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Uganda has one of the youngest populations in the world
with over 78% of the population aged below 30 years
(Uganda Bureau of Statistics). However, despite these
numbers and the robust legal and institutional framework,
participation of youth in governance and development
processes is still low. This is due to several factors
including but not limited to poverty, high levels of
unemployment, limited access to relevant and timely
information, limited accountability of leaders to the youth,
and inadequate capacity and leadership skills for youth to
engage in these processes.
 
In 2020, Vijana Corps while conducting research to inform
its five-year strategic plan (2021-2026), generated some
refreshing revelations, and awe-inspiring confirmations of
the place and nature of youth participation in Uganda,
especially as regards to the last-mile youth. Because of
the richness of these conversations, Vijana Corps decided
to curate the findings in a synthesis report entitled
“Reaching the Unseen and Unheard: A qualitative
synthesis report on the State of last-mile youth in Uganda,
2021.” This report is a sordid reminder that the struggle
for youth empowerment is not anywhere close to
anything worth celebrating, for as long as the agenda for
youth participation is still being set without youth on 
the table. 

The report states that ineffective youth participation in
democracy and development processes results from an
intersect of economic, social and political exclusion the
youth face which has fueled youth poverty and
marginalization. The discussion in this report 
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A reawakening among civil society organisations
working with youth on the state of last-mile youth
engagement.
Increased understanding of specific youth issues and
needs for meaningful participation in governance and
development.
Increased and sustained dialogue between youth and
their leaders. It is the aspiration of Vijana Corps and
the youth we work with; the discussion will be beyond
being seen and heard.

reinforces the salience of the debate that links all the
challenges youth face in the quest for social justice and
equitable development.

The report presents an opportunity for youth civil society
actors to bring these conversations to the table for
deliberations between the youth, those who represent
them and the duty bearers. The report is also, a baseline
for the commitment upon which our next strategy is
crafted.
 
We believe that this report will contribute towards the
following specific outcomes:

As Vijana Corps, we offer a relentless commitment to
creating and extending platforms that amplify the voices
of the youth in the quest for social justice and equitable
development. We believe that it is of critical importance
that we tap into the vast resources that the youth can
offer to drive positive social change and equitable
development for all.   



Vijana Corps appreciates all colleagues, key respondents and interviewees, national
and international partners, who contributed their knowledge, time and resources
towards the realization of this document. In a special way, we thank Linda Pulik for
dedicating a significant amount of time to support the process of analyzing, making
sense of the findings, and designing the report. We thank our development partners
and friends for your guidance, substantive, and technical inputs. This report is the
culmination of all your collective efforts. 
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The fact that cultural values such as marriage
and socio-cultural roles, gender dynamics,
social, economic, and political class systems.

That despite the growing economy measured
in Gross Domestic Product being estimated at
UGX 109.9 trillion in the FY2018/19 in
nominal terms (according to the Uganda
Bureau of Statistics), the majority of youth
are not financially included as a large
proportion of their households and are still
stuck in the subsistence economy(2). As a
result, they lack access to resources,
employment, good quality education and
public services, subjecting them to a life of
dependency and shame with a limited ability
to significantly engage.

That whereas the law clearly defines youth to be
between 18 to 30, there are many diverging
views regarding the definition of youth which
affects how we interact with this demography
and how they participate in public life. These
include:
 

This Qualitative Synthesis Report examines “The
State of the Last-mile Youth Engagement in
Uganda,” with particular focus on the obstacles
to engagement despite the prevailing legal,
institutional, and normative framework for youth
engagement in the development, decision-making
and policy making processes. The report’s
thematic focus is on the relationship between
these barriers and how they affect youth
engagement, exploring solutions to the obstacles
posed. That although 78% of Uganda’s population
is 30 years and below and it is estimated that 12
million are between 15-30 years(1), youth today
still face an identity crisis, economic, social and
political exclusion which undermine their ability
to engage in development, decision making and
accountability processes. The insights have been
analyzed to generate complementary measures 
to bolster youth engagement at all levels.

The research findings as presented in this report
are a result of a qualitative study that was
conducted by Vijana Corps for a period of over 
six months in Pakwach, Nebbi, Zombo, Mukono,
Kampala, Mbale, and Kisoro districts. Vijana
Corps interacted with over 250 youth, 50 youth
leaders, 25 civil society organizations, 25 local
government officers and 250 community
members. The team analyzed the data collected
and compiled it into insights that would lead to
solutions and opportunities for change. This
process was facilitated by Akijul Enabling 
Change Ltd.

Key insights include the following:



The awareness that youth are often denied the
same rights and opportunities that are afforded to
others in their society simply because of who
they are, or where they live, and this has led to an
increase in poverty levels. Such social exclusion
has deprived youth of choices and opportunities
to escape from poverty, while denying them a
voice to claim their rights.

That youth participation in governance and
decision-making processes is largely affected by
limited access to timely, relevant and accurate
information, limited accountability, limited
capacity to engage and others.

That all these exclusions intersect, resulting in a
unique challenge to youth participation that
requires collaborative effort.

Adopting an intersectional approach while dealing
with the obstacles to youth engagement
Creating platforms that give youth a face and
voice through increasing access to timely and
relevant information for free expression. 
Empowering youth to be financially independent. 
Developing youth capacities to participate in
processes of governance and accountability at all
levels. 
Organizing youth to demand for accountability
from the duty bearers.
Balancing power between duty bearers and 
rights holders.

This report proposes various interventions to these
challenges including:
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Vijana Corps is a Uganda-based, youth focused
organization working to realize an enlightened,
empowered and engaged youth movement in the
country. We make it possible for disenfranchised
youth in the poorest parts of Uganda to access
innovative platforms, tools and safe spaces that give
them a voice and a face in the struggle for social
justice and equitable development. We believe that
youth should be at the forefront of championing
sustainable change and development, and if
empowered, they can be key agents for equitable
development and social justice. This is what drives us
to facilitate a process that gives the youth access to
information, and a platform for free expression that
equips them with skills and resources for economic
empowerment, putting them at the forefront of
participatory leadership and accountability processes
at all levels. Our efforts to develop tools and to
continue creating platforms for youth to be seen and
heard, can only be acheived by the fulfillment of this
mission. 

for meaningful youth engagement in the affairs of
their lives.

In positioning ourselves as a leading organization,
bringing youth across the country in participatory
programming for effective civic engagement, effective
implementation, sustainable change and development,
Vijana Corps embarked on a journey that would
enable us to craft a clear strategic focus to steer the
organization for the period 2021-2025.

in order to have a grip on the process, we sought to
understand the major challenges last-mile youth face
and how those challenges have impacted their lives in
terms of participation and the enjoyment of services. 

In 2020, we commissioned a qualitative study to
identify effective approaches and opportunities 

Introduction:

78%
is the proportion of Uganda’s

population that is 30 years

and below. 12M

The number of young people

in Uganda who are between

the ages of 15 and 30 is
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relevance to the youth we serve, especially
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

This report highlights our efforts to engage youth
through elevating their voices and ensuring
meaningful opportunities to contribute to
promoting positive change in their communities.
It is a representation of our commitment to
seeing and hearing the last-mile youth in Uganda
by co-designing solutions with them to make
them seen and heard.
 
This report also provides a comprehensive
analysis of the views, ideas and opinions that
emerged from the countrywide discussions and
the Human-Centered Design process. It pays
attention to the fact that although poverty and
marginalization are seen by the youth as being
the major hindrances to their engagement, they
also, are experienced differently across the
diversities of the populations across Uganda. 

Youth are a diverse group of people who often
align with family, tribe, ethnic group, religion,
gender, cultural heritage, or even geographical
location. There are those in-school and out-of-
school, those in rural, peri-urban, and urban
locations. The interests of a young man differ
from those of a young woman, the interests of
those in-school differ from those who are out-of-
school. As such, no program design for youth
should be homogeneous in nature as this further
drives existing inequalities among young people.

To investigate the levels of youth
participation in leadership and decision-
making processes, economic development,
and the enjoyment of services.
To investigate the factors that hinder
meaningful participation of youth in
democratic governance, economic
development, and social justice.
To explore ways in which youth can be
encouraged to meaningfully participate in
democratic governance, economic and   
 social structures at all levels.
To avail baseline information to inform the
strategic direction of the organization in
terms of what interventions and approaches
to use to effect equitable development and
social justice. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

The research that ran for a period of six months
was conducted by the Vijana Corps Secretariate
in Pakwach, Nebbi, Zombo, Mukono, Kampala,
Mbale, and Kisoro districts.

The data was analyzed by the Vijana Corps team
and a Consultant from Akijul Enabling Change
Ltd. The outcome of the data collected informed
this synthesis report and also informed our 
five-year strategic direction from 2021-2026.

Vijana Corps also undertook ten months of
Human-Centered Design training to evolve our
service offering in an effort to maintain

The objectives of this research study were:



3 1 2



1 3

Phase 2 

We then tested a few interventions to see if they
provided real value to our constituents. This process
led us to the final outcome of the strategic direction we
later adopted as an institution for the next five years.

We successfully gathered qualitative data to help us
understand concepts, opinions and experiences of the
youth around the key issue of participation.

This phase ushered the team into  a process of
synthesis, in which data was distilled and compiled into
insights that would lead to solutions and opportunities
for change. This process was facilitated by Akijul
Enabling Change Ltd.
 
The insights from the above led to the development 
of Vijana Corps' first Service Blueprint, that we are
using to understand our constituents.  Peer review
workshops with civil society organizations and youth
selected outside the research targets were held to
analyze the data and generate insights that are included
in the strategy and qualitative synthesis reports.

After drafting the synthesis report, the team held two
validation meetings with the youth and selected
members from civil society organizations to review the
document. This was done to ensure that we had well-
articulated the voices we listened to while conducting
the consultations.

Phase 3 
The drafting continued with input from stakeholders.
With that, we started to visualize and design
interventions.

Phase 4 

Vijana Corps through this process interacted directly
with over 250 youth, 50 Youth leaders, 25 Civil
Society Organizations, 25 Local Government officers
and 250 community members.

We adopted both a traditional approach and the
Human-Centered Design approach while conducting
this research. In the traditional approach, we
reviewed our past experiences, successes and failures
in engaging youth, reviewed studies on challenges
that youth face in an attempt to meaningfully engage
with them. In doing this we formed various opinions
and deductions. Our methodology also borrowed
heavily from the Smart Social Innovation Model, “the
four stages to epiphany” by Steven Gary Blank which
are: Discovery, Validation, Creation & Building.

Phase 1 
This phase allowed us to learn directly from our
constituents as the first step in developing a solution
that they will value. We designed a hypothesis or
assumption (3) which formed the basis of our
consultations and interviews with stakeholders. We
held consultations with various stakeholders including
youth in communities, Youth leaders, and youth
focused organizations, Additionally, we interviewed
local government and community members across
four regions of Uganda, i.e.,West-Nile region, Central
region, Eastern region and Western region about the
obstacles to youth engagement despite the existence
of legal provisions and structures that cater to their
engagement.

M E T H O D O L O G Y



The Vijana team continues to use the document
as a living reference, in imagining future services
for their constituents, staff, young professionals
and other partners.

The Service Blueprint

Following the field research, the Vijana Corps
team created a Current State Service Blueprint,
which is a technical visualisation commonly used
in Service Design. This document summarises all
stakeholders' journeys and illustrates the
interactions between people and systems.





The analysis in this report is qualitative in nature and indicators are as highlighted in
the questionnaires used in this exercise. The qualitative analysis is based on insights
derived from the data collected from respondents in the districts of Pakwach, Nebbi,
Zombo, Kampala, Mukono, Mbale, and Kisoro. 
  

A N A L Y S I S  O F  R E S U L T S
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According to a study done on perceptions of Ugandan
Youth, it was found that of over 1000 youth
respondents, 79% valued faith first, 47.5% valued
work, 39.6% valued family first, 37.6% wealth and
25.7% wealth first. Only 5.6% valued integrity first.
Regarding identity, 34.7% identified as Youth first,
29% as Ugandans and 9.7% by their faith. (4)

A youth is legally defined in Uganda (5) as any person
between the age of eighteen and thirty years.

However, Uganda being a multi-cultural country with
over 56 indigenous ethnic groups, youth is often
understood based on cultural values such as marriage
and socio-cultural roles as it was the case with our
respondents  for example; The Baganda in the central
region of Uganda refer to youth as “Bavubuka.” The
Bavubuka are however categorized into two, the
Bavubuka Bato those from the age of 12-20 and
Bavubuka Ba kulu from 20+. To the Baganda, age
matters less on the upper side because exiting youth
is dependent on marriage. Therefore, unmarried men
no matter their age are considered Bavubuka Ba kulu.
The general term for youth according to the Bagisu
around the Elgon Mountain in Eastern Uganda is
Bavubukha. The female youth are referred to as
Bakhana while the male youth are referred to as
Bahindade. The age for youth is between 12-30 years.
The age of 12 is usually associated to puberty growth.
While male circumcision known as imbalu according
to Gisu culture is an initiation to manhood. It is also a
ritual that serves more of an inclusion purpose of the
young in community development. 

One can attend meetings among men if he has been
circumcised. One who is not circumcised is considered
a child, not a youth no matter if they have attained
the requisite age.

In Uganda - a multi-cultural
country with over 56 indigenous
ethnic groups - youth is often
understood based on cultural
values such as marriage and
socio-cultural roles, rather than
age alone.

The insights from the interviews also reveal that
youth define themselves through the lense of
economic, social and political exclusion. They see
themselves as victims of circumstances, feel totally
ignored and forgotten as a group in Uganda. Youth
define themselves along the margins of Uganda’s
economic ladder ie as the poorest group. They
consider themselves a burden since majority are
dependents. 

1 8
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“We have been totally
ignored and forgotten
by the government.”

When asked to describe themselves, this is what they
had to say:

That notwithstanding, society also defines youth
using similar parameters. The youth leaders,
community members, civil society leaders and local
government said the following about who they think
youth are: 
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“We are poor.”

“We don’t have jobs.”

“We are not 
utilized.”

“They are lazy 
and poor."

“They lack 
experience to work.”

 

“They want quick
money and don’t want

to work.”

“They are energetic.”

“They are the dot.com
generation.”

“They are ignored.”



Pressures on land as a result of a high population
growth rate is slowly giving rise to a boda boda
economy in which many young people are
involved in and living on less than 2 dollars a day.
Geographical disadvantages of different groups
of young people further affect their access to
markets and economic opportunities. (7)

The youth interviewed defined themselves
alongside the margins of economic exclusion, and
that as a result of it, they are poor, lack access to
resources, employment, good quality education
and public services. It is important to note
however that although the UN (8) has defined
poverty as "a condition characterized by severe
deprivation of basic human needs, including food,
safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health,
shelter, education and information,” the
responses the youth we interviewed gave to the
question what poverty meant to them reveal a
significant change in how youth understand
poverty and its effects on meaningfully
participation.

Some of them still hold the view poverty means a
lack of access to basic necessities. However,
majority of our respondents do not consider
access to basic needs to be the important
indicator in defining what it means to be poor
since they have access to the basic necessities. 

New factors were discussed such as inability to
access land for farming, lack of employment
opportunities, lack of access to good quality
education, health facilities and many others.

It should be noted that contexts for any
individuals determine their access to opportunity
and will further their inequalities if not
recognized. 70% of Uganda’s population derives a
livelihood from the agricultural sector which is
largely subsistence in nature. 

Economic exclusion (6) has been defined as a
process in which particular groups such as youth
are prevented from participating fully and equally
in the economic life of their community. It occurs
when a people experience acute economic
disadvantage over an extended time and results
in an inability to improve one’s economic
circumstances. 

2 0

This report raises a pertinent issue of identity for
youth and how this affects their participation and
inclusion into decision making spaces.
Whereas the Constitution clearly defines youth,
the diverging views regarding the definition of
youth challenges how we interact with this
demography. This underscores the importance of
analyzing the obstacles to youth engagement
from various angles and levels. The following
section therefore discusses the emerging
obstacles to youth engagement as understood by
the different youth we interviewed.

02 : E C O N O M I C  E X C L U S I O N
O F  Y O U T H  I N  U G A N D A



“I am still living with
my parents and they

provide for me.”

“I do not save because
what I earn is barely

enough.” 

2 1

“I do not have a job.”

“I cannot afford
medical care.”

“I do not 
own land.” 

“I do not have the
resources to acquire

the dream life.”

Our respondents also faced the challenge of
unemployment, mainly because they lack requisite 

There was also a growing number of the non-poor
insecure youth who can afford the basic human
necessities, but have unstable incomes and are
vulnerable to falling back into poverty. Poverty
perceptions were also based on higher thresholds and
comparisons with one another. Those who have gone
to school are generally not considered poor even if
they lack food, or those in cities are generally
considered rich. 

The share of unemployed youth (18-30 years) among
total unemployed persons in Uganda is 64%, (Uganda
Bureau of Statistics, 2016), giving Uganda one of the
highest levels of youth unemployment in Africa and
globally

skills or qualifications. The lack of requisite skills
equally constrains youths’ opportunities for securing
gainful employment. As a result, they cannot access
job opportunities providing them with financial
stability and a satisfactory standard of living.

Here are some of their voices:



3

According to the NDP 111, youth unemployment is
one of the binding constraints to growth and
development with the unemployment rate for youth
aged 18-20 years standing at 13.3percent, higher than
the national average which stands at 9.2 percent. This
unemployment situation was worsened by COVID-19
and the measures to combat its spread. UBOS (2020)
statistics indicate that about 29.4 percent of the
businesses closed operations during the lockdown
period. 

UNFPA in Uganda further estimates that up to ‘8.8
million young people aged 15- 24 years are not
engaged in education, employment or under any
training.

Our respondents also attributed the youth
unemployment rate to the fact that many youth lack
access to resources like land and capital to start and
run their own businesses. The youth also have a
negative attitude towards certain types of work often
preferring white collar jobs as opposed to the dirty
collar jobs. Additionally, the overall existing policies
also continue focusing on creating job seekers and not
job creators. This arose despite government efforts to
address unemployment through schemes like the
Youth Livelihood Program, The Women's
Entrepreneurship Fund and Operation Wealth
Creation.

To note, many institutions are heavily entrenched in
the NRM (9) system and this has further constrained
access to schemes as those mentioned above. The
economic exclusion for young people is worsened by
their limited access to land as well as its ownership,
government policy, regional imbalances as will as
limited skilling despite government attention to the
funstionality of technical institutions.

“I cannot do anything
meaningful.”

It is important to note that economic exclusion has
crippled the voice of the youth and undermined their
productivity. Although the youth are the majority, due
to their vulnerability, their numbers do not necessarily
translate into influencing development and an equal
opportunity or shared prosperity for all.
 

Here are a few voices:

“It has brought shame
on my family.”

“I cannot afford to
stand for a position of

leadership.”

“We are at the mercies
of our leaders. We look

to them to help us.”

“We become
dependents."

2 2



Political campaigns are expensive and have been left
for a few who have money, a youth leader in Pakwach
explains: (11)

Poverty which is a manifestation of economic
exclusion has also subjected the youth to a life of
survival which is at the mercies of their leaders. They
are unable to actively engage in decision making
processes and social justice. Youth are often
manipulated by politicians who use them as stepping-
stones to their political interests.

As if that is not enough, in this struggle for space
those with power have set limits which have kept the
youth from taking up leadership positions for example
setting higher thresholds in terms of money for
candidate registration for political and leadership
positions such as Presidency, Member of Parliament,
District Chairpersons and among others (10). This has
been coupled with clienteles and vote buying during
the electoral processes only benefiting those that
have accumulated a mass of wealth as the
beneficiaries of the political patronage.

2 3

This kind of political patronage further affects how
these leaders deliver on their mandates.

“Youth want those who have money so one
should at least show they have money to get

support. But also, campaigns are expensive. You
have to have at least a motorcycle, fuel, a public
address system, posters and money to facilitate

campaign agents. Youth expect you to give them
money so leaders make promises that they do not
intend to keep such that they can be seen serious

by their electorate.”
- Denis Oyirwoth, Secretary of Finance

 

“It is important to recognize the role of
patronage in shaping service delivery issues.

It makes service delivery issues become
secondary. They have to recover the

moneythey have injected into election
processes which affects service delivery

further.” 
- Howell Okello ED Jonam Youth

Development Initiative.
 

The youth voice is further undermined and cannot be
heard as majority of the youth representatives are
attracted to those positions due to the financial
benefits. Many of them have also resorted to corrupt
tendencies to quickly go up the ladder of success. To
them, the meager sums that they earn are a
justification for this form of behaviour. The Baganda
have a saying, “akuwa obwami akuwadde kulya” says a
respondent in mukono, literally meaning He/She who
gives you authority gives you food.” Youth have a
tendency to think those in positions of leadership are
“eating” or are better off than the rest and thus join
politics to “eat”(for personal gain) as opposed to
delivering on their mandate. This further widens the
gap of inequality in development among youth.
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Participants recognised the psychosocial impact of
living in poverty over time. They cited a lack of self-
esteem and confidence; feelings of embarrassment
and shame and a sense of inadequacy. Youth suffering
from a sense of poverty often felt the need to hide
away from society. They withdraw from participating
and engaging for fear of being laughed at and
ridiculed by those who are rich and have the means.
(12) Youth participating in the study cited instances
where they had seen others or experienced being
publicly humiliated for their poverty; for instance,
bullying in schools.

The programmes should support capability
development, create and increase productivity, thus
increasing sustainable growth and reducing economic
exclusion. These interventions should foster the use
of innovative mechanisms for youth to accessing
finance or resources.

There is need to design interventions that
address both the demand and supply side
constraints on the economic participation of
disadvantaged youth in Uganda.

It is of critical importance that we tap into the
vast resources that these youth can offer. The
youth represent an enormous untapped potential
that could significantly contribute to the
country’s economic development.  By investing in
prorams in technology and creative spaces at the
Proposed Vijana Corps Hubs, we will unlock the
potential of youth to  constitute a prospective
labour force that could spur accelerated
economic growth.

The youth must be well educated, empowered
and endowed with high quality skills to drive
economic change. The youth have the ability and
the capacity to drive positive economic growth-
when given the appropriate resources and
opportunities. 

Proposed Interventions

03 : S O C I A L  E X C L U S I O N  O F
Y O U T H  I N  U G A N D A

Marginalization has been defined as relating to social
exclusion arising from a lack of equal opportunities and
barriers to learning and participation. Social Exclusion
(13) is a state in which individuals or groups ‘lack
effective participation in key activities or benefits of
the society in which they live. It is a process whereby
certain groups are systematically disadvantaged and
discriminated against because of who they are, for
example based on their ethnicity, race, religion, age,
descent, gender, disability, HIV status, migrant status
or where they live. As a result, they are denied access
to resources and services, and lack opportunities open
to others.

According to DFID policy paper: Reducing poverty by
tackling social exclusion 2005; “People who are
excluded like this are not ‘just like’ the rest of the poor,
only poorer. They are also disadvantaged by who they
are or where they live, and as a result are locked out of
the benefits of development.” That social exclusion is
often behaviour that reflect, enforce and reproduce
prevailing social attitudes and values.



Take for instance the belief that youth across Uganda
are “inexperienced” and need the guidance of adults.
This influences the behavior that excludes youth from
participating in decision making processes in their
communities. Youth are generally not trusted to have
the capacity to take up leadership positions and thus
high political positions such as direct Members of
Parliament are occupied by older persons who are not
willing to create space for the younger generation.
This structure where elders are viewed as a wise small
group of people potentially makes it very difficult for
a society to bring in alternative and fresh ways of
thinking and directly affects youth engagement. 
Another example is the cultural belief that women
were meant for the ‘kitchen.’ This for instance has
perpetuated social exclusion of female youth from
participating in democratic processes and economic
empowerment.  
Another aspect of exclusion is on the basis of not who
a group is but also where they live. Youth who live in
remote and hard to reach places may be prevented
from fully participating in national economic and
social life unless there are intentional steps made by
the duty bearers to see to it that they do not miss out. 
The interviews we conducted show that the following
categories of youth felt marginalized; the rural youth,
the out of school youth including the school dropouts
and unemployed graduates, the young women, the
youth with disabilities, unemployed youth, those
working in poor conditions, and those living in abject
poverty.
In analyzing exclusion therefore, it is not enough to
look at one possible category of exclusion in isolation
– rather it is necessary to analyse how several factors
interrelate for example how a young woman can be
excluded on two fronts: her age and gender.
Social exclusion deprives youth of choices and
opportunities to escape from poverty and denies them
a voice to claim their rights. 

“No one thinks of us
in terms of planning.”

“No one plans
for you.”

When we the youth how social exclusion affected
them, they said:

"I feel useless

“I cannot say
anything because no

one will listen.”

“No one cares
about our welfare
and wellbeing.”

“My parents think
am property, only

good for marriage.”

“I am forgotten.”

“The government has
forgotten us.” 
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Social exclusion like economic exclusion causes a
sense of being unwanted by the community and often
leads to physiosocial impact. It is no wonder one of
the leading causes for conflicts that arise of
dissatisfaction. This accounts for some of the
electoral violence we have witnessed as a country in
the recent general elections. Youth who feel alienated
from society may turn to violence and crime as a way
of coping for instance those who have no access to
resources and are living in poverty may perpetuate
organized crimes to make a living.

Tackling social exclusion matters because it denies
youth the same rights and opportunities as are
afforded to others in their society simply because of
who they are, and it causes them to lag behind
facilitating an increase in poverty levels. Once one is
socially excluded, there is often a denial to
opportunities and resources such as income,
education, health, a platform for free expression etc.,
that would help them develop. So, even though the 
 general economy grows, that development doesn’t
translate into an equal opportunity or shared
prosperity for all. The excluded group will likely be
left behind.
 

 

 

 
There is need to initiate appropriate community
interventions aimed at enhancing social inclusion for
youth in community engagements for for sustainable
economic, social growth, survival and development.
For instance, there might be a need to promote
affirmative action to inspire female participation in
order to leverage any existing gender-related
injustices and secure women’s leadership in social
mobility and development. 

learn from the different communities and contexts
that they work in while on the need to be aware of the
overlapping faces of discrimination and how they
affect young people.

Vijana Corps shall design interventions that target
young people with disabilities, those excluded on the
basis of gender like young women, ethnic minorities as
well as the realities of regional imbalance in the
country.

In order to tackle social exclusion it is important to
understand the processes by which youth are
excluded. Youth are excluded by institutions and
behaviour that reflect, enforce and reproduce
prevailing social attitudes and values. There is need to
challenge deep-seated attitudes and prejudices such
as women can not inherit property, they do not talk in
public etc There is need to hold the difficult
conversations about dismantling some of these
cultural, religious or even political beliefs and values
that hold the youth back.

Youth need the opportunity to participate fully in the
life of their community if they are to flourish and
realise their potential. There is therefore need to
facilitate a process which ensures opportunities and
resources necessary to participate fully in the social
and cultural life and to enjoy and access fundamental
human rights.
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all of which affect social inclusion, Vijana Corps shall  

Adoption of an Intersectional approach to work in our
Strategy. Given that young people’s existence is
heavily influenced by structural discrimination, ageism
all of which affect social inclusion, Vijana Corps shall
learn from the different communities and contexts
that they work in while on the need to be aware of the
overlapping faces of discrimination and how they
affect young people.

Adoption of an Intersectional approach to work in our
Strategy. Given that young people’s existence is
heavily influenced by structural discrimination, ageism

Proposed Interventions



Engagement in capacity development: 

and are predominantly urban based with limited
representation at the grassroots and as a result,
efforts to increase meaningful participation civic
culture remains weak. (15)

Youth participation can take many forms (16),
from encouraging volunteering in community
development projects, to lead development
programs, non-profit organizations and small
businesses. However, what is most important is
that in all these cases, attention is paid to the
quality of this participation - to ensure that youth
are not just token figures, but that they are
meaningfully engaged in ways that strengthen
their problem-solving, decision-making and
leadership skills. Youth therefore ought to
participate in the following ways:

1.
Youth ought to be empowered to provide
solutions to their development needs, to be
able to participate in political and socio-
economic transformation. Unfortunately,
many youth are without the necessary
education and relevant skills to acquire
gainful employment or to influence solutions.
For those who have the basic skills,
preference for skilled manpower further
erodes their opportunities.
 

2. Engagement in community development:
The government of Uganda has established
policies and programs that seek to integrate
youth in development programs such as the 

In a country where 75.7% of the population is
below the age of 30, (UBOS, 2016) it is important
that decisions and policies are reflective of the
needs of this population and efforts are made to
ensure their meaningful participation in all
spheres. 

Youth participation refers to the involvement of
youth in responsible, challenging action that
meets genuine needs, with opportunities for
planning and decision-making affecting others in
an activity whose impact or consequence is
extended to others . This recognizes and nurtures
the strengths, interests and abilities of young
people through the provision of real
opportunities to become involved in decisions
that affect them at individual and systemic levels.
Meaningful engagement (14) is where youth are
not considered merely as beneficiaries of public
policies and programmes but as active
participants and implementing partners who
should be fully consulted and informed of the
outcomes.

In exploring Youth Participation in political
processes in Uganda, (Michael Mugisha, Donnas
Ojok, Yusuf Kiranda and Bruce Balaba, 2016)
underscore the fact that youth organizations lack
the required capacity to organize effectively 
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2001 National Youth Policy, whichencourages youth
involvement in the development process, the NAADS
program, Operation Wealth Creation, the Youth Livelihood
program and many others. However, besides such good plans
and intentions to increase youth access to socio-economic
services, there is no preparation made towards empowering
youth to meaningfully participate in the planning and
execution of these services either by Government or NGOs.
 
Community development programs design, and planning is
such a critical stage of the development process that
requires active involvement of different stakeholders, youth
inclusive. The youth we interviewed said they do not
participate in community development programs at the
planning level. Their involvement is limited to participating
in village planning meetings and not at the district level.
 
3.   Engagement in local governance:
Youth engagement in local governance means political
inclusion in terms of political power and their influences at
key formal and informal public decision-making spaces.
Political power stands for a “type of power held by a group
in a society which allows administration of some or all of
public resources, including labour and wealth” at national,
regional, district and sub county levels of public
administrative units.
 
The National Youth Policy (2001,) recognises that the youth
period is one of “great emotional, physical and psychological
changes that require societal support for a safe passage from
adolescent to full adulthood and as such the National Youth
Council Act of 1993 (amended in 2001) requires that all
youth diversities be represented in all youth structures. That
those included in the political processes of the state and or
government exhibit justifiable powers that influence the
resource allocation and management of public resources,
policies and society. Otherwise, such inclusion is deemed
symbolic rather than authentic in the Ugandan democracy.
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Despite the several interventions, youth feel they
have not helped by the government and the civil
society organizations in any way. Funds like the Youth
Livelihood funds have not benefited them because of
the corruption, mismanagement of funds, conflicts and
the bureaucracy involved in the process of getting the
funds. These funds benefit few individuals who are
not representative of all the youth. The elected
leaders do not keep the promises they make to the
electorate during campaigns and during the tenure in
the leadership positions, do not go back to consult or
inquire from those who elected them. The youth feel
betrayed by their leaders.

4. Youth Involvement in Accountability 
Youth should be an integral part in holding duty
bearers accountable to their mandate. Accountability
is essential to assess progress and achieve results.
(17) Accountability has been defined through the
rights-based approach as duty-bearers (primarily
governments) taking the responsibility for their
actions and actions and commitments, answering for
them by explaining and justifying them to the rights
holders, inclusive of youth. Youth have a right to
indirectly or directly participate in exacting
accountability either individually or collectively at
both national and local levels. Youth should be able to
participate in processes such as budgeting, planning
and monitoring of development programmes.

Youth engagement in accountability mechanisms
remains uncoordinated and fragmented. Majority of
our respondents stated clearly their lack of
participation in planning, budgeting and monitoring
processes at both the national and district levels.
 



b. The Council is chronically underfunded to
satisfactorily fulfill her mandate. Due to the
electoral college and secret ballot voting 
processes of electing her members, most youth 
are disenfranchised from the exercise and
consequently from supporting the council.

c. The respondents said there is lack of linkages
between Youth Councils and key sectors at the
district and at national level, to ensure increased
awareness of the operations of sectors by the
Council members and finally empower them to
demand for services. In Kisoro for instance, the
Chief Administrative Officer by the time of the
interview had only met the Chairperson of the
youth Council once, and the other members were
not known to him. 

d. The youth leaders we interviewed further stated
that there is low resource allocation to the youth
Councils and to youth programmes. In as much as
they desire to reach out to their fellow youth, they
are inhibited by resources. That explains why the
grass root structures are not fully utilised.
Consultations on policies and key decisions are
usually done with a limited number of youth
outside of the structure and the views expressed
may not necessarily be representative of the
diverse concerns different groups of youth have.

a. The partisan political patronage and
environment embodied in its formation under
the movement system era of political
governance that renders a biased organization
among opposition youth.

Obstacles to youth engagement
n addition to economic and social exclusion, the
youth mentioned the following as impediments to
effective youth participation:

I.    Weak and fragmented Youth leadership  
structures and institutions: 
Despite the provision of youth leadership
structures within the policy documents, these
structures are not operational at the
grassroot level. The 1993 National Youth
Council (NYC) Act is a statutory body
corporate that is charged with the national
responsibility to “(a) organise the youth in a
unified body; (b) encourage the youth in
activities that benefit them and the nation,
and (c) protect the youth against any kind of
manipulation”. Article (5) of the NYC Act
establishes the youth council structures at;
(a)Village, (b) Parish or ward, (c) Sub county or
division or town (d) County (e) District. The
NYC structure is the most systemic and
provides for the most diverse representation
of the youth in the country. However, a
compound of factors renders the council
underutilized such as;
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e. Youth representation at the national level is not
representative of the youth population. Youth in
Uganda are represented by only five MPs, yet they
constitute 8.6 million Ugandans (22.9 percent of the
total population. (1) Unlike other special interest
groups, youth are disproportionately represented in
the various political structures. For instance, the
representation of UPDF who are estimated to be
100,000 in number is by 10 MPs. In addition, to the
four regional Youth MPs, youth are also represented
by the National Female MP, whose constituency is
the whole country, making it illogical. One youth
leader representing an entire region is not
representative of the biggest population.

f. In addition, there are few youth focused
organizations with youth focused service-delivery or
interventions. A number of those existing are
grappling with resource challenges, they ran personal
projects as opposed to interventions through which
youth can engage in their own development,
community advancement and in governance. In
addition, youth organizations have failed to organise
around collective challenges most times instead, they
tend to destructively compete against one another as
opposed to constructively complimenting and working
together.

II.  Top-down approach to leadership and 
youth intervention: 
The youth interviewed stated that they were not
being involved in designing interventions and
programs meant to benefit them. It emerged that
some of these initiatives are designed by those in
leadership positions without consulting youth.
That is one of the reasons advanced for later
rejecting or not understanding the initiatives.
 

III.  Limited capacity of youth to engage: 
Youth felt they lacked the capacity to engage in
civic affairs because of the limited access to
information and inadequate skills for involvement
in public life whether socially, economically, or
politically. For example, the Constitution of
Uganda, 1995 remains untranslated into local
languages and yet it is the most basic entry point
into the policy participation process. As such, the
youth remain ignorant about the right and
responsibility they must influence public affairs,
the duty to hold their leaders accountable to their
mandate. Two–thirds of youth we interviewed felt
they did not have enough information to enable
them to participate in both government and
community programs. They did not have
information about the district development plans
and budgets, did not have information about the
various meetings held at the local level.

67%
enough information to enable them

to participate in both government

and community programs.

of youth we

interviewed felt

they didn't have 

5
is the number of MPs

representing 8.6 million

youth in Uganda.



Participants said they did not participate in the
affairs of their communities because they were
not aware of their rights and how they ought to
engage. The youth are not aware of the
mechanisms for engagement. There is a lack of
awareness and capacity among adults to equip
young people with the tools, support and
encouragement needed to be civically engaged. 

a.Youth especially those in the rural setting said that
access to information through the internet, has
become expensive especially after the introduction of
social media tax (OTT) in Uganda; yet social media is
one of the most efficient ways they use to share and
exchange information with fellow youth.

b.The youth say that the information available is not
consumable especially for those that are semi-literate.
Youth do not understand the language in which most
of the policies and laws are written; they are full of
technicalities and jargon that can only be understood
by the drafters of the documents. There is a
disconnect between what is written and what is
understood by the youth.

c.There is a gap in the channels through which
information is shared. Youth leaders do not easily
disseminate information due to resource constraints.
The information does not reach a wider audience
especially those at the village level. Most of the
information is shared through community dialogue
meetings, which the youth do not attend. The radio
offers a better option however many do not have the
means to own one. The youth said they reached out
to their Local Council Leaders for information and
help.

IV. Inadequate civic education: 

3 2

Youth are not taught about their rights and
responsibilities and the different government policies
and programs in schools. There is scarcity of quality
teaching on youth participation and civic engagement.

V.  Limited access to platforms for youth to be heard: 
Two-thirds of the youth we interviewed used the
Local Council structure and Police to get
information, help or to voice a concern that arose
in their communities. They were not aware of
other platforms they would use to have their
voices heard.
 

VI.  Focus on entrepreneurial as opposed to 
wholistic empowerment: 
Empowerment has been construed to bend
towards economic empowerment and therefore
government and civil society organizations have
focused greatly on skilling the youth, giving them
loans and seed funding to set up business ventures
and the like while forgetting that empowerment
denotes availing the youth with information and
building their cognitive abilities to be able to think
of solutions to their problems.
 

VII. Gender and cultural impediments: 
Active participation in empowerment programs or
in leadership/politics in Uganda is dominated by
males due to domestic responsibilities and culture-
specific contexts and expectations placed upon the
girl child. In some regions, young married women
(female youth) must ask permission from their
husbands to participate in any program, they marry
young and are bogged down by family
responsibilities. Some are simply dis-interested in
participation because they think is meant for their
male counterparts, while others lack self-esteem to
participate.



“If you call youth for a training,
they will ask if you'll give them
transport refund. If you don’t
have transport, they won’t come.”
- Okello Howell, Executive
Director, JOYODI 
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VII.The Victim Mentality: 
Participants believed that responsiveness from the
state to issues of key concern to youth is a favor
as opposed to a duty of the state.                               
“Government etuyambe.” (The Government should
help us). As such, they engage with the state as
helpless. It is because of this mentality that the
youth cannot effectively engage with the state,
instead they are manipulated to serve the interests
of a few.
 

IX. Youth Perceptions and Stereotypes: 
Youth face stigma regarding their characteristics
and influence on society. They are frequently
associated with violence and extremism and at
times labelled as a threat or hooligans. These
perceptions fuel policies that marginalize young
people and evoke security measures against them,
rather than leading to more supportive solutions
that enable them to participate positively in
society.
 

X.  Gender and cultural impediments: 
Youth have unrealistic financial expectations and
do not want to get involved in initiatives where
there is no “facilitation” or monetary benefits.



PROPOSED
INTERVENTIONS
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The need to unite and agree on the basics of
their engagement in order to access basic
social services to live a dignified life.
The need to embrace technology. That while
technology is not an end in itself, they can
use it to access relevant, timely and accurate
information, educating themselves about their
rights and obligations towards engagement in
the affairs of their communities. It can be a
great tool for learning so as to improve their
lives. And as such, the government of Uganda
should consider the unfair burden that the
social media tax bears on youth who are often
financially dependent on their guardians or
parents.
The need to be job creators as opposed to
seekers. 
The need for them to support each other’s
business ideas, to promote each other’s
products and each other’s businesses. Not
always will government be the one
responsible for getting them out of poverty.
Whereas structures for engagement may be
weak, they must be used to advance youth
issues and young people can jointly advocate
for their functionality.

Lessons for last mile youth
 

 

There is a need to promote cultural change and
respect for human rights if youth are to feel
empowered to make a real contribution as
citizens within their communities. This can be
done by dismantling all the negative stereotypes
and perceptions held about youth. 

There is need to actively engage youth in the
decision-making processes at all levels. It is not
enough to have youth policies and national
bodies representing youth if these do not involve
those they represent. One-time consultations are
not adequate means of engaging the youth, they
should be involved as key partners in
development as active citizens. They want
recognition, they should be the subjects, not
objects, of policies that affect their lives.
 
There is need to facilitate a process that gives
youth access to information to enable them play
a greater and more effective role in democratic
processes. Information is needed at all levels. It is
not possible for young people to make informed,
meaningful contributions or to engage in
effective dialogue if they are isolated from the
debates taking place, the policies being
developed, the processes through which
decisions are made.

There is need to facilitate a process that gives
youth a platform for free expression, equips them
with skills and resources for economic
empowerment; and puts them at the forefront of
participatory leadership and accountability
processes at all levels. 

L E S S O N S  F R O M  R E S E A R C H



Lessons for Institutions seeking to work with 

Youth organizations should focus on involving
youth directly in the running of the organizations
ie promoting participation skills as well as
leadership skills. Youth should be given primary
work that puts them at the forefront of making
decisions such that they get a chance to learn the
multiple skills. 
While designing interventions, organizations
working with last mile should work alongside them
youth to co-design interventions. Youth
appreciate and will value an intervention if they
have significantly contributed to it.
They should have a commitment to working with
youth on the basis of shared principles, rooted in
respect for youth’s capacities as agents of change,
and a willingness to recognize them as partners.
The imposition of predefined methodologies
denies youth the opportunity to develop
approaches best suited to their unique situations
and concerns.
Youth organizations should think of youth as a
resource, rather than object to be saved out of
their dire situations, or as trouble causers.
Believing in the unique capabilities of the youth is
the best way to get them to explore that unique
talent and potential. 
Youth focused organizations should promote
inclusion in a broader perspective considering the
diversities of youth in their planning,
implementation phases. 

Last Mile Youth
The key to successful implementation of any
intervention is hinged on the collaboration with
key stakeholders. One organization can not
effectively deal with the challenge at hand, there
is need to forged alliances and partnerships with
peer organizations. These networks are crucial for
sharing good practices and effective strategies.
There is need to build the capacity of youth and
youth focused organizations and create an
enabling environment that boosts youth
engagement in any aspect of their communities.
That while political empowerment is key for
meaningful engagement in governance processes,
this will be curtailed if attention is not given to
economic, social, and legal empowerment. There is
thus need to have a wholistic empowerment of the
youth.
There is need for long term commitment while
carrying out interventions with youth for example
continuous capacity development will be more
effective than one-off projects or activities. 
Gender-sensitive measures or approaches should
be used to facilitate the engagement of female
youth in governance processes. This can cause
transformation in gender-social norms by
legitimizing female youth involvement in decision
making arenas.
Inequalities and oppression manifest themselves
differently depending on location, context, gender,
economic access to mention but a few and in
order to address exclusion, intersectionality
should be addressed in youth interventions so that
no one is left behind. 
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It is expected that the outcome of
acting upon our commitment will see:

i.    Over 10,000 last-mile youth accessing platforms,
tools and safe spaces to participate in Vijana
Corps' programs for social justice. 
 

ii.  Enlightened and engaged youth involved in civic
engagement for improved service delivery.
 

iii.  Creative, curious and informed youth actively
involved in shaping narratives and perceptions of
and about young people.
 

iv.  Self-Confident and economically 
empowered youth.
 

v.   Empowered youth effectively leveraging
opportunities for social & economic advancement.

vi.  Increased collaboration among youth groups
across the country in democratic & accountability
processes for a strengthened youth movement.
 

vii. Increased understanding and participation of
youth in civic and political affairs.
 

viii.Increased participation in democratic spaces,
especially for young women and harness their
collective power in pursuit of social justice.
 

ix.  Vibrant and accountable youth movements and
partnerships with a strong constituency
influencing key processes.
 

x.   Increased partnerships & collaboration within the
civil society sector for deeper & broader impact. 

10,000+
last-mile youth will access

platforms, tools & safe spaces

to participate in Vijana's

programs for social justice.



 
In conclusion, this synthesis report concretely
shows that poverty as a broad theme
advances exclusion of young people from
accessing basic social services. Additionally,
poverty inhibits participation in decision
making processes around access to these
services, as well as the allocation of resources
that will better their wellbeing in society.

As demonstrated in this report, the value of
youth participation is recognized at all levels
ranging from the grassroots to the global level
and thattoken participation is meaningless, as
it does not empower young people to
influence outcomes and achieve real change.

It is for this reason that Vijana Corps is
committed to ensuring that our programming
is targeted to the last mile youth to whom
poverty is an everyday reality and exclusion a
way of life that must be changed.
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