local 
government plan saying CSE should be taught in all schools in their district. Young 
people need to be aware of this plan to recognise any gap in its implementation (Step 
2). Their evidence collection (Step 3) can then focus on this gap to hold decision-
makers who are responsible for implementing the plan to account (Step 4). 

Once young people understand their rights, and the policies, strategies, 
plans and practices that affect them, they will be more capable to 
identify gaps or unfairness in the systems they are reviewing. 

Young people involved in YLSA interventions may also need to strengthen their skills in 
the following areas:

• advocacy and communication (discussions  and interviews, presenting evidence, 
convincing decision-makers)

• networking and mobilisation (building a base for support)

• research (see Step 3)

• leadership

Young people should help establish if there is a need to strengthen these skills and 
which skills they would like to focus on.
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                  Designing and developing tools 
Once young people identify the gaps in systems that they want to focus on (for 
example, CSE implementation in their communities), they need to design tools to 
collect evidence to bring to stakeholders. This evidence will help them to hold those 
who are responsible to account. Tool design will be informed by the knowledge young 
people gain from their training and their own experience. 

Once young people identify the gaps in systems that they want to 
focus on (for example, CSE implementation in their communities), they 
need to design tools to collect evidence to bring to stakeholders. This 
evidence will help them to hold those who are responsible to account.  

Tool development

When designing a tool, it is good to look at several guidelines. In this case, both the 
UNESCO International technical guidance on CSE and the CSE guidelines/regulations 
from your country will be helpful. Ideally, CSE should meet UNESCO standards, but all 
countries are different so must be examined differently. Young people can use these 
guidelines to agree on the things they will report on (indicators) to assess the standard 
of the CSE being evaluated.

Now it’s time for young people to create the tool then test it by trying it out in one or two 
settings for a short period of time. The findings should be shared with relevant stakeholders 
(this means anyone who has a ‘stake’ or a significant interest in the issue), preferably by the 
young people involved in the intervention at a community dialogue they have facilitated. 

Scorecards: a powerful tool

There are several styles of evaluative tools, but scorecards have so far proved 
very effective for YLSA interventions. 

Community scorecards give people who use a service – in this case, young 
people receiving CSE – the chance to evaluate the service they are getting by 
scoring different aspects of it and providing other feedback. For example, a high 
score may indicate that a particular part of a CSE lesson, or something about 
how it is delivered, is good but a low score may mean that it is bad. 

Scorecards have been used in various settings, including health facilities and 
educational programmes. Several scorecards have been created, and tools have 
been piloted that visualise scorecard results which provides an extra level of 
understanding and something to show stakeholders during feedback meetings. 

Currently, there is a lack of social accountability tools, especially for CSE. 
There is a need for new tools created by and for young people, as many of the 
existing scorecards are adult focused.      

https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/ITGSE.pdf


Guide to youth-led social accountability 13

YLSA in action: designing a scorecard to improve sexual and 
reproductive health services

In Ethiopia, a CSO supported young people to co-design and use a 
scorecard to assess the quality of sexual and reproductive health (SRH) 
services in health facilities. This YLSA pilot enabled young people to make 
health service providers and facility managers aware of their concerns 
about the SRH services on offer and their suggestions for improving 
services, some of which were taken up. 

All the young people involved came from the communities where the 
health facilities were located. First, they were trained on topics including 
YLSA, reproductive health, communication skills and national health 
policies and service standards. The CSO then selected a group of young 
people to jointly develop the scorecard, which young people then used 
to assess the quality of services. Once this data had been collected, 
a meeting was set up with healthcare providers and wider community 
members where young people shared their findings and discussed 
possible improvements. Commenting on the initiative, a 19-year-old 
participant said: I was fully able to express my ideas during the meetings 
with society and health providers. I wasn’t afraid because I have knowledge 
and information on SRH. 

Health facilities acted on a number of the recommendations the young 
people made. For instance, service providers were trained to deliver youth-
friendly services, more services were offered, and the facility opening 
hours were changed to match young people’s availability. This initiative 
has made a real difference to young people’s live. As one healthcare 
provider puts it: Young people used to be ashamed to access any kind of 
service but now they are accessing more.

More learnings from this pilot can be found in this report.

 “I was fully able to express my ideas 

during the meetings with society and 

health providers. I wasn’t afraid because I 

have knowledge and information on SRH.” 

- 19-year-old YLSA participant

  

https://rutgers.international/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/GUSO-Reports-Piloting-the-Community-Scorecard-in-Ethiopia.pdf
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                  Collecting evidence 
This step involves young people collecting detailed evidence to show that the gaps 
exist. This is when an evaluation tool, such as a community scorecard, can be 
implemented. 

Training on the tool

Because young people will have been involved in the co-creation and design of any 
YLSA intervention, they should have a solid understanding of the tool. Any young 
people brought into the intervention after the planning stage should be trained on its 
methods and goals. They should also have space to give feedback and opinions and 
ask questions before the intervention begins. It is very important that all questions 
are answered in full and any feedback on the tool is considered in the design of the 
final product; understanding is key to involvement. Older adult participants, such as 
stakeholders and community members, should also be trained on the tool so everyone 
involved has an equal and shared understanding.

Using the tool

To begin using the newly designed YLSA tool, it is important to identify spaces to pilot it 
and inform/seek the permission of all the parties involved. Young people should be the 
ones using the tool to collect evidence. They should also be responsible for explaining 
the intervention wherever it is being piloted, ideally without adults intervening. After 
the evidence collection has happened, young people should lead on writing up the 
results. This write up should include specific data (for example, scores) and some 
accompanying descriptions/explanations if possible. The more evidence you have 
to present to stakeholders, the better. With this evidence you can begin to draw main 
conclusions from the intervention results and use it to inform your plan for the final 
step: accountability.  

The more evidence you have to present to stakeholders, the better. 
With this evidence you can begin to draw main conclusions from the 
intervention results and use it to inform your plan for the final step: 
accountability.  

                  Accountability  
Finally, once evidence from the intervention has been assembled and the outcome(s) 
of the intervention is clear, it is time to bring together the community and the decision-
makers, present the evidence and discuss how things can be improved. Through 
various kinds of dialogue, the aim is to come up with actionable solutions that can be 
agreed upon by all involved.
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Key to this part of the process is making sure you identify the relevant stakeholders 
to bring to the table. One group of stakeholders are those people who can make the 
change happen that you are asking for: the so-called decision-makers. If you want to 
improve the implementation of CSE in school, relevant decision-makers could be school 
management teams, headteachers, teachers or district educational officers. 

Other relevant stakeholders are people who can influence the decision-makers, who 
may support you in convincing the decision-makers to take action. These could be 
community or religious leaders or parent-teacher associations. You could also mobilise 
more young people to support your cause, to show this is a need felt by many young 
people in your community. 

It is important to have as much community support in this process as possible. This 
will increase the positive pressure on decision-makers to take their accountability 
seriously and promote real change to CSE. Community mobilisation and support can 
also keep young people safer as they attempt to change the system, as there is always 
the possibility of backlash.  

Once evidence from the intervention has been assembled and the 
outcome(s) of the intervention is clear, it is time to bring together 
the community and the decision-makers, present the evidence and 
discuss how things can be improved.  

Before you meet decision-makers and other stakeholders it’s important to consider the 
following things:

Knowing your audience and preparing your arguments
How can you convince your decision-makers to act? A good strategy is to 
think about what is important for your decision-makers and try to adjust your 
arguments to show that what you are proposing will be useful for them. For 
instance, maybe there is a high rate of teenage pregnancies in your school 
or community, affecting many students in a school. Maybe the school 
management team or a district health officer promised to take action to 
prevent this. In that case, you could present the implementation of CSE as 
one of the solutions to prevent teenage pregnancies, and as something that 
will help them meet their commitments. 

Desired actions
Think about what kind of actions you think decision-makers can take. What 
is the change you want to see and how can your targeted decision-makers 
help you achieve that change? What should they do exactly? You could write 
down some action points per decision-maker and mention them during the 
meeting. Or you might want to print them out and share them during your 
meeting or event. 
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Getting commitments
As important as it is to present your evidence and discuss solutions, in the 
end what really matters is getting commitments from your decision-makers. 
It is always a good idea to have these commitments documented. Think in 
advance about how you want to get these commitments. Do you want them 
to sign a plan of action? Do you want them to say a few words on video, 
explaining their commitments? Can you think of other creative ways to 
document their commitments? 

The format
Decide on the best format for your meeting(s). You might want to organise 
an event to which you invite all relevant stakeholders and present the 
evidence you have gathered, make suggestions for improvements, and 
discuss actions and commitments. But you could also visit the relevant 
decision-makers one by one, have shorter meetings with them, and bring 
other influential stakeholders with you.

Media
You could consider inviting the media so that your event and its outcomes 
are covered in a local newspaper or radio station and more people can hear 
about it. If you decide to do this it is useful to prepare some key points that 
you want journalists to cover. (For example, the main evidence that you 
gathered and the actions you want decision-makers to take.) But be aware 
that some stakeholders may prefer to have initial meetings in private, so you 
should consider this before making any plans to involve the media.

Keeping on track

Once you have presented your evidence and secured commitments from decision-
makers, you need to track if they are actually taking action and if things are really 
changing. You could do this by asking to meet with them every three or six months 
to discuss progress. You might even want to gather some more evidence later to 
see if anything has changed. And if things have not changed, you can start a further 
discussion with decision-makers.
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Things to 
consider while 
taking these 
steps

Who is leading, who is 
included?
If you are from a CSO, to ensure an intervention is truly 
youth-led you could support a youth-led organisation 
to take the lead or recruit a young person from within 
a youth-led organisation as project lead. If there are no 
young people to lead or advise within your organisation, 
consider why this is.

It is also essential to ensure the inclusion and equal 
power of all voices. Much of YLSA is about breaking 
down the power structures in many traditional decision-
making processes, whereby some people around the 
table get more of a say than others. 

The youth/adult power dynamic is not the only one 
to break down. It’s important to make an active effort 
to include young people who are usually left out of 
decision-making, such  as LGBTQI+ people, people 
with disabilities, people living with HIV, and adolescent 
girls and young women. To do this you must actively 
recruit a diverse group of young people to represent 
the needs and opinions of all young people, not just the 
young people with the most access or power. Inclusion 
is crucial as many groups of young people are often 
excluded, meaning interventions can miss their needs 
and perspectives. 

The youth/adult 
power dynamic is 
not the only one 
to break down. It’s 
important to make 
an active effort 
to include young 
people who are 
usually left out of 
decision-making.
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Language 
Youth-friendly language is key. Youth-friendly language means using terms, language 
and text that young people understand. Young people should not have to struggle 
to understand anything in this process. You must support young people to create 
materials, training, reports and tools on their own and/or in collaboration with adults. 
But don’t worry – there’s a simple solution to ensuring things are youth friendly: support 
young people to create an intervention that is by young people for young people. On a 
more technical note, materials should be accurately translated into the preferred local 
language(s) of the young people involved.  

Stakeholders 
A key factor of a solid YLSA intervention is stakeholder engagement. Stakeholders 
can be diverse, ranging from government officials to school management, community 
leaders, parents and more. Without the engagement of stakeholders, the likelihood 
of succeeding in creating change is significantly lessened. It is best to involve young 
people at all levels of planning and implementation to ensure a truly youth-centred 
intervention, and this includes having young people in the room with stakeholders and 
decision-makers invested in MIYP from the very start. 

It is best to involve young people at all levels of planning and 
implementation to ensure a truly youth-centred intervention, and 
this includes having young people in the room with stakeholders 
and decision-makers invested in MIYP from the very start. 

It is important to actively challenge attitudes so that young people 
can claim their rightful seats at the decision-making table.

It is not only important to explain to stakeholders the style of intervention you are 
doing, it is also important to support adults to examine their attitudes toward young 
people and youth-led interventions. Adults often have pre-set, hierarchical attitudes 
to knowledge, power and decision-making. It is important to actively challenge these 
attitudes so that young people can claim their rightful seats at the decision-making 
table Without this, YLSA processes can be cut short, and young people may not see 
their efforts validated.
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The best way to challenge attitudes about young people is to hold community 
dialogues, provide training on youth involvement, and/or run value clarification and 
attitude transformation (VCAT) sessions.5 If you are a young person, this may sound 
daunting. It is true that having critical conversations with adults can feel scary at 
first. But one of the main outcomes of previous YLSA interventions has been better 
understanding and communication between young people and adults involved in the 
intervention, precisely because adults’ attitudes have been challenged and their views 
have changed. When given this chance, adults are often highly appreciative of their 
newfound understanding of youth perspectives. While this may take some time, and 
there may be resistance at first, the results are worth it.

5 VCAT is a workshop or set of workshops aimed at self-reflection and creating dialogues about personal and professional values. 
The overall goal of VCAT is to make attitudes and ethics more equitable.

When given this chance, adults are often highly appreciative of their 
newfound understanding of youth perspectives. While this may 
take some time, and there may be resistance at first, the results are 
worth it. 
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The easiest 
route to 
YLSA: 
adapting 
tools 
Although it is ideal to create a wider range of tools for 
YLSA to draw from, it is not always possible to develop 
and test new tools and methods. The lack of CSE-specific 
YLSA tools may seem like a challenge, but existing YLSA 
tools are highly adaptable. With a bit of collaboration 
and thought, it is possible to adapt these tools to your 
organisation’s preferred subject matter and advocacy 
goals. 

For example, in Get Up Speak Out there is a community 
scorecard tool for youth services.6 In Ethiopia, the 
Development Expertise Centre (DEC)7 is creating a YLSA 
programme on CSE, adapted to their subject matter and 
context. In DEC’s intervention, the young people involved 
are compensated for their time through cash payments. 
The organisation is also in the process of certifying 
participation in YLSA interventions so young people have 
proof of their contributions. From past programmes, 
DEC already had a trained youth panel, which help cut 
down on the time and resources needed to recruit and 
train young people. This intervention is still happening 
so there are no results yet, but all the steps taken so far 
suggest it is a promising intervention.

6 Rutgers, (2021), Piloting the community scorecard in the GUSO alliance in Ethiopia.

 7 For more on DEC see www.decethiopia.org.

https://rutgers.international/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/GUSO-Reports-Piloting-the-Community-Scorecard-in-Ethiopia.pdf
https://decethiopia.org/
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What 
are the 
challenges 
and risks? 
Opposition to young people 
voicing their needs, wants 
and opinions
Young people’s opinions, needs and wants are not 
always respected. Often, people believe ‘adults know 
best’. When young people challenge this they may 
threaten those in power, or appear to be opposed to 
the regular customs of a community, and this can 
cause a backlash. While this reaction may sometimes 
be unavoidable, having as many adults as possible on 
the side of young people will help to protect them from 
opposition and allow them to continue voicing their 
needs and claiming their rights. 

If young people are continually disrespected, and their 
feedback is not taken seriously, it can destabilise a YLSA 
intervention. Young people must see the gains of their 
involvement for this intervention to be successful. If 
they don’t see a ‘payoff’, it is unlikely they will wish to be 
involved again. 

Young people 
must see the 
gains of their 
involvement for 
this intervention 
to be successful. 
If they don’t see 
a ‘payoff’, it is 
unlikely they will 
wish to be involved 
again. 
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High turnover rates
There is a particularly high turnover of young people involved in interventions and 
programmes. There are many reasons for this, including ‘ageing out’ (becoming too 
old to be involved), moving away, gaining employment, family responsibilities and 
educational commitments. While there is no way to fully ensure retention in YLSA 
interventions, if young people enjoy being included and feel like their contributions are 
valued there is a much higher chance of them staying involved. Compensation, respect 
and getting results are key factors that keep young people involved and will draw more 
young people in.  

Compensation, respect and getting results are key factors that keep 
young people involved and will draw more young people in.

Focus on joint problem-solving to 
improve systems, based on YLSA-
generated evidence. It is essential that 
accountability does not translate to 
blame.  

Blame 
It is always crucial to avoid blame in YLSA language and communication. This means 
avoiding finger-pointing and blame-shifting to individuals (both young people and 
service providers). Instead, focus on joint problem-solving to improve systems, based 
on YLSA-generated evidence. It is essential that accountability does not translate to 
blame. Accountability is a process, and it requires teamwork between young people, 
service providers and other stakeholders. Blame can often stunt or completely stop that 
process. And when discussing and coming up with solutions based on the outcomes of 
an intervention, good facilitation is key.
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What now?
Now you have the knowledge, tools and tips to 
implement YLSA the possibilities are endless. Perhaps 
you are already brainstorming the gaps you want to see 
filled or ways to introduce YLSA into CSE initiatives. By 
harnessing the power of young people to make change 
that matters to them, a new world awaits – one that you 
can be part of creating. 

As the movement builds, and more YLSA interventions 
and tools are developed and piloted, it will be interesting 
for organisations to explore the links between YLSA, 
policy and advocacy. There is a need for organisations 
to step up by committing more budget to support YLSA 
operations, and by implementing YLSA action plans 
and setting institutional indicators. For organisations 
interested in MIYP and youth empowerment, YLSA is a 
worthwhile investment.

For young people, being aware of YLSA can mean 
recognising and taking up opportunities to create social 
change or pushing to create those opportunities when 
they don’t already exist.

This is a pivotal moment for YLSA: there are still 
minimal tools and interventions to follow, which means 
organisations ready to work with young people to create 
these tools will be global pioneers.  

When given the resources, young people make important 
changes in their communities. Young people deserve 
the chance to make an impact on the systems they 
should benefit from and will eventually inherit. It is time 
to recognise the power of young people to change the 
world around them.

This is a pivotal 
moment for YLSA: 
there are still 
minimal tools 
and interventions 
to follow, 
which means 
organisations 
ready to work with 
young people to 
create these tools 
will be global 
pioneers.  

By harnessing the 
power of young 
people to make 
change that 
matters to them, a 
new world awaits 
– one that you can 
be part of creating. 
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Resources 
MIYP
Rutgers (2021) Meaningful and inclusive youth participation - a planning tool

Evidence from YLSA/social accountability 
interventions
Rutgers Youth-led social accountability – Right Here Right Now

Get Up Speak 
Out (2021)

Piloting the community scorecard in the GUSO Alliance in 
Ethiopia

Guides
Integrity Action 
(2021)

Integrity clubs in schools: a how to guide

IPPF (2019), A Guide to Using Community Score Cards for Youth-
Led Social Accountability

Get Up Speak Out Simavi Social Accountability online manual

Videos
All videos by Reproductive Health Uganda 

Young people demanding for better health services

Youth, HIV and health services integration

Social accountability: health workers’ response to the young people

Youth advocacy: #TheWins

Additional resources
USAID & 
Momentum (2021)

The Power of Youth Voices: How Youth Are Holding Their Health 
Systems Accountable for Family Planning and Reproductive Health

https://rutgers.international/resources/meaningful-and-inclusive-youth-participation-a-planning-tool/
https://rhrntools.rutgers.international/tools/youth-led-social-accountability/
https://rutgers.international/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/GUSO-Reports-Piloting-the-Community-Scorecard-in-Ethiopia.pdf
https://rutgers.international/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/GUSO-Reports-Piloting-the-Community-Scorecard-in-Ethiopia.pdf
https://integrityaction.org/media/19227/integrity-clubs-in-schools-a-how-to-guide.pdf
https://www.ippf.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/Youth%20Led%20Social%20Accountability%20Manual%20-%20IPPF%20-%20v2_0.pdf
https://www.ippf.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/Youth%20Led%20Social%20Accountability%20Manual%20-%20IPPF%20-%20v2_0.pdf
https://www.scribd.com/document/595609490/Simavi-Social-Accountability-Online-Manual
https://youtu.be/McJ5wXOqEuI
https://youtu.be/HYYeOmuzMfM
https://youtu.be/-PbEXmxlKS0
https://youtu.be/o8DiJpmKa4o
https://usaidmomentum.org/resource/youth-social-accountability-landscape/
https://usaidmomentum.org/resource/youth-social-accountability-landscape/
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Acronyms 
CSE comprehensive sexuality education

CSO civil society organisation

MIYP meaningful and inclusive youth participation

SRHR sexual and reproductive health and rights

YLO youth-led organisation

YLSA youth-led social accountability

Glossary 
Stakeholders: Stakeholders can be diverse, ranging 
from government officials to school management, 
community leaders, parents and more. Put simply, 
stakeholders are those who have a ‘stake’ or significant 
interest in the intervention subject. 

Youth-centred interventions: Interventions which 
focus on young people.

Duty bearers: Those who have a particular 
responsibility and obligation to realise, respect and 
improve human rights.

Youth-friendly: Youth-friendly initiatives, services  
and/or programmes. Friendly programmes and services 
are responsive to, and designed with, the needs, wants 
and vulnerabilities of young people in mind. 

Capacity strengthening: A deliberate learning 
process aimed at improving the ability of an individual 
or organisation to effectively, efficiently and sustainably 
reach their goals.
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