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Adolescents and young people frequently demand full and equal 
inclusion in the decisions that affect them by stating, “Nothing 
for us, without us.” The right to be involved in decision-making 
is enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
Children. In Eswatini, UNICEF advanced this right by supporting 
adolescents and young people to contribute their experiences 
and perspectives to the national HIV response. 
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Eswatini has made great strides in the HIV response, 
thanks to effective at-scale treatment and prevention 
programmes. Yet new infections among adolescent 
girls and young women remain a significant concern 
as they represent 26 per cent of all new HIV 
infections in the country – a rate that is five-times 
higher than the regional rate among adolescent girls 
and young women.1 Evidence points to numerous 
social, structural and behavioural risk factors that 
make adolescent girls and young women vulnerable 
to HIV infection, such as low HIV knowledge, early 
sexual debut, high rates of poverty, adolescent 
pregnancy, low secondary school education, 
transactional sex, and gender-based violence. 

The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and 
Malaria has invested significantly in health, education 
and economic empowerment programmes in Eswatini 
to help reduce the vulnerability of adolescent girls 
and young women to HIV.2, 3 UNICEF leveraged Global 
Fund investments by empowering adolescents and 
young people to offer their insights and strategic 
recommendations for improving the relevance and 
effectiveness of the proposed package of Global 
Fund-supported interventions for 2021-2023.

More than 600 adolescents and young people 
participated in a U-Report online survey and 
a self-administered questionnaire in selected 
implementation sites, and 116 participated in 11 
focus group discussions. Additional key informant 
interviews with Outreach Workers and Community 
Youth Facilitators rounded out the data collection.



Adolescents and young people from rural and urban 
areas confirmed that social norms and judgmental 
health workers discourage use of sexual and 
reproductive health services. They also experience 
violence within homes, schools and communities and 
risk behaviour is often related to limited economic 
opportunities. Gaps in knowledge on HIV, sexual and 
reproductive health and gender-based violence as 
well as on where and how to receive services were 
cited as ongoing concerns.

Adolescents and young people called for  taking 
successful interventions to scale, specifically 
recommending tailored social and behaviour 
change interventions with parents and community 
members that have effectively influenced social 
norms. Education subsidies have been a protective 
layer for girls and young women, and peer support 

has had a positive impact on sharing information and 
creating demand for HIV and sexual and reproductive 
services. Yet these interventions have low coverage 
and are not consistently implemented. Participants 
called for interventions that engage boys and young 
men as partners in social change, and the expanded 
use of innovative communication platforms.

Amplifying the voices of adolescents and young 
people highlighted the multi-dimensional drivers of 
HIV risk and is driving more responsive programming 
in Eswatini. Guaranteeing that the voices of 
adolescents and young people are heard is an on-
going process, but thanks to UNICEF’s support, 
adolescents and young people are at the forefront of 
ensuring policies, national priorities, and programmes 
across sectors reflect their lived experiences. 

Each year the UNICEF Executive Director allocates 7 per cent of core resources to innovative programmes for children and adolescents with the greatest 
need. The engagement of adolescents and young people in Eswatini was made possible thanks to those set-aside resources.


