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Abstract

This ethnographic study investigates how youths in Bulchana Woreda of Shashemene city, a place affected by volatile conflict,
a multi-ethnic and multi-religious setting, actively regenerate social cohesion through everyday practices of care, cooperation,
and morality. The paper argues that youths are relational social actors, arguing that the dominant narratives of youth as an active
demographic category are associated with violence. It conceptualizes youths as social subjects whose agency is fundamentally
shaped by and defined through their ongoing interactions, connections, and interdependence with other society members.
Drawing on Giardiello’s social generativity and Kearns and Forrest’s dimensions of social cohesion, the study analyzes how
youth-led activities are produced through care amid persistent social tension rather than through shared identity or consensus.
The findings reveal that generativity operates as moral labor of emotional efforts, not given consistent attention or credit, and is
structurally restricted rather than just participation. Youth activities also temporarily eradicate ethnic, religious, and political
divisions, and their capacity to sustain cohesion was limited by unemployment, politicization, bureaucratic mistrust, and gender
inequality in recognizing and giving them authority. Foregrounding youths’ fragile nature of generativity, relational and
procession, this study contributes to the anthropological debates on youth civicity, social cohesion, and moral agency in the urban
context of Africa. It argues for rethinking youth as active producers of moral and social life under conditions of uncertainty rather
than a social problem to be managed.
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1. Introduction

Urban youth constitute one of the most dynamic social ies across Liberia, Sudan, DR Congo, Somalia, and Ethiopia re-
groups across contemporary African societies, often occupying  peatedly link large youth populations with instability when eco-

contradictory positions in public discourse. International devel- ~ nomic decline, poor governance, or ethnic polarizations with in-
opment and policy literature frequently associate youth with un- stability when economic decline, poor governance, or ethnic po-
employment, political unrest, or violent conflict [30, 32]. Stud- larization are present [22, 30]. Ethiopian scholarship similarly

highlights how youth mobilizations such as Qeerroo, Fano,
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Ejeto, Berberta, and others have shaped major political events,
ethnic tensions, and localized violence [10, 15, 24, 25]. These
perspectives have contributed to a dominant narrative in which
youth are framed primarily as drivers of disorder rather than
contributors to community wellbeing.

Yet, a growing body of international research reveals that
youth frequently act as bridges rather than dividers, strength-
ening relations across social, ethnic, or religious lines through
volunteering, civic action, and neighborhood participation [9,
19, 17, 29]. Studies show that youth engagement can increase
positive intergroup contact [18], expand social networks, re-
duce prejudice, and support community resilience during dis-
placement or urban stress [17]. These findings align with long-
standing sociological and anthropological thought that empha-
sizes the role of shared values, social support, and reciprocal
practices in sustaining cohesion [7, 11, 28].

Despite these developments, research in Ethiopia continues
to focus overwhelmingly on youth either as conflict actors or as
passive beneficiaries of NGO-led peace building and livelihood
programs [20, 27]. Existing Ethiopian studies tend to emphasize
youth participation in peace building initiatives [1, 3, 31] but
rarely explore youth as generators of social cohesion through
every day acts of care, mutual aid, cultural engagement, and
neighborhood cooperation. Moreover, the social drivers that
motivate youth participation, such as moral norms of help,
neighborhood solidarities, or intergenerational relationships, re-
main analytically underdeveloped. No existing study has ethno-
graphically examined how urban Ethiopian youth conflict-af-
fected towns/cities build social cohesion across the multiple di-
mensions identified by [15]: shared values and civic culture, so-
cial order, solidarity, social networks, and place attachment.

This gap is especially striking in Bulchana Woreda of
Shashemene city, a context repeatedly affected by inter-ethnic,
religious, and political tensions [ 16, 25]. While public discourse
often portrays local youth as contributions to disorder, everyday
life in Bulchana reveals a different reality: young people (youth
or individuals aging between 15-29 as of [21] organizing cul-
tural peace events, participating in community cleanups, assist-
ing vulnerable households, and mobilizing peers around collec-
tive responsibilities. Such generativity practices resonate with
[13] theory of social generativity, which conceptualizes cohe-
sion not merely as structural stability but as the ongoing repro-
duction of moral responsibility, care, and meaning social bonds.

By integrating Kearns and Forrest's multidimensional
model of cohesion with Giardiello's generativity perspective,
this study approaches youth not as potential threats but as ac-
tive moral and social agents who produce community life.
This conceptual approach enables a more nuanced under-
standing of how cohesion is enacted through practice, feeling,
obligation, and interdependence, dimensions often invisible in
policy-oriented research. Accordingly, this ethnographic
study investigates the constructive roles of youths in building
social cohesion in Bulchana Woreda. It asks:

1) How do young people contribute to the multiple dimen-

sions of social cohesion in their everyday lives?

2) What moral values, social relationships, and institutional

arrangements enable youth participation?

3) What challenges constrain the continuity and impact of

youth-led cohesion initiatives?

By addressing these questions, the study provides the first
ethnographic account in Ethiopia that documents youth-led
generative practices across all five social cohesion dimensions.
It challenges deficit-based portrayals of youth, contributes the-
oretical insights to anthropological debates on cohesion and
generativity, and offers practical implications for strengthening
inclusive youth engagement in conflict-affected urban settings.

Theoretical Framework

This study is guided by two complementary conceptual per-
spectives of Giardiello's notion of social generativity and [15]
multidimensional model of social cohesion. Together, these
frameworks provide an interpretive lens for understanding
how youths in Bulchana enact moral responsibility, sustain
community life, and negotiate the social conditions that shape
their participation.

Conceptualizes social generativity as the capacity of indi-
viduals and groups to reproduce care, moral obligation, and
interdependence within a community [13]. Generativity em-
phasizes four interrelated processes: ethical responsibility to-
wards others, reciprocal relations and mutual care, commit-
ment to collective wellbeing, and the transmission of shared
values across generations.

In contexts marked by political uncertainty and social frag-
mentation, such as contemporary Ethiopian generativity, it is
particularly useful for illustrating how people mobilize moral
norms to maintain community continuity. Rather than viewing
youth through the lens of risk, protest, or political manipula-
tion, generativity focuses on their potential as moral agents
capable of sustaining social life through everyday practices of
assistance, cooperation, and engagement. This lens aligns with
anthropological scholarship that situates cohesion not primar-
ily in formal institutions, but in lived relationships, emotional
commitments, and shared moral worlds.

Model offers a complementary structural lens by identify-
ing five interrelated dimensions of social cohesion of common
values and civic culture, social order and control, social soli-
darity and reduction of inequality, social networks and social
capital, and place attachment and identity [15].

These dimensions help unpack how societies maintain rela-
tional stability and collective belonging. They also provide ana-
lytical categories for examining how youth actions such as vol-
untary service, cultural initiatives, peace activities, or neighbor-
hood cooperation interact with wider social norms, power rela-
tions, and spatial identities. The framework is well-suited to eth-
nographic research because it directs attention both to observable
practices and to the underlying systems of values, meaning, and
interdependence that make such practices socially significant.

Although distinct, the two frameworks intersect productively.
Social generativity illustrates the moral drives behind youth
participation or the motivations, ethical commitment, and affec-
tive bonds that sustain action. The cohesion model clarifies the


https://www.sciencepg.com/journal/aja

American Journal of Anthropology

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/aja

social effect of these practices across multiple domains of com-
munity life. Generativity explains why young people feel com-
pelled to act; cohesion explains how those actions reinforce
trust, solidarity, networks, shared identities, and local order. Us-
ing these frameworks together enables a holistic interpretation
of youth engagement that is attentive to both lived moral expe-
rience and broader socio-structural processes.

In this study, the integration of generativity with the cohe-
sion model allows for an analysis that captures: the moral en-
ergies that guide youth practices, the social relationships and
networks that enable or constrain them, and the community-
level outcomes through which cohesion is strengthened or
weakened. This conceptual pairing, therefore, aligns directly
with the study's aims and provides a robust analytical basis for
interpreting the ethnographic findings.

2. Methods

2.1. Research Design and Approach

This study employed a qualitative ethnographic design to

examine how youths in Bulchana Woreda enact and sustain
social cohesion through practices, relationships, and moral
commitments. Ethnography is well-suited for exploring lived
experience, inter-subjective meaning, and situated social ac-
tion, as emphasized by classic anthropological methodology
[8, 14]. This approach aligns with the study's theoretical fram-
ing, grounded in social generativity and multidimensional co-
hesion, providing the immersion necessary to observe cooper-
ation, moral reasoning, and community engagement in their
natural contexts.

2.2. Study Setting

Fieldwork was conducted in Bulchana Woreda, a socially
diverse and rapidly urbanizing area within Shashemene City.
The site is characterized by ethnic and religious plurality, pe-
riodic political tension, and longstanding traditions of mutual
aid. Its complex social ecology required a flexible, immersive
ethnographic approach capable of capturing interactions and
moral worlds.
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Figure 1. Shashemene City Map (Source: [12]).
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2.3. Participants and Sampling Strategy

Purposive and snowball sampling were used to recruit par-
ticipants with experience relevant to the research focus, con-
sistent with standard practice in qualitative research [26]. Ini-
tial contacts included youth leaders, elders, religious figures,
and Shashemene youth and sport officers who facilitated
broader access to community members.

A total of 98 participants (50 females and 48 males) con-
tributed to the study. Key informant informants of 13 (8 males
and 5 females) drawn from Bulchana elders, Shashemene
youth and sport Office representatives, and community lead-
ers. Youth interviews with 61 youths (29 males and 32 fe-
males) captured their experiences with voluntary support, cul-
tural events, environmental campaigns, religious activities,
and educational initiatives.

Three FGDs, each with 8 participants, the first with youths
(4 males and 4 females), the second with Vulnerable/helpless
residents receiving youth support (5 males and 4 females), and
the third a group from all community members (4 males and
4 females). This participant structure allowed triangulation
across actors with varying perspectives.

2.4. Data Collection Methods

An extended participant observation was conducted in var-
ious youth-led activities, following ethnographic best practice
[6]. Field notes captured social interaction patterns, coopera-
tive behavior, moral reasoning, and responses from commu-
nity members. In-depth or semi-structured interviews ex-
plored participants' motivations, values, perceptions of youth
agency, and understandings of social cohesion. This method
enabled deep, narrative-rich accounts consistent with qualita-
tive interviewing standards [18].

FDGs facilitated collective reflection, allowing observation
of group norms and shared moral interpretations. This is ef-
fective for understanding collective meaning-making [23].
Key informant interviews with elders, religious leaders, and
public officials provided contextual and institutional insight
into youth involvement, intergenerational expectations, and
broader community dynamics. Document review of local ad-
ministrative records, youth association documents, and com-
munity guidelines was conducted to contextualize youth par-
ticipation within institutional frameworks.

2.5. Data Management and Analysis

All data were transcribed and analyzed using inductive the-
matic analysis. Initial open coding identified patterns related
to reciprocity, solidarity, community trust, leadership, institu-
tional relations, and challenges. Codes were iteratively clus-
tered into broader themes aligned with the theoretical lenses
of social generativity [13] and social cohesion dimensions
[15]. The iterative nature of analysis followed ethnographic

standards of constant comparison and interpretation [4]. Tri-
angulation across interviews, FGDs, participant observation,
and documents enhanced analytic rigor and credibility.

2.6. Ethical considerations

The research adhered to established standards for ethical
anthropological fieldwork. Participants were informed about
the study's purpose, and informed consent (written or verbal)
was obtained, based on [2]. Pseudonyms were used to safe-
guard confidentiality. Given the sensitivity of political tension
and youth vulnerability, careful attention was paid to minimiz-
ing risk, avoiding coercion, and ensuring comfort during all
interactions. The researcher maintained reflexive awareness
of positionality and power dynamics, consistent with contem-
porary reflexive ethnographic practice as per [5].

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Youths' Involvement in the Activities of
Building Social Cohesion

3.1.1. Voluntary Mutual Aid for Vulnerable Groups

Youth groups in Bulchana organize feeding programs,
home repairs, and blood donation initiatives for elderly people,
individuals with disabilities, and orphaned children. These ac-
tivities strengthen intergenerational relationships by trans-
forming everyday moral values such as reciprocity and com-
passion into practical support. As one youth group leader
noted:

"Youths organize feeding programs for helpless elders
through contributions from the community and from their own
pockets."

(Interview with P1, Shashemene, January 18, 2024).

Such initiatives cultivate trust between youths and elders
and demonstrate what Giardiello describes as generative ac-
tion as a practice that reproduces care and responsibility
across generations. At times, contributions from wealthier res-
idents are inconsistent, which creates strain on youth groups.
This highlights the need for shared moral commitment to sus-
tain volunteer programs. Overall, voluntary mutual aid is a
central mechanism through which young people translate
moral norms into collective well-being.

3.1.2. Peace Promotion Through Cultural Events

Youth in Bulchana play a central role in organizing festivals,
sports events, and peace forums that bring together residents
from diverse backgrounds. These events create informal
spaces where people interact positively and temporarily set
aside political or ethnic tensions. One participant described:

"When we dance together wearing different traditional
clothes, people forget politics and see that we belong to one
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community."

(FGD with G1P3, Shashemene, February 4 2024).

These interactions act as bridging encounters that expand
social connections and strengthen civic relations. They illus-
trate a generative form of peace building in which young peo-
ple use cultural creativity to foster a shared identity. However,
attempts by political actors to use cultural creativity to foster
shared identity, however, attempts by political actors to use
such events for partisan visibility sometimes discourage par-
ticipation. Despite this, cultural events remain vital youth-led
platforms for reinforcing everyday social cohesion.

3.1.3. Environmental Stewardship and Collective
Action

Youth groups regularly organize environmental cleanup
campaigns locally known as Magaala Qulqulluu to clean mar-
kets, streets, and the surroundings of churches and mosques.
These activities bring together youths, elders, and community
leaders in shared physical labor. An elder explained:

“When we clean the street together with elders and neigh-
bors, it feels like we are part of one big family. Everyone work-
ing together makes us forget our differences."

(FGD with G2P1, Shashemene, December 30 2023).

These campaigns strengthen local pride and reinforce
place-based solidarity. They also demonstrate generativity by
linking care for the environment with care for the community.
Limited equipment and inconsistent municipal cooperation
sometimes slow progress, yet youth groups continue to mobi-
lize residents through collective commitment. Environmental
action thus becomes both a practical and symbolic expression
of local cohesion.

3.1.4. Voluntary Education and Social Awareness

During school breaks/summer, youth volunteers provide tu-
toring and life-skills training to children who lack educational
support. Others lead awareness campaigns on hygiene, peace-
ful behavior, and civic responsibility. One youth explained:

"We don't want another generation to suffer from ignorance
or conflict. We teach them about peace and how to care for
them."

(FGD with G1P7, Shashemene February 4 2024).

These initiatives strengthen intergenerational continuity by
passing knowledge and moral values to younger children.
Young women often take leading roles in these educational
efforts, expanding the reach of youth-led community care.
Voluntary teaching thus contributes to equality of opportunity
and reinforces shared norms that support local cohesion.

3.2. The social Factors for Youths' Involvement

3.2.1. Community-Based Trust and Reciprocity

Long-standing traditions of mutual help provide the foun-
dation for youth participation in Bulchana. Elders, idir associ-

10

ations, and neighborhood leaders regularly support youth ini-
tiatives by offering moral guidance, symbolic blessings, or
small material contributions. As one elder explained:

"When youths ask us to help elders or organize peace pro-
grams, we see it as our duty. They are the hope of this
Woreda."

(Interview with P12, Shashemene, January 9 2024).

These relationships reinforce reciprocal obligations and
give youths' activities social legitimacy. While political ten-
sions occasionally strain collaboration, indigenous institutions
often mediate such moments and sustain trust. Overall, com-
munity-based reciprocity enables youths to organize confi-
dently and embed their actions within established moral ex-
pectations.

3.2.2. Shared Moral Values of Care and Humanity

A widely shared ethic of compassion motivates youths' in-
volvement in voluntary work. Many participants referred to
local sayings emphasizing collective responsibility and the
duty to support those in need, one youth explained:

"Our elders taught us that helping others means helping
ourselves."

(Discussions with G1P2, Shashemene, February 4 2024).

Youth-led feeding programs, medical support drives, and
home renovations reflect these values in practice. These ac-
tions resonate with community expectations of fairness and
demonstrate youths' commitment to maintaining social well-
being. Although contributions from wealthier households can
be inconsistent, public recognition and gratitude help sustain
motivation. Moral values of care, therefore, function as a key
driver of youth engagement.

3.2.3. Institutional Partnership

Youth groups work closely with local government offices,
religious institutions, and indigenous authorities such as Abba
Gada and Haadha Siingee. These institutions provide venues,
equipment, training, and administrative support. A youth af-
fairs officer described:

"We work with youth groups to help them organize peace
forums and environmental campaigns. Even with limited
budgets, we offer halls or sponsorship letters."”

(Interview with P8, Shashemene, April 27 2024).

Such partnerships give youths' initiatives legitimacy and
help expand their reach. However, bureaucratic delays and un-
even support sometimes create frustration among volunteer
groups. Despite these challenges, institutional cooperation re-
mains a crucial enabler of youth engagement and enhances the
sustainability of their activities.

3.2.4. Youth Solidarity Networks

Youth associations, friendship groups, and volunteer teams
form the most active social spaces supporting cohesion-build-
ing activities in Bulchana. These networks encourage partici-
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pation through peer influence and shared expectations of re-
sponsibility. One participant noted:

"If my friends are cleaning the street or helping elders, 1
cannot stay home. We motivate each other."

(FGD with G1PS5, Shashemene, February 4 2024).

These groups create a sense of belonging and mobilize
youths across ethnic, religious, and economic backgrounds.
Young women frequently lead caregiving and educational ac-
tivities, while men often manage logistics or public events in
a role that complements rather than constrains participation.
Youth solidarity networks, therefore, function as everyday en-
gines of cooperation, motivation, and civic identity.

3.3. Youths' Challenges in Building Social
Cohesion

3.3.1. Lack of Sustainable Support and Funding

A major constraint on youth initiatives is the absence of
consistent financial and logistical support. Many volunteer
programs, such as feeding activities, peace festivals, and en-
vironmental campaigns, rely on small personal contributions
or short-term donations. As one youth leader explained:

"We are committed, but our projects stop when resources
finish. Using our own savings cannot continue for long."

(Interview with P19, Shashemene, January 15 2024).

Local offices sometimes provide venues or letters for spon-
sorship, but funding gaps limit the continuity and growth of
youth-led projects. Without predictable support, activities of-
ten become episodic rather than sustained, placing pressure on
volunteers and reducing their long-term impact.

3.3.2. Youth Unemployment and Economic
Insecurity

High levels of unemployment reduce the ability of young
people to participate consistently in voluntary activities. Many
youths express that while they value community service, sus-
taining such work without stable livelihoods is difficult. One
participant noted:

"We want to help our community, but we also need to sur-
vive. Without a job, it's hard to volunteer all the time."

(FGD with G1P2, Shashemene, February 4 2024).

Economic pressure limits both the time and financial re-
sources youths can contribute. Despite these challenges, many
continue to participate, showing a strong commitment to their
community. However, addressing unemployment is essential
for ensuring long-term and reliable engagement in cohesion-
building efforts.

3.3.3. Ethnic and Political Divisions

Ethnic and political tensions occasionally undermine youth
efforts to promote community cohesion. Some politicized
youth structures of formal or semi-formal youth associations,
committees, or organizational bodies that are influenced, con-
trolled, or used by political actors, parties, or government
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agencies to advance political agendas rather than community
needs. As a result, a number of youths avoid associations be-
cause they fear political labeling or surveillance. Some re-
spondents reported that voluntary activities are sometimes
questioned or interpreted through partisan or ethnic assump-
tions. One youth explained:

"Sometimes people ask which political or ethnic groups are
behind an event. Some youths also become tools for political
parties and religious fundamentalists, being against coexist-
ence. That kills the spirit of unity we want to show."

(Interview with P5, Shashemene, February 3 2024).

Suspicions reduce participation and create symbolic bound-
aries among residents. Although youth groups intentionally
design events to be inclusive, political polarization continues
to pose challenges for collective action.

3.3.4. Distrust and Misperceptions of the Authorities

Youth groups often face bureaucratic suspicion when re-
questing permission for voluntary events. Some officials in-
terpret gatherings as potential political actions rather than
community service. A participant described:

"When we ask permission to hold a campaign, they think we
are organizing a protest. We just want to clean or feed peo-
ple."”

(Interview with P7, Shashemene, April 27 2024).

These misperceptions delay activities and discourage vol-
unteers. A lack of open communication also reduces recogni-
tion for youth contributions. Building trust between youth
groups and local authorities would help transform voluntary
activities into more collaborative and sustainable efforts.

3.3.5. Gender-based Exclusion

Although young women play important roles in caregiving,
awareness campaigns, and educational activities, leadership
positions within formal youth structures are still largely dom-
inated by men. One female volunteer explained:

"We women do most of the caregiving work, but when it
comes to decision-making or speaking at events, men take the
front."

(Interview with P22, Shashemene, January 2 2024).

This imbalance restricts women's ability to shape program
design and public representation. However, field observations
show that young women are increasingly assuming coordina-
tion roles in education and peace activities, gradually chal-
lenging existing hierarchies. Strengthening gender-inclusive
practices would enhance the diversity and effectiveness of
youth participation.

4. Conclusion

This ethnographic study shows that youths in Bulchana
Woreda are central actors in sustaining community cohesion.
Through voluntary mutual aid, cultural peace events, environ-
mental campaigns, and educational initiatives, young people
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translate local moral values of reciprocity, care, and responsi-
bility into concrete collective practices. These activities
strengthen trust between generations, expand bridging social

ties, and deepen residents' sense of belonging to a shared place.

The findings also demonstrate that youth-led initiatives op-
erate within a broader moral and institutional landscape in-
volving elders, indigenous associations, religious institutions,
and local government offices. These relationships provide le-
gitimacy and resources that help sustain youth efforts, while
also illustrating the collaborative nature of cohesion-building
in Bulchana.

However, the generative contributions of youths remain
vulnerable to structural constraints. Inconsistent financial sup-
port, high unemployment, political polarization, bureaucratic
mistrust, and gendered barriers limit the continuity and effec-
tiveness of youth participation. Addressing these challenges is
essential for ensuring that youth-led civic action becomes a
durable part of local governance and community life.

Overall, the study highlights the importance of recognizing
youths not as sources of instability but as active contributors
to social cohesion in conflict-affected settings. By foreground-
ing their everyday practices and the moral commitment that
underpins them, this research provides an alternative perspec-
tive on youth agency in Ethiopia and contributes to broader
debates on the cultural and institutional foundations of cohe-
sive societies.

The study opens pathways for further investigation. Com-
parative research across different Ethiopian towns or rural-ur-
ban settings could illuminate how youth generativity varies
across contexts. Longitudinal ethnography would reveal how
youth civic engagement changes over time, especially in rela-
tion to shifting economic and political conditions. Future stud-
ies could also explore gendered dimensions of youth engage-
ment more deeply, examining how young women navigate
leadership roles within youth structures. Finally, qualitative or
mixed methods research could help measure the broader social
impacts of youth-led cohesion-building efforts.

S. Implications and Recommendations

5.1. Implications

5.1.1. Theoretical Implications

This study contributes to scholarship on youth and social
cohesion by demonstrating how young people in urban Ethio-
pia enact social generativity through every day voluntary prac-
tices. The findings provide empirical evidence that generativ-
ity, traditionally applied to intergenerational caregiving, can
also describe youth-led civic action in contexts of social strain.
Youths' involvement in feeding programs, cultural peace
events, environmental campaigns, and voluntary education il-
lustrates how moral values of care, reciprocity, and responsi-
bility are reproduced through collective practice. This expands
Giardiello's framework by showing that generativity is not
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merely a psychological or familial process but also an urban
civic process embedded in local moral economies.

The study also refines Kearns and Forrest's multidimensional
model of social cohesion. It demonstrates that cohesion is pro-
duced not only through formal institutions but also through in-
formal, small-scale acts of care and cooperation performed by
young people. Youth-led practices in Bulchana intersect di-
rectly with cohesion dimensions, including solidarity, social
networks, civic culture, and place attachment. These findings
suggest that social cohesion literature in African urban settings
must pay closer attention to youth agency and the moral reper-
toires underlying everyday civic life. In doing so, this study ar-
gues that youths are relational social actors, arguing that the
dominant narratives of youth as an active demographic category
are associated with violence. Together these theoretical contri-
butions highlight the importance of understanding youth not
simply as beneficiaries of development programs or potential
sources of conflict, but as active producers of social order, sol-
idarity, and moral continuity.

5.1.2. Empirical and Practical Implications

The findings point to several practical implications for com-
munity development, peace building, and civic engagement
programming. First, youth-led voluntary action fills gaps left
by limited formal service delivery. Feeding the vulnerable,
renovating homes, organizing cultural events, and providing
informal education demonstrate how young people respond to
community needs with creativity and commitment. This indi-
cates that youth groups are important local assets that should
be recognized as partners in community governance.

Second, the study shows that intergenerational relationships
remain central to youth civic participation. Elders, Idir associ-
ations, indigenous authorities, and religious institutions pro-
vide moral support and social legitimacy for youth initiatives.
Programs that strengthen these intergenerational linkages, for
example, by integrating elders as advisors or cultural mentors,
can amplify the reach and acceptance of youth activities.

Thirdly, the findings reveal that youth participation is
shaped by a mix of enabling and constraining forces. Shared
moral values, peer solidarity networks, and institutional part-
nerships create strong foundations for youth-led cohesion.
However, unemployment, inconsistent funding, political po-
larization, mistrust of authorities, and gender-based exclusion
limit the continuity and impact of youth initiatives. Any inter-
vention that aims to enhance youth civic action must address
these structural barriers.

Finally, the study suggests that youth-led civic engagement
is most effective when it emerges organically from local moral
worlds rather than being imposed through externally designed
programs. Supporting youth initiatives, therefore, requires an
approach that respects local values, social networks, and in-
digenous forms of legitimacy.

5.1.3. Policy Implications

Several policy actions can strengthen youth contributions to
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social cohesion:

Establish predictable small-grant mechanisms for youth
groups. Small, consistent funding streams from local govern-
ment or NGOs can enable youth initiatives to move beyond
episodic volunteerism and achieve sustained impact.

Integrate youth groups into local development and peace
structures. Including youth representatives in Woreda-level
committees or peace councils would enhance collaboration
and reduce bureaucratic mistrust.

Support youth livelihood programs linked to civic engage-
ment. Skill-building, microenterprise support, and employ-
ment pathways can reduce the economic strain that currently
limits voluntary participation.

Promote gender-inclusive youth leadership. Policies should
ensure that young women have access to leadership training,
public speaking opportunities, and decision-making roles
within youth structures.

Strengthen the partnership between youth, elders, religious
leaders, and indigenous institutions. Formal recognition of
these partnerships can build on existing social capital and re-
inforce trust across generations.

Develop local guidelines that prevent political interference
in youth initiatives. Clear boundaries can protect youth groups
from partisan manipulation and encourage broader commu-
nity participation.

5.2. Recommendations

Based on the findings, the following practical recommen-
dations are proposed:

Local government and NGOs should provide material sup-
port (clean equipment, venues, and educational materials) to
strengthen ongoing youth initiatives.

Youth-friendly administrative procedures (simple approval
processes and clear communication channels) should be estab-
lished to reduce suspicion and bureaucratic delays.

Peer-led capacity building, including training on project
management, conflict resolution, fundraising, and event or-
ganization, should be provided to youth groups.

Recognition programs (awards, public acknowledgements,
and certificates) can motivate youths and reinforce social le-
gitimacy for their contributions.

Community forums that bring together youth, elders, and
local officials can reduce mistrust and enable joint planning
for social cohesion activities.
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