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A COMPARATIVE STUDY ON YOUTH
PARTICIPATION IN CIVIC AND
ELECTORAL PROCESSES FOR
MALAWI, KENYA, AND ZIMBABWE

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
This report presents the results of an assessment undertaken on behalf of Centre for Youth
Empowerment and Civic Education (CYECE), Youth Empowerment and Transformation Trust (YETT),
and Youth Alive! Kenya (YAK) to gauge the status of youth participation in civic processes in
Malawi, Kenya, and Zimbabwe.

OBJECTIVES OF THE RESERACH
To assess the level of youth participation and engagement in electoral processes, policy development, and
governance in Malawi, Kenya, and Zimbabwe.
1. To assess the youth awareness on the existing citizen participation opportunities, their constitutional rights, and
responsibilities in political processes in Malawi, Kenya, and Zimbabwe.
To establish challenges that hinder youth participation across the three countries.
To proffer recommendations for greater awareness and participation of youth in civic processes.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
A mixed-method research design was used for the study. Primary data was collected from a cross-section
of 354 youths, a minimum of 100 youths per country, through a survey. In addition, key informant
interviews, were conducted with both state and non-state actors. Desk review formed the backbone of
secondary data collection.

2. RESEARCH FINDINGS
2.1 Youth understanding of civic participation
Although results from Kenya indicate high levels of young
persons’ and their leaders’ comprehension of the meaning of civic
participation, the situation is different in Malawi and Zimbabwe.
Most youth in Zimbabwe and Malawi relate civic participation
with civic education.
In Malawi, the youth often confuse it with the work of civil society organisations that focus on human
rights issues. In both Malawi and Zimbabwe, most youth leaders struggled to give a convincing
explanation of the meaning of civic participation. Underscoring the corelation between levels of formal
education and understanding of civic participation, the study noted that youth leaders with tertiary
education understood civic participation better than those with secondary and primary education, and
those with no formal education at all.

2.2 Youth perceptions of the importance of civic
participation
Study results for Malawi and Kenya show that all the youth that participated in
the survey (100%) said that youth participation in civic processes was important
and key in their lives irrespective of their location and gender. Similarly, in
Zimbabwe, study results show that most of the youth (90% in urban areas, 66.2%
rural areas) view youth participation to be key in their lives. In the study, youth
across the countries suggested that active participation in civic and political
processes is the only way to influence key national discourses.

2.3 Youth awareness of laws and policies, and rights
The study reveals that the constitution is the most known legal/policy
instrument that promotes the rights of young people to participate in
civic processes with 52% of Malawian and Zimbabwean respondents
indicating awareness while Kenya saw a high 79% in the total number
of research respondents who were aware of their national constitution.
Although Zimbabwe maintained average knowledge levels (all just
over 50%) across other policies such as the respective national youth
policies and the UN Youth Strategy, in Kenya and Malawi knowledge of
such was very low (see Figure 1).
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The study confirms similar studies from the respective countries which have found youth knowledge of
policies to be generally low. Although in Malawi, awareness of laws and policies is slightly higher among
the youth in rural areas compared to their urban counterparts, in Kenya and Zimbabwe, the opposite was
true. In Malawi, the plight of urban youth emanates from the fact that most NGOs that advance the rights
of youth are concentrated in the rural areas, leaving the youth in the cities unreached.
In all the three countries, awareness levels on laws and policies increased with educational level. Youth
leaders were also likely to be more aware of laws and policies compared to the general youth.
While the moderate levels of awareness of laws and policies amongst youth leaders and the educated is
worth applauding, the low knowledge levels of such frameworks by the generality of youth, particularly
those in rural areas, remains worrying. Without knowledge of legal protection measures in place, by the
majority of the youth, they cannot claim their rights.

2.4 Youth awareness of institutions and responsibilities in civic processes
Fewer youths are aware of the institutions through which they could
advance development and rights issues regarding their civic
participation across the three countries. Only 14% in Zimbabwe, 21.7%
in Kenya, and 36% in Malawi were able to identify institutions for
advancing civic participation in their respective countries.
Across the countries, institutions identified include government ministries and structures as well as civil
society organizations, including local community structures. However, the statics presented indicate that
the majority of the youth across the countries remain without knowledge of these institutions thereby
compromising their participation in civic processes.
Key informant interviews indicated that most of the identified institutions engage in promoting child
rights, youth empowerment and ensure youth access to information on sexual and reproductive health
and rights (SRHR) as well as climate change, good governance, gender, and leadership.

2.5 Level of youth participation and engagement in
civic processes
2.5.1 Youth participation in development processes
Study findings show low levels of youth participation in development
processes across the three countries except for youth attendance in
development meetings in Zimbabwe (77%) and Kenya (88%). The
results also reveal that youth participation is lowest in project
monitoring and evaluation across the countries signifying low
interest by the youth to hold community leaders accountable in the
implementation of community development projects. Study findings
also show that a significant proportion of the youth participate in
mobilising fellow youth for development purposes (51% in Zimbabwe)
and in the implementation of development projects (52% in Kenya.
The participation of youth in various developmental processes, for the
three countries, is illustrated in Figure 2.

Zimbabwe

Kenya

Malawi

Monitoring & Evaluation

Development Implementation

Development Initiation

Community Mobilization

Com. Development Meetings
0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

The study also revealed that the level of participation in community development meetings is higher for
rural youth than for urban youth across the study countries. According to the study, youth participation in
the community development project cycle decreases as the youth education levels increase.
While youths reported presence in public fora on community development, they rarely speak out. Even
when they do, their input is seldom considered. There were reports that in most cases, youth participate
in public fora more for the immediate material benefits such as to receive transport allowances that are
offered to attendees.

2.5.2 Youth participation in legal and policy reform processes
The study found youth participation in policy making to be higher in Kenya (88%)
while it was low in Zimbabwe and Malawi, both at 43%. In Kenya the participation of
males (93%) was significantly higher compared to females (79%) while in Zimbabwe
participation across gender was almost balanced (44.4% for females and 43% for
males). Across the three study countries, the bulk of youth who participated in the
making of laws and policies, are educated urban youths. Youth leaders interviewed
exuded confidence in their knowledge of constitutional processes and systems
compared to the other youth who did not hold any leadership position during the
time of the study. Limited participation by youth, in general, was attributed lack of
information, and the long distances young people have to travel to attend
consultation meetings.
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In Kenya the percentage of registered youth voters has increased over the
recent past electoral cycles and with it the number of youths elected to
positions of decision making. In Malawi and Zimbabwe, the study
bemoaned the abuse of youth as instruments of violence, in cases where
they are part of campaigning teams.

2.5.3 Youth Participation in Governance and Leadership
Youth leadership remains apathetic across all the
countries. For example, figure 4 shows that only 12% of
the youth in Malawi, 29% in Kenya, and 11% in
Zimbabwe have assumed leadership positions in a
political party. In all the countries, youth leadership in
political parties was assumed mainly in the youth
leagues
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Findings also show that the level of participation in
community leadership positions and attendance in
community development meetings is considerably
low for Malawi and Zimbabwe compared to Kenya.
Again, Kenya maintains high indicators for knowledge
of local leaderships compared to Zimbabwe and
Malawi.
Figure 4 shows the comparative levels of youth
participation in governance and leadership across the
three countries.
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2.6 Challenges to youth participation in civic and political processes
The study established that there are several reasons that hinder youth participation in civic and
political processes across the three countries. Among these are, limited access to information,
adultism by leaders, and poverty. The extent to which these factors affect youth participation in
each of the countries is illustrated in figure 5.

Zimbabwe

Kenya

Malawi

Other Reasons

Poverty

Adultism by Leaders

Limited Access to Information

Lack of Education
0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

2.6.1 Unfavourable laws and policies
Unfavourable laws and policies limit youth’s civic engagement and
participation in Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Kenya, the study established. For
instance, the constitutions of these countries conceptualise those under
18 years of age as children, meaning their active participation in public
matters is not considered an issue of concern. Resultantly, young
persons below 18 but with interest and evolving capacity to meaningfully
participate remain confined to the private sphere and the less influential
junior parliament and councils where their influence is only minimal and
unrecognised.[1] Youths also decried the 40-years-age requirement for
one to be a Senator in Zimbabwe, or to be appointed to many other
senior managerial positions.

2.6.2 Limited financial resources and experience
In Malawi and Kenya, political parties were said to set stringent
conditions for candidates aspiring for political office including, among
other requirements, financial capacity to sponsor own campaigns as well
as years of experience. Through such expectations young people are
eliminated from meaningful participation.

[1] S. Masuku & T. Macheka, (2020), Policy making and governance structures in Zimbabwe: examining their efficacy as a conduit to equitable participation
(inclusion) and social justice for rural youths, Cogent Social Sciences, 7: 1855742.

2.6.3 Weak frameworks and bad governance
Key informants and youth leaders also stated that the available
state and political mechanisms are ineffective in enhancing civic
participation by the youths across the three countries. In
Zimbabwe and Kenya, many state institutions, including the
responsible Ministry and the National Youth Councils, were found
to be marred with political patronage, resource constraints, and
corruption scandals, which work to dampen their effectiveness in
leading youth development.
[2] With reference to bad governance, key informants and youth leaders singled
out repression by the security sector and lack of transparency in conducting
elections as some of the factors inhibiting greater participation in civic matters
through fear and hopelessness. Youth quotas have not been formally effected with
a legal backing in Malawi, while in Zimbabwe they remain inadequate and
tokenistic, study respondents lamented.

2.6.4 Human Rights Abuses
Youth decried the unwelcoming environment for
youth participation in civic space that is often
characterised by state repression, violence,
forced disappearances and arbitrary arrests. Civic
issues,
particularly
elections,
are
often
characterised by violence and persecution in the
three case countries.
The memories of political intolerance during election times, characterised with
violence, push away the youth, especially girls and those with disabilities, who are
vulnerable in such situations. Activism, even on social media is often met with
arrests, violence, and prolonged pre-trial detentions in the study countries. These
challenges were said to extend to institutions of higher learning courtesy of the
existing laws and regulations that limit student activism, for example, the
University of Zimbabwe’s Ordinance Number 30. Additionally, the study
established that the recent COVID-19 pandemic whose subsequent lockdowns
were implemented with heavy-handedness by state apparatus further contributed
to the shrinking of civic space.

2.6.5 Adultism and pseudo-youth participation
Adultism and ageism were also identified by about 40% of the
youth in Zimbabwe, 25% in Kenya, and 21% in Malawi. The social
norms across all countries tend to dictate that adults have seen it
all and are therefore better leaders who are entitled to make
decisions for young people without their agreement or
involvement. This exclusion of young people is therefore reinforced
by policies, laws, institutions, and attitudes in society. Youth who
dare challenge the established culture are sanctioned while those
who abide are rewarded through bribes and tokenistic positions.
Young people with disability were found to suffer double
marginalisation, first because they are young and, second, because
of the perception by society that they are unable to lead.

[2]
Newsday,
Parly
threatens
to
charge
Youth
Council,
December
2,
2016.
Retrieved
from:
https://www.newsday.co.zw/2016/12/parly-threatens-charge-youth-council/; Newsday, ZYC boss probed over $17 650
donation, May 12, 2016. Retrieved from: https://www.newsday.co.zw/2016/05/zyc-boss-probed-17-650-donation/.

2.6.6 Religion, culture, and social norms
The youths also talked of religious and
cultural
barriers
to
their
civic
participation. It emerged from this study
that certain churches do not allow their
congregants to participate in public life.
While such religious and cultural beliefs affect all people, the youth, especially
girls, are affected the most due to intricacies of gender, culture, and patriarchy
that work to devalue and undermine their freedoms. In some rural societies,
women were reportedly not allowed to speak in public. In relation to gender roles,
youth leaders explained how the civic participation and engagement of younger
girls is heavily affected by the burden of gender and reproductive roles including,
household chores and childbearing.

2.6.7 Poverty and low socio-economic status
The low socio-economic status of youth was cited by 15% of
the youth in Malawi, 44% in Kenya, and 47% in Zimbabwe as a
limitation to youth engagement in civic processes and
electoral processes. This was said to affect most youth who
aspire for political office in environments where vote buying is
the norm.[3] The findings suggest that the majority of youth
across the countries are resource-poor as they are still in
school. Even for graduates, the high unemployment rate
remains a challenge for the youth. A study by World Bank
estimated youth (ages 15-24) unemployment at 13.9% in
Zimbabwe and 10% in Malawi.[4] Data from the Kenya
National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) puts Kenya's
unemployment rate was 2.98 percent in 2020, indicating an
improvement although many in the country remain without
decent jobs. Again, youth with disabilities were more
vulnerable to poverty than their able-bodied counterparts.
Due to high poverty levels amongst the youth, many survive
from hand to mouth, and in the informal sector, hence they
find it difficult to leave their hustles including vending and
artisanal mining to attend community gatherings.

2.6.8 Lack of Information
Limited access to information was mentioned by youths as another barrier to
youth inclusion in governance in Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Kenya. While some
youth with access to radio/TV and smartphones access youth education and
political messages from these sources, a majority, especially girls, have no such
access, especially in rural Malawi and Zimbabwe. Limited access to, especially
smartphones, by youth also means challenges in accessing the internet and social
media platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and Twitter hence they miss out
on access to online civic information and education efforts. Even for those youth
with smartphones and internet connectivity, the cost of connectivity was said to
be highly prohibitive.
[3] EF Zvobgo & C Dziva ‘Practices and challenges in implementing women’s right to political participation under the
African Women’s Rights Protocol in Zimbabwe’ (2017) 1 African Human Rights Yearbook 60-81. http://doi.org/10.29053/25231367/2017/v1n1a4
[4] The World Bank & Zimstat Zimbabwe. 2018. Jobs (Jobs Jobs) diagnostic: Initial findings.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Although, civic participation remains, both a means and an end to addressing
youth exclusion and marginalization in society, the study revealed that in
Kenya, Malawi and Zimbabwe, such participation remains low due to various
reasons. Y
Youth in rural areas seem to be better informed and participate more in civic
and political processes compared to their counterparts in urban areas. Youth
participation levels seem to decrease as education attainment of the youth
increases. The study also reveals that those with disabilities and female youth
are more disadvantaged and vulnerable to exclusion and discrimination in civic
processes.
The foregoing conclusion invites the following key recommendations:

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR GOVERNMENTS
There is a need for a deliberate effort by state actors in Malawi
to include, in the legal frameworks, provisions that will guide
and inform political parties in reviewing their party constitutions
and incorporate clauses that will enhance and enable the youth to easily
assume leadership positions other than just being used as instruments of
violence during the campaign period.

There is a need for the Parliament of Malawi and Zimbabwe to amend their
Constitutions and make provisions for the youth quotas in Parliament as is the
case for women’s quota in Zimbabwe and the 50:50 campaign in Malawi that
lobbies for more women in Parliament. This is crucial in ensuring youth
participation in law-making processes.
There is a need to review and harmonise the National Youth Policy and the
Local Government Act 1998 in Malawi regarding the proportion of youth that
should be included in governance and leadership structures. Other instruments
and legal frameworks such as the constitution of the Republic of Malawi, the
National Youth Council, and Local Government Act 1998 should be reviewed to
explicitly incorporate the provisions on youth awareness of and participation in
civic and political processes.
The Governments of the three study countries, should ensure genuine reforms
that open the civic space for youth participation. These reforms include security
sector reforms for the greater respect of human freedoms in law enforcement.
The parliament of Kenya should pass legislation effecting Articles 27, 55, and 100
of the Constitution of Kenya to provide for the youth quota in Parliament.
The Ministry of ICT and Youth Affairs in Kenya to conduct the second National
Youth Council elections. This is crucial to providing the country’s youth with a
coordinated voice.
The Parliament of Zimbabwe to amend and align the Constitution, other laws
and policies to lower the age limit from 40 years to 18 years (the voting age) for
one to be a Senator, President, and be appointed in some higher decisionmaking bodies.

Parliaments of the three countries and Electoral management bodies to come up
with incentives to political parties that field youth in elections, including lowering
nomination fees for the youth.
Entrenchment of democratic values of professionalism, transparency, rule of law,
and accountability to state institutions mandated to protect civilians.
Collaborative efforts by state institutions, CSOs, and private companies in the
communication industry to democratise information and internet access through
the development and provision of local information and communication
hubs/centres which provide open internet access across the country, including
rural areas.
The respective governments should implement programs that seek to improve the
socio-economic status of the youth such as the creation of decent jobs for the
youth. Such programs must reach out to all youth regardless of political affiliation.
The Ministry of Education Science and Technology (MoEST) in Malawi should
reintroduce civic education in primary and secondary schools to increase
awareness levels of the youth on key national as well as international legal and
policy instruments and their application.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO CIVIL SOCIETY
Implement campaigns for youth to increase their
awareness and participation in civil and political processes.
These should target both urban and rural youth.

NGOs should lobby for youth participation during the development of district plans
in order to ensure that the decisions made, and programmes designed, are
reflective of the needs of the youth as seen from the perspective of the youth
themselves.

To continuously advocate and lobby for sustainable reforms, speedy promulgation,
and alignment of laws that promote youth participation.

To strengthen the capacity of community institutions and structures to become
agents for mainstreaming and inclusion of young persons in matters shaping their
daily lives.

To strengthen support for young people in order to improve their skills and
capacity in leadership, governance, and understanding of civic participation, their
rights and responsibilities, as well as in all areas key to their participation in civic
and political spaces.
To undertake awareness campaigns to challenge social norms that limit youth
participation, especially in rural areas.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
POLITICAL PARTIES AND
REGISTRARS OF POLITICAL
PARTIES
Conduct reforms to their party constitutions, policies, and structures to
accommodate and increase youth participation. This includes strengthening intraparty democracy and allow youths to contest for any position within the party
structures other than only in the youth league structures.
To mentor and groom the youth in the party to participate and take up leadership
within parties, in community and national governance structures.
Political parties to set aside budgets for Youth Leagues to ensure that they are not
just shells without any programmatic utility within the party.
Both the ORPP and Political Parties Political processes and electoral processes
values and priorities need to be aligned with youth needs through consultation &
communications.
Parties should continuously reach out and recruit membership from youths in
schools, tertiary institutions, and rural communities. This includes conducting civic
education in schools and colleges on political governance and leadership to
encourage the youth to participate in political processes.
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