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INTRODUCTION

This document presents the results an Action-Reflection exercise carried out by the AVSI
Regional MEAL expert. Action-Reflection is primarily a qualitative MEAL activity aimed at
systematically collecting and organizing information about project impact based on the
direct experiences of staff and participants. It considers expected, unexpected, and indirect
changes.

The methodology used included three focus groups (each lasting three hours), five one-on-
one interviews (each one hour long), and two home visits. The goal was to explore how
change happens through personal and candid accounts from 40 individuals directly involved
in the WINGS for Congolese Youth: Increasing Access to Sustainable Employment and
Livelihood Opportunities project funded by the Center for Disaster Philanthropy and
implemented by AVSI from November 2023 to December 2024.

The process focused on identifying possible changes despite the challenges in Goma, DRC,
rather than just examining the most expected outcomes. The insights gathered will inform
the project's baseline, helping assess the likelihood of similar changes among participants.
By engaging project staff, participants, and their parents in an open-ended reflection, we
gained a rich understanding of the CDP project’s implementation, impact, and change
mechanisms.

A key takeaway was that reality is often more encouraging when examined up close. A
forward-thinking, confident mindset was highlighted as the most visible short-term change,
serving as a catalyst for further progress. A remarkable indicator of success is that none of
the 160 young beneficiaries dropped out of the program.



CONTEXT

“As a child, | disliked being called an orphan. Then | met AVS!’s Distance Support Program, |
enrolled in school, and finally, people called me a child. As an adolescent with a diploma but
no job, I disliked being called a child. Then | met AVSI again, enrolled in vocational training,
started earning, and now people call me a mechanic.” - Project Participant

Challenges of Living in Goma
Limited Access to Clean Water:
When city water points break down,
many residents, unable to afford
clean water, resort to drinking
contaminated water from the lake.
Unemployed adolescents travel for
hours to fetch water.

Life-Threatening Risks, Conflicts,
and Social Disintegration: The
project began at a critical moment
when the youth of Goma faced an
alarming risk of being drawn into
armed  conflicts. Many  were
vulnerable to recruitment to fight
rebel groups on the outskirts of the : =
city or criminal gangs terrorizing communltles from within. This risk was partlcularly hlgh for
youth living in quartiers chauds, the most dangerous neighborhoods of Goma, where
atrocities and exploitation are an unfortunate part of daily life.

Beyond the ever-present threat of violence, social disintegration profoundly affects families
in Goma. Except for brief social or religious gatherings, many families endure hardships in
isolation, hesitant to confide in others beyond a few trusted neighbors. Deep-seated ethnic
divisions further exacerbate this fragmentation, as families from rival tribes (tribalisme)
remain wary of one another, a tension fueled by recurrent conflicts in nearby regions.

Health hazards also pose a significant challenge, particularly due to limited access to clean
water. For months at a time, especially during the two dry seasons, most families consume
contaminated water. The responsibility of fetching water often falls on the youth,
predominantly girls. When city water points fail, families face a difficult choice: paying an
exorbitant price for clean water, often beyond their means, or opting for cheaper, unsafe
water transported from the lake by trucks. In many cases, unemployed youth, especially
young women, are expected to contribute to the household economy by walking long
distancesto collect lake water, which is heavily polluted with the city's organic and industrial
waste. This dire situation underscores the urgent need for sustainable interventions to
improve living conditions in Goma.



Unemployment: Despite having diplomas, most of the targeted youth in this project were
unable to secure jobs, leaving them without a clear role in society. Many suffered from low
self-esteem, lived off of sporadic and unstable income sources, and lacked the habit of
planning for their future or saving. Without a sense of purpose or direction, they found little
motivation to make efforts toward long-term stability.

According to their parents, many of these young individuals spent their time in the streets,
forming groups with other unemployed youth. This exposed them to significant risks,
including delinquency, alcohol abuse, sexual exploitation, and violence. These experiences
not only threatened their well-being but also prevented them from developing the habits
necessary to secure and maintain employment.

A significant portion of the targeted youth were orphans living with relatives, often treated as
second-class members of the household. They received minimal support once they reached
adolescence and, in many cases, endured outright neglect or even harassment when they
remained unemployed. Similar patterns of discrimination, neglect, and violence also
affected people with disabilities and minority groups, further limiting their opportunities for
personal and professional growth.

Barriers to Female Empowerment: For young women, the barriers to education and
employment were even more pronounced. Girls were generally not expected to prioritize
school, as housework and petty trade were considered their most likely occupations. Even
when they were enrolled in school, they faced significantly more domestic responsibilities
than their male counterparts, making it harder for them to attend classes regularly or invest
time in job searches.

Unemployed youth had little voice in family decision-making, often leading to strained
household relationships. In an attempt to gain independence, many young women rushed
into relationships, only to find themselves in the same cycle of economic dependency due
to a lack of financial autonomy.

At the start of the project, most participants had little to no stable income, often resorting to
precarious or illicit activities to survive, with no capacity for savings. However, through the
CDP project, many have begun to navigate these harsh realities, either by overcoming or
learning how to manage the challenges posed by their environment. The extent of these
transformations became evident as project participants and their parents reflected on the
most significant changes they had experienced.



THE MOST SIGNIFICANT CHANGES

“You have not just taught these young people how to earn a living; you have taught them how
to take charge of their own lives. The impact of this project is not only transforming their
present but it shaped their future.”— Father of a project participant.

“When you are young, understanding yourself is not easy. However, without self-awareness,
it is impossible to truly understand others. This lack of understanding makes it difficult to
build meaningful relationships or succeed in business.” — Project participant

“For the first time, my family and | can drink clean water.” — Project participant

Virtually all the youth supported by the CDP project, backed by the accounts of their parents,
reported a radical change in their lives. A newfound perspective and sense of purpose
allowed them to make the most of the project's support, leading to increased income
opportunities and expanding networks necessary to sustain these positive changes in the
future.

Personal Development and Leadership: Many participants experienced significant self-
development, particularly in their confidence and leadership abilities. Their self-esteem
improved as they accomplished milestones such as completing the program, undertaking
tasks their parents had never done, supporting their families, and becoming role models for
their younger siblings. Additionally, being recognized as skilled workers gave them a sense
of purpose and social contribution.

Overcoming social stigmas, particularly those associated with being orphans or lacking
support, instilled a sense of pride in participants. Leadership skills also improved as they
learned to navigate complex relationships, make family decisions, speak in public, and
collaborate with individuals from diverse backgrounds. Social safety nets expanded as
participants developed stronger family relationships and built support networks with their
peers. Some even resumed their studies, using income from their growing businesses to
invest in further education.

Women’s Empowerment: For many young women, the project served an escape from the
isolation of a life confined to their parents' homes, often referred to as the life of “the sister”
(dadda). They gained a new appreciation for education as a means of personal growth and
independence. With greater financial autonomy, they challenged traditional gender norms,
reduced reliance on early marriages as a form of economic security and embraced
opportunities for professional development.

Economic Empowerment: The project helped participants reduce time spent on
unproductive activities, such as walking long distances due to a lack of transportation funds.
It also strengthened their ability to manage their finances and time effectively. Many



participants gained access to credit beyond savings schemes and achieved relative financial
stability, particularly those in high-demand professions such as mechanics.

Health and Risk Reduction: Many participants reported improved health conditions,
primarily due to their ability to afford purified water and abstain from substance abuse.
Exposure to risks significantly decreased as they disengaged from illicit activities and ended
toxic relationships.

Long-Term Impact: Beyond personal transformation, the project contributed to broader
societal changes. It played a role in fostering conflict resolution, promoting social cohesion,
and integrating displaced populations by equipping them with skills for market-oriented
employment. Additionally, the encouragement of collaboration among youth facilitated the
growth of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), further strengthening the local
economy through group internships and joint business ventures.

The CDP project has laid a strong foundation for sustainable development, equipping young

people with the skills, mindset, and networks necessary to break cycles of poverty and
dependence, ultimately positioning them as active contributors to their communities.

THE MOST SIGNIFICANT PROJECT ACTIVITIES

“I feel personally responsible for the 20 youth | am mentoring. My goal is to make a lasting
impactin their lives.”— Coach




Project office: field staff and ESA Region MEAL manager

One of the most critical components of the CDP project, as highlighted by participants,
parents, and staff, was the combination of life skills training and personalized mentorship
from coaches and community-based trainers (CBTs). Life skills training played a vital role in
helping youth understand and harness their potential, equipping them with the tools to
navigate complex social and professional environments. For many participants, the training
served as an essential first step in committing to the program and fostering relationships
with staff and peers. This foundation of trust and engagement became the cornerstone of
their perseverance, enabling them to complete their courses and apply their learning in
meaningful ways.

Given the extremely challenging conditions faced by Goma’s youth, mentorship was
especially crucial. Many participants initially struggled with behavioral and emotional
challenges. Some arrived at the first training sessions under the influence of alcohol, while
others displayed signs of trauma and social withdrawal. Coaches emphasized that the
biggest challenge was helping participants shift their focus from immediate survivalto long-
term personal and economic growth. As one coach explained, “The youth are starting a new
chapter in their lives, full of questions and uncertainties. They need someone outside their
usual circle to help them reflect and make sense of their journey.”

Continuous follow-up from coaches was instrumental in preventing dropouts, particularly
among youth facing severe hardships. Regular home visits were conducted whenever a
participant missed a session, ensuring that they remained engaged and supported.

Fostering Peer Support and Sustainable Change: As the project progressed, participants
increasingly began supporting each otherindependently, a crucialindicator of sustainability.
Both parents and youth noted how participants engaged in discussions about their future
plans and provided mutual encouragement. A mother shared how her son, for the first time,
invited his new friends, other CDP participants, home and spoke about his business
aspirations. This shift was reinforced through various recreational and complementary
activities, such as movie nights and networking events with successful entrepreneurs, which
encouraged participants to share ideas and experiences.

Savings groups also played a vital role in fostering peer support. Participants not only saved
money together but also built confidence, reputation, and trust. The existence of inter-tribal
savings groups was particularly noteworthy, as it marked a significant step toward social
cohesion in a community historically divided by ethnic tensions. As one coach remarked,
“These youth were used to fending for themselves, staying isolated to avoid trouble. Now,
they support each other like family.”

Additionally, participants collaborated in practical ways, forming teams to undertake
internships together, fulfill large client orders, and work on joint projects. For example,
groups of mechanics trained together, tailors produced sanitary pads in teams, and
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plumbers or painters partnered to secure larger contracts. This collective approach not only
strengthened their businesses but also reinforced a culture of collaboration and shared
success.

CHANGES FOR WOMEN

“I am in control of my time and energy. | can now decide whether to pay for transportation
instead of walking to the market. Likewise, | no longer have to enter relationships | do not
want.” - Female Project Participant
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While almost all project participants have experienced significant personaltransformations,
such as improved relationships with family and peers, and a stronger ability to identify and
seize opportunities, not all have achieved the same financial outcomes. The differences in
savings and income levels are largely influenced by the career paths participants chose.
Some vocational training courses, such as tailoring, allowed youth to immediately apply
their skills and start earning income while completing their training. Others, such as those
training to become drivers, required participants to finish their studies and pass a final exam
before they could start working. A lack of immediate earnings limited some participants'
ability to join savings schemes and build financial security.

Distance from vocational training centers and limited prior education, sometimes nearing
illiteracy, were also major obstacles preventing some youth from fully benefiting from the
opportunities provided by the CDP project. Additionally, those living without their biological
parents often received little to no support from guardians, making it even harder to succeed.
Some traumatized participants remained withdrawn, missing opportunities to ask questions
or seek additional assistance.

Women Empowerment: One of the biggest challenges disproportionately affecting women
is the burden of household responsibilities. Young women and adolescent girls are often
expected to spend hours on domestic tasks, requiring significant physical energy and leaving
them exhausted. This workload can become an overwhelming barrier, reinforcing the belief
that girls are not meant for careers that require academic or technical skills. However,
interviews with female participants suggest that the CDP project has played a crucial role in
challenging these societal norms.

Several young women described how their renewed sense of agency, combined with some
financial independence, enabled them to question long-standing expectations. Many
rejected the idea that entering a relationship or marriage was the only way to gain recognition
as an adult. Instead, they embraced education and professional development as viable
paths to independence. Girls who pursued careers traditionally dominated by men, such as
mechanics, received strong support from the project. Their success sent a powerful
message to all participants, reinforcing the idea that gender should not dictate one’s
aspirations.
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PROJECT CONTEXTUALIZATION: ADAPTING CHALLENGES

“We made numerous adjustments to help students overcome their challenges and ensure
that none of the 160 students would drop out.”— Project Specialist

The project was adapted to the local
context, with several key adjustments
ensuring greater accessibility and
participant retention. A major focus was
minimizing dropout rates by prioritizing
proximity. Vocational training centers were
selected based on their location, reducing
commuting times and allowing
participants to balance work and study.
This approach resulted in the selection of
three centers instead of the five originally
planned. Shorter travel times also made it
easier for coaches to conduct follow-up
visits to both training centers and
participants’ homes.

iKinshasa-bsed Vocational Training Center engaged under
CDP project

To further support those facing additional challenges, the project provided mobile phones to
students who lacked reliable communication access. Follow-up home visits, initially
scheduled every three months, were increased to monthly visits to ensure continuous
engagement. Additional recreational activities, such as Saturday movie nights and reflective
discussions, were introduced to create a sense of community and encouragement.
Sensitization meetings with parents were also organized to secure their active support and
establish direct communication between coaches and families.

Recognizing the critical role of mentorship, the project ensured that coaches who are
responsible for daily communication with participants, and CBTs, focused on business
support, received equal salaries. This move emphasized the importance of continuous
follow-up and support. Furthermore, project staff were selected from the same
neighborhoods as participants and had previously benefited from similar leadership
programs, making them well-suited to mentor the youth.

Another key adaptation was the extension of training for coaches and CBTs. Originally
planned for two weeks, the training was expanded to eight weeks, allowing trainers to
thoroughly review all course materials and effectively deliver the program. Additionally, the
curriculum was refined by integrating elements from the WINGS model, training provided by
project partner Congo Tree, and local vocational training guidelines from DIVAS.
Psychosocial support modules were also incorporated to address the emotional and mental
health needs of participants. Coaches were given a stronger role in adaptive project
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management, leading to decisions such as providing meals when it was observed that
hunger was preventing participants from focusing in class. This extended planning phase
allowed staff to gain a clear understanding of their responsibilities and foster collaboration
between coaches and CBTs.

An essential aspect of project implementation was negotiating with vocational training
centers to tailor courses to participants' needs. Many programs, which typically lasted a
year, were condensed into five-month courses. Additionally, significant time was invested in
ensuring that the centers were equipped with the necessary materials and tools for effective
training.

PENDING CHALLENGES

“Finding internship opportunities for participants was extremely difficult, particularly for the
nine students who opted for professional experience as a means to gain business
administration skills.” — Deputy Project Manager

Connecting youth with the private sector remains a challenge for most vocational training
programs, including the CDP project. Although internships were eventually secured for most
students, this required significant resources and effort. One missed opportunity was in the
Market Assessment, which primarily analyzed the employment conditions and constraints
of vulnerable self-employed youth. However, it did not focus on identifying partnerships with
established medium-sized firms that require skilled labor. Engaging with such firms earlier
in the project could have helped guide career choices and secured more internship
placements, increasing the likelihood of participants gaining professional experience in
structured business environments, similar to the Dual Training System.’

Another challenge was the limited availability of business-related training tailored to youth
with low educational backgrounds. Vocational training institutes in Goma do not currently
offer hands-on courses in accounting or managerial disciplines. As a result, nine
participants who wished to develop business administration skills had no technical training
options and were instead placed directly into professional internships—raising concerns
about the long-term impact of this approach.

Additionally, engagement with the public sector was weaker than anticipated, limiting
opportunities for long-term institutional support and learning. While financial constraints
made it difficult to offer incentives to local authorities, another barrier was their lack of
involvement in beneficiary selection. This led to the perception that AVSI had an exclusive
list of participants, a practice often associated with favoritism and lack of transparency in
the East Congo context.

" The market assessment https://back.avsi.org/uploads/Market-Assessment-in-North-
Kivu_DRCongo_AVSI_2023.pdf
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From an efficiency perspective, a key lesson learned was the need to balance direct in-kind
support with cash transfers. For example, despite expectations that direct negotiations
between AVSI and vocational training centers would lower tuition costs, this did not
materialize. Providing families with cash to cover tuition fees may have been a more cost-
effective approach. However, direct procurement of training materials and equipment
remained essential to ensuring quality training. While initial plans included providing in-kind
supportin the form of business start-up kits, the project ultimately opted to offer conditional
cash transfers, allowing participants to purchase equipment and materials based on their
individual business plans.

LOOKING AHEAD

To enhance the project’s sustainability, two low-cost yet impactful initiatives are
recommended. First, organizing quarterly or biannual meetings where participants can
reconnect and provide peer support would help reinforce learning and motivation. Second,
similar follow-up meetings with parents, particularly guardians who are not biological
parents, could encourage ongoing support for the youth as they continue their journeys. In
addition, below are recommended next steps:

e Conduct further research to:

— Enrich this qualitative study using open-ended questions from the project
endline.

— Determine whether the significant changes reported in this study are reflected
across all 160 participants.

— Assess whether participants with the strongest economic outcomes (income,
savings) also demonstrate the most significant personal growth.

— Analyze the relationship between economic success and soft skills
development.

— Conduct an impact evaluation by comparing findings with a control group.

— Reassess results in 6-12 months, with a particular focus on women's
empowerment and economic resilience.

e Further validate the project’s Theory of Change (ToC), particularly by using
quantitative data to confirm the pivotal role of mindset shifts in achieving long-term
success.

e Strengthen documentation of this intervention, integrating findings from both
qualitative and quantitative evaluations into the WINGS model for fragile contexts.

e Replicate this participatory review approach in similar projects to deepen learning
and refine best practices.
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ANNEX I: TERM of REFERENCE (TOR)

Overall Objective: Action-Reflection is a MEAL activity aimed at systematically collecting
and organizing information about projectimpact based on the direct experiences of staff and
participants. It considers expected, unexpected, and indirect changes. For a detailed
description of the methodology, refer to the Action-Reflection Methodological ToR in the
annex.

Specific Objectives: Conducting an Action-Reflection at this stage of the CDP project aims
to map initial observable changes and explore potential explanations. This evaluation
follows three core questions: (1) What is working; (2) for whom; and (3) under what
circumstances?

In addition to providing indications for questions to include in the endline survey, hence
contributing to the building up of evidence of the project’s impact, the action reflection is an
entry point to:
e Document on how project implementation unfolded, identifying key decisions that
influenced results and lessons learned.
e Identify the most significant changes as perceived by those directly involved in the
project.
e Analyze which participants benefited the most and which faced challenges.
e Provide insight into the broader context in which the project operates, highlighting
obstacles and opportunities.

These insights will guide adaptive management and document how the project was tailored
to its environment.

General Approach: AVSI’s approach to Action-Reflection is based on focus group
discussions (FGDs) with open-ended questions that allow participants to freely share their
perspectives. By valuing each unique point of view, the methodology ensures deep
engagement, leading to detailed accounts of project outcomes, contributing factors, and
contextual influences.

Specific Methodology: FGDs will be conducted with Project staff (including key specialists
and field staff), Project participants, and Parents of participants. Additionally, one-on-one
interviews will be held with Project coordinators, Participants who demonstrated
exceptional progress, and Participants who faced greater challenges.

Each FGD will include 10-12 participants, ensuring balanced representation in terms of
gender, ethnic background, trade specialization, and project pathway (e.g., small business,
internship, or technical training). Half of the participants and parents will be randomly
selected, while the other half will be purposefully chosen based on engagement levels and
ability to reflect on project progress.
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FGDs will be facilitated by the project manager with support from the MEAL regional
manager, using a semi-structured questionnaire. Additional resources from USAID partners
will also be referenced for guidance.

Data Collection Schedule: FGDs will take place in the third week of November:

November 19: Interviews with project staff (morning: specialists/coordinators;
afternoon: field staff and coaches).

November 20: FGDs with project participants (morning: group discussion; afternoon:
interviews with selected participants).

November 21: FGDs with parents (morning: group discussion; afternoon: home
visits).

Guiding Questions:

What is the most significant change you have observed in the lives of participants?
What factors contributed the most to these changes?

Have you noticed any broader changes, such as improvements in safety or health?
What challenges have participants faced, and how have these challenges varied
based on individual circumstances?

What could have been done differently to improve project outcomes?

Follow-up questions will be used to clarify and expand on responses. Additionally, staff will
participate in preliminary and closing meetings to review project implementation details,
including adaptations and deviations from the initial plan.
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Annexes

1. Action-Reflection Methodological ToR
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KPu1oUgmZdD6LiBOLYKt0aZNd5Eb-
jW9/view?usp=drive_link

2. Tips for running Focus Group Discussions:
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/18BXDZMvLu0gXBs-
i04ikTQGky4d_rAu9/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=102606960793541249809&rtpof=true&s
d=true

3. Conducting qualitative analysis:
https://fsnnetwork.org/event/qualme-qualitative-sampling-methods
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ANNEX II: PROJECT TIMELINE

PoOd~
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* Business Plan

Month 1-4 Month 5 Month 6 Month 7-11 Month 12-13 Month 14

November 2023: Staff recruitment.

December 2023: Targeting and selection of 320 youth, forming Group 0 and Group 1.
January 2024: Co-design and adaptation of the Ugandan model.

February: Market assessment, baseline survey, and parent sensitization campaign.
Contract established with local authorities (DIVAS - Division of Social Affairs).
March 2024: Training with CDP staff (CBTs and coaches), mapping of training centers
and businesses, and final participant selection through a participatory lottery
mechanism, selecting the final 160 participants.

April 2024: Trainer of Trainers sessions for CBTs and coaches on social and business
skills.

May 2024: Training on savings groups begins, Social skills training starts for youth,
Participants choose between business or training center pathways, CBTs and
coaches initiate bi-weekly home visits, each following a group of 20 youth.

June 2024: Identification of business activities, internships, and business needs for
youth choosing the business pathway. 113 youth begin vocational training at training
centers. Needs assessment of training centers followed by material support.
Distribution of training kits ($120-$150) to youth in training centers. Social cohesion
activity through football.

July 2024: Distribution of mobile phones to reduce communication barriers. Café
Rencontre sessions connecting entrepreneurs with youth choosing the business
pathway. Completion of social skills and business training. Business plan
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

development for 47 youth in the business pathway. Sensitization on gender-based
violence (GBV). Social cohesion activity through cinema.

August 2024: Remedial sessions on social and business skills for youth who missed
previous sessions. Savings groups become operational with $120 transferred to each
of the eight groups. Nine youth placed in internships. Social cohesion activity through
football.

September 2024: Business plan development for 113 youth in the training center
pathway. Assessment of internship opportunities for 114 youth. Distribution of
business kits ($150-$200). Social cohesion activity through cinema.

October 2024: Completion of vocational training courses. First exhibition of
participant-produced goods. Workshop with local authorities to present preliminary
project results. Social cohesion activity through football.

November 2024: Jury assessment for vocational training graduates. Certificate
distribution for training center graduates. Distribution of training kits ($150-$200).
Action-reflection activity and endline survey. Social cohesion activity through
cinema.

December 2024: Final exhibition of participant-produced goods. Distribution of
dignity kits. Biweekly follow-ups with participants. Social cohesion activity through
football.
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