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It is 2020 and there are many examples of how young people
are contributing to HIV prevention, treatment, support and
care efforts globally. We do this as advocates, researchers,
educators and service providers, among other roles.
This has not just happened overnight. We have had to push

for meaningful leadership of young people in initiatives that
affect our lives. In some contexts, we are still perceived as
children who should stay quiet while adults and other experts
say and do things for us. However, young people are increas-
ingly taken seriously, as experts of our own lives, with clear
ideas of what we are experiencing and need, as well as inno-
vative ideas that respond to those needs.
Different factors have facilitated and supported our leader-

ship, including organizations that believe in us and show it by
funding and/or mentoring us, and programmes that enable us
to be creative and deliver for our peers and for our communi-
ties. Processes and mechanisms placing young people at the
table are critical to ensure that energies are spent taking up
and making the most of these spaces.
There are a number of roles we play in the HIV response

across advocacy, research, peer education and service delivery,
using our experiences and skills to push change at community,
national, regional and global levels.

1 | YOUNG PEOPLE AS ADVOCATES

We are the most effective advocates for our own health and
wellbeing and that of our peers. We know the barriers and
solutions to accessing health services. Some of these solutions,
such as comprehensive sexuality education, may not be popu-
lar in some contexts. However, we push the conversation,
even when it is uncomfortable, because it is important that
we speak to our realities in order to propel change.
Examples of young people playing an effective role as advo-

cates can be found in the Resilient and Empowered Adolescents
and Young people (READY) movement [1], which supports ado-
lescents and young people in our diversity to understand our

sexual and reproductive health rights and support our peers in
making healthy choices. Most specifically, through the
READY + project, and in line with research recommendations
[2], networks of young people living with HIV in East and South-
ern Africa have been successfully advocating within parliamen-
tary committees and technical working groups to lower the age
of consent for HIV testing from 18 to 15 years. Elsewhere,
READY advocates have brought the voices of young people to
international conferences on HIV and to the UN to speak out
on barriers to accessing healthcare [3].

2 | YOUNG PEOPLE AS RESEARCHERS

There are a number of studies that research our behaviours
and investigate health outcomes of specific interventions.
However, we are not only subjects of research. We are also
researchers, helping answer complex questions.
For example in 2019 young researchers led a trial to evalu-

ate the effectiveness of the Zvandiri model for HIV-related
and psychosocial support services for adolescents living with
HIV in rural districts of Zimbabwe [4]. The study found that
adolescents receiving Zvandiri services and Ministry of Health
and Child Care services were 42% more likely to be virologi-
cally suppressed than adolescents receiving Ministry of Health
and Child Care services alone. Not only were young research-
ers involved in the rollout of the trial, they were also involved
in taking up and using the findings to coordinate the success-
ful implementation of the Zvandiri model within the interven-
tion clinics at the rural district level.

3 | YOUNG PEOPLE AS EDUCATORS

Since the HIV response began, young people have played a
role as peer educators, passing on information to our peers
through support groups, after school clubs and other settings.
These efforts are ongoing, and the content of education and
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way young people educate their peers has evolved. Young
people deliver sexuality education on sensitive topics such as
same-sex relationships, intergenerational relationships, violence
and safe abortion to respond to the real questions and experi-
ences of young people so they can stay healthy and make
informed life and health choices [5].
For example Youth LEAD [6], a network of young key popula-

tions in Asia and the South Pacific, has a number of programmes
that support peer education through 14 youth-led organizations
to share information they may have received at school or at home
with their peers. This includes information about sexuality and
sexual choices and behaviours. Knowledge is power – and that
remains the case for young people who, like others, need to stay
on top of research and developments, especially those on work
towards achieving the sustainable development goals [7] in order
to maximize our own health and care for peers.

4 | YOUNG PEOPLE AS SERVICE
PROVIDERS

Young people are also no longer only recipients of care. We
are active in service provision both within health facilities and
through outreach activities [8]. There are innovative collabora-
tions between youth networks and organizations and health
facilities to deliver quality care to young people – care that is
non-judgemental, competent and directly responds to the
needs of young people.
For example the national network of young people living

with HIV in Burundi (RNJ+) runs a youth centre which serves
adolescents and young people living with HIV and from key
populations [9]. The network has a clinic on site where young
people both deliver and access HIV prevention, treatment and
support services, such as counselling, health talks and HIV
testing. The network has also integrated the use of informa-
tion and communication technology to promote dialogue about
sexual and reproductive health rights within the community
and drive demand for services among young people.
While it is increasingly recognized that we are experts of

our own lives [10], we must continue to push for greater
investment in youth-initiated interventions and youth–adult
collaborations. We need to inspire transformation at scale so
it becomes the norm to expect a youth-led network or organi-
zation to be at the centre of large programmes for improving
the health and wellbeing of adolescents and young people.
The days of being on the side-lines are over. We must be at
the centre of these initiatives – and the examples shared show
we can deliver if well-resourced and mentored to do so.
Viva young people, viva!
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