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A. Context/Introduction
Zambia total population stand at 15.5 million and 
continues to be youthful with 60.1% being 35 years or 
younger.  

The Government Republic of Zambia (GRZ) through 
the Ministry of Youth, Sport and Child Development 
(MYSCD) National Youth Policy (NYP) has set the 
overarching goal “To provide an enabling environment 
that promotes the rights and obligations of the Youth 
and foster their participation in national development” 

 
To realise this overarching goal, the profession of 
youth work is critical and central. However, there is 
considerable potential for abuse in an unregulated 
profession.  In other countries, practices such as youth 
work have been guilty of inadequate care regarding 
health and safety, sometimes resulting in the death or 
serious injury of participants; exploitation including 
sexual exploitation of young people; misappropriation 
of funds or equipment; engagement with illegal drugs; 
and other unethical or incompetent practice.   It may 
be that Zambia is free of such problems, but this is 
unlikely.  While youth work is generally characterised 
by other-directedness and good will, unscrupulous 
or misguided practice cannot be controlled in 
the absence of training and other structures for 
professional accountability.   

To respond to this, professionalization of youth work 
is taking different paths globally. The most common 
and documented paths include but not limited to 
establishing youth workers associations, formulating 
policy and legislation. The Commonwealth and 
African Union have been in forefront championing 
professionalization of youth work through Youth 
Empowerment Plan of Action (PAYE) 2007-2015 and 
Africa Youth Charter (AYC) 2006. Zambia is a member 
to both organisations and therefore subscribes to PAYE 
and AYC.

The GRZ through the MYSCD has taken bold and 
progressive steps towards implementing PAYE and 

AYC especially professionalization of youth work 
through the NYP 2006 and 2015. Zambia Youth 
Workers Association (ZYWA) is the engine to drive 
policy measures forward. The primary goal of 
professionalization of youth work is to strengthen the 
overall youth work function in order to support high 
quality youth work practice that ultimately contribute 
towards protecting youth and the public from harm 
as a result of youth work practice and improve youth’s 
lives.

This report therefore, provides the state of youth 
work in Zambia. The report will be useful to policy 
makers, law makers, practitioners, academicians and 
researchers, and those who have keenly followed the 
professionalization debate and who aspire to improve 
the standards, standing and practice of youth work in 
Zambia.

B. Overview of ZYWA 
 
The Association is non-governmental, not for profit, 
free from all political and religious considerations. It is a 
democratic and membership driven that represents the 
interests of youth workers and the field of youth work. 
The association was established in 2006 at the 1st Youth 
Workers General Assembly held in Lusaka, Zambia. The 
association enjoys consultative status with the MYSCD 
on the professionalization of youth work practice in 
Zambia.

Our Vision:  The vision for the Association is “A society in 
which every youth have access to ethical and competent 
youth worker enjoying fundamental principles of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms”. 

Our Mission: To be an autonomous membership oriented, 
membership-driven professional Association championing 
development of quality youth work practice with 
express linkage to human rights through; competencies 
development, practice standards setting, policy/legislative 
advocacy and research. 

ZYWA enjoys 
consultative status 
with the MYSCD on 
professionalization 
of youth work 
practice in Zambia. 
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Our Primary Objectives:
§ To promote, in the interest of youth development 

and empowerment, the fundamental principles 
of human rights and fundamental freedoms as 
enshrined in Articles 2-9 of the African Youth 
Charter.

§ To advance the quality of youth work practice 
throughout Zambia.  

Relevance
There is rapid growing number of people practicing 
youth work in various settings such as Community 
Based Organisations (CBOs), Churches, Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGOs), private and 
public sectors.   However, these people practicing 
youth work are not organised under one umbrella 
and their practice has considerable potential for 
abuse and harm both to the youth and public at large 
in unregulated profession. Consequently, there has 
been public outcry about the standards of practice, 
unethical or incompetent practice, lack of education 
and training for youth workers, and structures for 
professional accountability. The Commonwealth is 
promoting professionalization of youth work practice 
in its strategic plan among its member countries. The 
African Union (AU) has developed and implementing 
the AYC 2006 and the GRZ has also developed and 
implementing the NYP 2015.  Both AYC and NYP have 
sets out to professionalise youth work practice to 
ensure quality of youth work practice and ultimately 
better outcomes for youth. 

C. The Youth Work Profession

Like social work, teaching and 
other professions, the youth work 
profession is a field of practice 
traditionally supported by university-
based training.  However, in Zambia, 
the profession has no professionally 
recognized programme of study 
or standardized curriculum. This 

means that the profession’s unique body of knowledge 
is yet to be recognised and that the field of practice 
is unregulated. Young people do not enjoy the 
protections afforded by professional organisation and 
training.

D. The Policy and Legal Framework

In the 1990s, the NYP did not address the issue of 
youth work practice. However, in 2006 NYP, efforts 
were made to push some of the policy measures on 
professionalization of youth work as demanded by PAYE 
2007-2015 and AYC 2006. The GRZ through the MSYCD 
achieved most of the set policy measures such as 
establishing a ZYWA and voluntary Code of Ethics and 
Conduct. In the current NYP 2015 youth work practice 
has now been given more prominence by having a full 
section in the NYP.  

 Therefore, policy framework for youth work practice 
does exist in Zambia but no legal framework yet. This 
means that the government does recognise youth 
work as a springboard to realise youth development 
and empowerment goals/objectives. However, 
the policy recognition is not yet backed by a legal 
framework.  This is one of the major challenges 
to actualise government policy measures on 
professionalization of youth work in Zambia. 

E.  Youth Work Practice
 
In Zambia currently, youth workers do not need 
to graduate from university or college to practice 
because unlike places like the UK, currently Zambia 
does not have nationally agreed or prescribed core 
competencies for the practice of youth work. Practice 
may not be based on considerations of ethics and 
values as it’s not mandatory for youth workers to 
sign up to the current ZYWA Code of Ethics and 
Conduct. The current code also lacks disclosure and 
enforcement mechanisms. Consequently, there are no 
uniform standards of practice or on-going professional 
development expectations, and no formal complaints 
mechanism to deal with breaches of conduct. In 

Youth work 
profession 

remains a field 
of practice 

rather than 
a traditional 

academic 
discipline. 

The policy 
framework 
on youth 
work practice 
does exist, 
but no legal 
framework 
yet.

In Zambia 
currently, youth 
workers do 
not need to be 
graduate from 
university or 
college and sign 
up to ZYWA 
Code of Ethics 
and Conduct to 
practice. 
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a standardized curriculum to prepare youth workers 
scholarly and practically coupled with the absence 
of a nationally agreed core competencies for youth 
work has made it difficult for the country to develop 
curricula and training materials as well as generic job 
description and standards for assessing youth work 
curricula/training. 

This means that the country is not yet investing 
enough in youth work education and training, 
consequently the youth work has and continues 
to develop as a voluntary practice rather than a 
professional field informed by the academic disciplines. 
This also means that the profession of youth work has 
no academicians to teach youth work and undertake 
research. 

Consequently, youth work tends to be generalised into 
other traditional disciplines (e.g. sociology, social work 
and education) rather than as a distinct programme 
with its own professional criteria.

However, the Centre for Youth Development Services 
(C4YDS) that exists to support efforts towards the 
professionalization of the youth development sector 
globally is making efforts in addressing the challenges 
of youth work education and training in Zambia and 
beyond. C4YDS is currently offering a Professional 
Certificate in Youth Development Practice (PCYDP) with 
modules offered in partnership with the University of 
Minnesota, Extension Centre for Youth Development 
(USA), the College of Community and Organisation 
Development (CCOD) in Ghana, and the Youth 
Interventions Programmes Association (YIPA) in USA. 
This is a seven-month online trainings and professional 
certifications to youth development practitioners. 

H.   Challenges

The major challenges that have and continue to face 
youth work profession in Zambia, include but not 
limited to:
§	 The absence of a legal framework on youth work 

practice continues to hinder government policy 

other words, youth work is largely uncredentialed and 
unregulated.  

Youth practice range from face-to-face, programme/
project management, organisation management 
and administration, policy analysis, implementation 
and evaluation, research, monitoring and evaluation, 
education and training. Arising from the above fields 
of practice we have field youth workers or foot soldiers, 
program/project officers, program/project managers, 
organisations managers, policy analysis, researchers, 
academicians, and historians to consultants. 

Youth workers practice in various settings. These 
include but not limited to; Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs), Faith Based Organisation (FBOs), 
Community Based Organisations (CBOs), public and 
private sectors.

F.   Youth Work Practitioners

Zambia currently does not have exact numbers of 
or youth work practitioners as it’s not mandatory to 
register with ZYWA and there has been no recent 
census of practitioners. This means that the country 
cannot adequately plan for workforce development 
to assist the government to implement the NYP. The 
youth work practitioners in Zambia have mixed history 
of educational and experiential backgrounds. They 
serve in various settings such as government ministries, 
non-governmental organisations and church. As in 
most countries, some are paid while others are unpaid, 
with the latter in the majority.  ZYWA however, does 
not recognise anyone who practices youth work 
without signing up to the code of ethics and conduct 
to signify commitment to professional conduct and 
accountability.  

G.   Education and Training

Zambia currently is not offering Youth Work Education 
and Training either at diploma and degree levels. As 
already noted in sections B and D of this report, there 
is no professionally recognized programme of study or 

Zambia currently does not have the 
exact numbers or census of youth 
work practitioners.  

Zambia currently 
does not have the 
exact numbers or 

census of youth 
work practitioners.  

Zambia currently is 
not offering youth 

work education and 
training at either 

diploma or degree 
level.  
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measures on professionalization of youth work in Zambia. 
§	 Lack of a national agreed core- competency for youth work 

practice makes it difficult to develop either academic or 
professional development training curriculum or materials.

§	  Lack of nationally accepted Code of Ethics and Conduct 
and the requirement to register with ZYWA is impacting 
negatively on the behaviour and professional conduct of 
youth workers in Zambia.

§	 Lack of a national census on youth workers in Zambia also 
inhibits planning and workforce development.

§	 Inadequate investment in youth work education and 
training continues to slow progress in professionalising 
youth work in Zambia.

I.   Way-Forward

Moving forward, Zambia should now focus its efforts in 
consolidating efforts already gained such as the Code of Ethics 
and Conduct and electronic register of youth workers while 
developing the Core-Competency framework for youth work 
and legal framework. 
Specifically deliberate efforts will need to be undertaken in 
partnership with the MYSCD:
§	 Build  a national consensus on the current Code of Ethics 

and Conduct for youth workers in Zambia;
§	 The MSYCD in partnership with ZYWA should promote 

interim national wide voluntary coding of youth workers;
§	 The MYSCD, National Youth Development Council, Zambia 

Law Development Commission and  ZYWA should initiate 
the process of the legal framework for youth work in 
Zambia;

§	 Initiate and support a consortium of academic institutions 
to explore the possibilities of developing a nationally 
wide recognised professional curriculum for youth work 
education and training for youth workers in Zambia.

The above constitute the basis for collaborations and 
partnerships in the next five years and calls for nationally 
concerted efforts from all stakeholders in youth work 
development and empowerment.

ANNEX: Six Pillars to Support 
Professionalization of Youth 
Work in Zambia 
  
Six pillars to support professionalization of youth work in 
Zambia:
§	 Access to Youth Work Education and Training 
§	 Research and Dissemination of Good Practice in 

youth work practice 
§	 Code of Ethics and Conduct for the practice of 

youth work
§	 Youth work competency framework for the practice 

of youth work
§	 Recognition of knowledge, skills and experience of 

youth workers 
§	 Legal Institutional structures to support the practice 

of youth work and professional accountability 
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