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In Lesotho, the term ‘youth’ refers to those between the ages of 15 and 35.  With few recreational, educational, or job 
opportunities, the large cohort of youth are currently unemployed, undereducated, depressed and often vagrant.  
Teenage pregnancy, rape, drug and alcohol abuse and depression are consequently on the rise.  The country’s HIV/AIDS 
epidemic has resulted in a severely diminished adult population, entailing that many young Basotho are growing up 
without support or guidance.  While youth-oriented programs and support could potentially provide a sense of purpose 
and self-esteem to youth, few adults have the, time, financial means and motivation to invest in youth development. 
 
Help Lesotho’s develops youth as agents of change among their peers and in their communities.  One such program is an 
intensive leadership training program with eight youth between the ages of 18 and 30.  Participants meet three times a 
week to discuss issues surrounding such issues as HIV/AIDS, gender, leadership and power, alcohol and drug abuse, 
teenage pregnancy, and healthy relationships and to challenge unhealthy myths and perceptions.  These workshops 
promote reflection and critical thought in a safe, supportive and culturally sensitive environment.  Participants also go 
through a period of facilitation training to lead and facilitate workshops themselves.  Emphasis is placed on how 
participants can share their knowledge with other youth, lead by example, and promote the wellbeing of their peers. 
 
At the completion of the training period, participants are asked to reflect upon why they want to become youth leaders, 
what they find most important in the training, and what personal growth they experience as a result of the program. The 
following examples of two youth leaders from rural communities reveal what the training program meant for them. 
 
 

 
Developing HIV/AIDS Awareness and Greater Self-Esteem  

Matsie, 19 years old from Pitseng Ha Piletso 
 
I applied for the leadership training program because I felt like I needed guidance. Many 
girls in my village are often idle in their spare time – where they sit around gossiping, 
talking about boys, get involved in serious relationships, and sometimes fall pregnant. I 
saw what other girls my age were doing, faced with, or sometimes pressured into doing, 
and it did not appeal to me.  I wanted to be involved in something different.  I wanted to 
learn how to provide different options to other girls my age. 
 
The topic of HIV/AIDS was the most important one for me. Before the training, I often 

followed what other people said, without asking questions.  There are so many myths about HIV/AIDS that are very 
common, and I believed a lot of them before the training. For example, I believed that mosquitoes could give HIV, or 
that through testing for HIV, I would become HIV positive or that through touching and eating with an HIV positive 
person one could also be infected.  I believed this and was afraid to see or eat with someone who is infected with HIV.  
Through learning about HIV/AIDS and its modes of transmission, I learned that I could stay with and support someone 
who is HIV positive, without becoming infected myself. 
 
Before the training, I did not have much self-confidence or know what it meant to stand up for oneself.  I had trouble 
expressing my feelings. I would often just follow other people’s directions, and not voice my own opinions because I did 
not feel like they were important.  With the training, I started thinking critically, and sharing my ideas with others rather 
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than just accepting what they are saying.  I speak up more and stand up for myself with both my friends and family.  I 
can talk to large groups of people now and tell them what I have learned in the training.  
 
As a youth leader, I hope to be someone other girls can confide in so that I can pass on the knowledge and skills I have 
gained in the training and help them solve their problems.  Knowledge is power. It helps youth make decisions for 
themselves without being easily influenced by their peers.  I want to address the myths about HIV/AIDS in my 
community.  Something I find to be challenging is what people can do in order to test for HIV and be able to tell their 
status, especially when the result is positive.  This is difficult because since the myths about HIV/AIDS are so common, 
many think that if they disclose their HIV positive status, the people in their lives will turn away from them or 
discriminate against them.  This is something I want to work on as a youth leader, through giving out correct information 
about HIV/AIDS, and encouraging others to ask questions and think critically rather than just believing what they hear.  
Myths increase fear and stigma around HIV/AIDS, so by talking about them, and bringing them out in the open, we can 
begin to address the problem.   
 
 
 

Learning More About Gender Equity and Healthy Relationships 
Bolae, 27 years old from Pitseng Hasenyokotho 

 
I was interested in the leadership training program because I wanted to be a part of 
community development.  It is my belief that through developing the community, I 
develop myself.  I was especially concerned about the youth in my community, and how 
they were often not engaged in local events such as football games. This worried me, 
given the risk of youth getting involved in dangerous behaviour if there is nothing else 
to do.  So for me, it became very important to reach out to other youth, and help them 
realize their skills and talents.  
 
In the training, the issues of gender equity and healthy relationships were outstanding 
for me, and challenging too.  They also made me look at my behaviour and the way I 
used to do things.  We as Basotho traditionally believe that if you are the man, you have 
to treat women in a certain way – where they are not equals, especially in relationships.  

All decisions have to be made by the man, where his priorities come first, while the woman in the relationship has to 
follow along with what he says.  Because of my training, I changed some of the things I was doing because some of my 
beliefs concerning gender and healthy relationships were changing. 
 
God gave men responsibility, not power. Before the training, I did not know this statement or understand the meaning 
of responsibility. I thought that if a person is responsible for something, he has power over it.  And then, if the man has 
responsibility for taking care of his family’s needs, he also has power over the family.  That is, all decisions and 
conclusions have to be made by him, not his wife.  Women are to follow men’s ways of doing things even if they do not 
agree with their husbands’ ideas or decisions.   
 
After the training, I came to value communication and the sharing of ideas between a husband and wife, since they can 
discuss amongst them the problems they have and how to solve them.  This is going to make their lives easier and more 
enjoyable because each person will be glad that he/she has been listened to by his/her partner. That is, communication 
and sharing ideas between partners is essential for the sustainability of a healthy relationship between them.   
 
Now, as a youth leader, I want to engage as many youth as possible in community development.  I particularly want to 
extend programs on agricultural production skills, using them as a means with which to approach youth in surrounding 
communities.  Once they are engaged, I hope to use these programs as a platform from which to encourage critical 
thinking among youth, and increase their life skills, particularly concerning gender equity and healthy relationships.  
Men and women have to share ideas so that they can have healthy relationships.  If people are open to one another, 
and communicate amongst themselves in an acceptable manner, there would be no fear but understanding and respect. 
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Matsie and Bolae are two of six youth leaders currently working at Help Lesotho’s Seotlong Centre in Pitseng.  Matsie is 
involved with the Centre’s Math Club and Health Education Program.  Bolae works on youth programs relating to 
agricultural production skills, while generally overseeing the centre’s programming activities.  All of the youth leaders 
work to engage local youth in their communities, and continue to provide facilitation support and assistance in Help 
Lesotho events.  Help Lesotho’s next leadership training program is set to begin June 2010.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Top row, from left to right: Masiu, Masheane, Bolae 
Bottom row, from left to right: Matsie, Pontso, Reitumetse 

 
 


