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SUMMARY 

Young people are increasingly recognised as important contributors to food system 
transformation: raising awareness, leading community initiatives and bringing new 
perspectives to food system challenges. However, opportunities for them to move beyond 
these roles and engage in decision-making processes remain limited. In Bangladesh, the 
Food Systems Youth Leadership Initiative was introduced to strengthen youth leadership in 
food system transformation and deepen young people's understanding of food systems. 
This initiative also encouraged community-driven actions through collective action 
campaigns, helping young people build the confidence and capacity needed to engage 
more effectively in policy and decision-making spaces. 

This case study explores how the Initiative contributed to the development of youth 
leadership and advocacy capacities through community engagement. It also highlights 
enablers and barriers to youth engagement in food system transformation. Twenty in-
depth interviews and a focus group discussion were used to understand participants' 
experiences, learning processes and perceived outcomes of the Initiative. 

Participants described developing stronger awareness of food system challenges and 
increased confidence in engaging communities and local stakeholders. Youth-led 
initiatives were aligned with Bangladesh's National Pathway for Sustainable Food System 
Transformation, ranging from school-based nutrition activities and food waste awareness 
campaigns to small-scall community projects on climate-smart agriculture and healthy 
diet awareness, translating training into real-world practice. Experiential learning and peer 
collaboration were key factors that supported the youth engagement. However, 
participants also highlighted ongoing challenges such as limited resources, gender-related 
barriers, and difficulties sustaining initiatives beyond project timelines. The case study 
suggests that combining structured leadership with hands-on community action can help 
youth move from learning to practice in food system transformation. While these initiatives 
provide an important starting point for youth engagement, sustained support and clearer 
pathways are needed to strengthen long-term impact. 

 

KEY MESSAGES 

• Experiential learning helped youth move from knowledge to action by applying food 
system concepts through hands-on community initiatives. 

• Leadership training strengthened confidence and food system awareness, enabling 
youth to engage more actively with peers and local communities and stakeholders.  

• Community-based activities made food system issues more visible locally translating 
training into practical change.  

• Peer learning and collaboration supported sustained engagement by encouraging 
teamwork, creativity and shared problem solving. 

• Barriers to long-term action include limited resources, social expectations 
(particularly for young women) and challenges sustaining initiatives beyond project 
timelines. 

• Youth-led community action offers a strong starting point for broader food system 
engagement, showing how structured training and real-world practice can prepare 
youth for future initiatives.  
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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVE 

INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND 

The global food system is facing myriad interlinked challenges, including climate change, 
rising inequalities in access to affordable healthy diets, and increasing risks of diet-related 
diseases (1–3). Transforming the food system has therefore become essential to ensure a 
future where people have equitable access to healthy, affordable diets derived from 
sustainable and resilient food systems (1–4). 

Youth are increasingly recognised as pivotal agents in transforming global food systems. In 
Bangladesh, the government defines youth as the group ranging in age between 18 to 35 
years (5). Representing the largest demographic group worldwide, particularly in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs), young people hold the potential to act both as critical 
stakeholders and changemakers in reshaping food systems toward sustainability and 
equity (6,7). Despite this potential, youth have been often excluded from formal decision-
making processes. However, there has been a growing global shift toward recognising 
youth as key stakeholders in the food system transformation. Notably, the United Nations 
Food System Summit (UNFSS) positioned youth as a critical constituency for advancing 
national and global food system transformation agendas (8,9). Nevertheless, barriers to 
meaningful youth participation in formal decision-making processes persist. Addressing 
this continued exclusion is critical, as it limits the extent to which food systems can benefit 
from young people's contextual knowledge, innovation, and long-term stake in decision-
making outcomes. 

Historically, policy-making processes related to food, nutrition, and agriculture in 
Bangladesh have been largely hierarchical and adult dominated, offering limited 
opportunities for meaningful youth participation. Youth engagement, when present, has 
often been symbolic rather than influential. However, following the July 2024 political 
transition, there has been a notable shift in the political and governance landscape, with 
policymakers demonstrating increased openness to engage youth in decision-making 
processes (10). This emerging inclusivity represents a critical window of opportunity to 
advance youth voices in food systems governance. Nevertheless, increased access alone 
does not guarantee meaningful influence. Evidence from Bangladesh indicates that 
despite growing opportunities for participation, many young people face gaps in leadership 
skills, policy literacy, and practical experience in engaging with decision-makers, limiting 
how effectively they can participate in newly opening policy spaces (11,12). Understanding 
how youth build the readiness, agency, and organisational strength required to navigate 
and shape this evolving governance processes remain an underexplored area. 

This paper addresses this gap and aims to add to knowledge on this topic by presenting a 
case study of youth leadership development in Bangladesh, illustrating how community-
oriented collective action can function as a formative pathway for building systems 
awareness, leadership capacity, and readiness for engagement in food system decision 
making. The next section sets up the case study by discussing existing literature on youth 
leadership, globally and in Bangladesh, and the opportunities for building youth leadership 
skills. This is followed by a description of the specific case study, the study methods, and the 
results, which are then discussed to draw insights for fostering stronger youth leadership in 
food systems in the future. 
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GAPS IN LEADERSHIP AND CAPACITY BUILDING FOR YOUTH IN FOOD SYSTEMS 

Despite increasing attention to youth engagement in food systems, gaps persist in 
developing meaningful youth leadership capacities for participation in decision-making. 
While Positive Youth Development (PYD) approaches1 explicitly emphasise building young 
people's skills, agency, and capacity to engage with broader systems, evidence from 
programme implementation in LMIC contexts suggests that these elements are not 
consistently translated into practice (13). Gaps are particularly evident in the provision of 
structured experiential learning and application opportunities. Studies and youth 
programming landscape analyses indicate that many initiatives tend to prioritise 
volunteering, behaviour change activities, and employability-focused training, with 
comparatively less attention to policy engagement, governance literacy, and systems-level 
analysis (13,14). In Bangladesh, similar patterns have been observed. Youth focused 
initiatives are often oriented toward community service and livelihood development while 
structured opportunities to build competencies for engaging in policy and decision-
making processes remain limited. This pattern, documented in youth-programming 
landscape analyses, helps explain why many young people remain under-prepared to 
engage meaningfully in food-system decision-making, despite the stated intent of PYD-
informed approaches (14,15). 

Additional barriers such as digital divides, unequal access to education, information, and 
participation platforms, and limited mentorship opportunities further restrict youth 
engagement in policy and decision-making processes, resulting in uneven pathways for 
developing meaningful leadership in sustainable food systems (7). 

Rural, marginalised, and underprivileged youth are particularly affected as they often lack 
access to institutional networks, formal participation mechanisms and decision-making 
forums related to food, nutrition, and agriculture. Limited access to training, digital 
technology, and financial resources further constrains their ability to participate in planning 
processes or influence decisions that shape food, nutrition, and agriculture priorities in their 
communities (9,16). Young women face additional gender-specific barriers to participation 
in decision-making. Prohibitions on women's mobility due to restrictive social norms and 
disproportionate unpaid care responsibilities limit their ability to attend consultations, 
trainings, or leadership forums. As a result, young women remain systematically under-
represented in research, leadership, and decision-making spaces related to food and 
nutrition (9,17,18). Together, these intersecting constraints shape whose voices are heard in 
decision-making processes and whose perspectives are reflected in food, nutrition, and 
agriculture policies, reinforcing unequal leadership opportunities for youth leadership. 

Recognising these persistent gaps, efforts to strengthen youth participation in food system 
decision-making have expanded globally. For example, the Youth Leadership Programme, 
supported by UN Food Systems Coordination Hub partners such as the Food and 

 

 

 

1 Positive Youth Development (PYD) is an approach that focuses on strengthening young people's assets such 
as skills, confidence, agency and supportive relationships so they can contribute meaningfully to their 
communities and participate in decision making processes (14). 
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Agriculture Organization, is another initiative that aims to build youth capacity in systems 
thinking and policy engagement as well as to support more structured opportunities for 
meaningful participation in food systems decision making processes (8). At the UNFSS+4, 
the Youth Declaration underscored the need to institutionalise youth leadership within 
food-systems governance by establishing formal roles, strengthening mentorship 
structures, and expanding equitable access to land, finance and training, therefore 
ensuring that young people's knowledge and perspectives are embedded in global food-
systems transformation processes. Other recent global youth consultations, such as the 
World Food Forum (WFF) Youth Recommendations on Empowering Young Women in 
Agrifood Systems emphasise the need for gender-responsive mentorship, equitable access 
to resources, and inclusive leadership pathways to overcome systemic exclusion (19). These 
recommendations underscore that transforming food system requires not only youth 
inclusion but also structural reforms that amplify young women's agency and leadership. 

THE BANGLADESH CONTEXT 

Bangladesh, home to one of the world's largest youth populations, presents both immense 
potential and pronounced challenges in building youth leadership for food system 
transformation. Approximately 30% of the country's total population are youth (18–35 years) 
underscoring their demographic importance in national development (5). However, while 
youth play vital roles in agriculture, nutrition, and community resilience, their participation 
in policy spaces remains under-institutionalised (20). Persistent barriers include limited 
access to decision-relevant training and advisory support, weak mentorship networks, and 
restricted access to land and financial resources. As a result, these factors reduce young 
people's ability to engage credibly with planning, consultation, and policy processes. These 
constraints are reinforced by power imbalances and the absence of inclusive governance 
platforms for marginalised youth, ultimately constraining their leadership opportunities in 
decision-making spaces (21,22). This is even though Bangladesh's National Food Systems 
Pathway recognises youth as essential actors in food systems transformation (23). 

Some efforts have been made to address this. The Department of Youth Development 
offers a wide range of training programmes primarily oriented toward vocational, technical 
and livelihood skills, but these do not include dedicated programmes for youth leadership 
development (24). There are few organisations such as British Council, The Hunger Project, 
WAVE Foundation, Bangladesh Youth Leadership Center (BYLC), SERAC-Bangladesh Brac's 
(ANN) and Young Power in Social Action (YPSA) provide leadership training that builds 
competencies in community engagement, communication, advocacy, social innovation, 
and community project implementation (25–31). UNICEF has also recently introduced a 
national youth leadership programme aimed at strengthening young people's capacities in 
policy dialogue and public engagement (32). These initiatives, however, remain broadly 
framed with no dedicated focus on food-systems leadership, governance, or 
transformation, leaving a critical capacity gap in this domain. 

GAIN'S NOURISHING FOOD PATHWAYS AND YOUTH LEADERSHIP INITIATIVES 

The Nourishing Food Pathways (NFP) programme, led by the Global Alliance for Improved 
Nutrition (GAIN), supports governments in 11 countries to design and implement food-
system transformation pathways that increase the availability of nutritious, safe, affordable 
food in environmentally sustainable and socially inclusive ways. The programme works 
across several interrelated areas, including aligning national food and nutrition policies, 
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elevating the voices of youth, women, and informal-sector workers, improving consumer 
access to healthy diets, mobilising private-sector finance, integrating nutrition and 
environmental objectives, and strengthening national evidence and monitoring systems to 
support accountability. 

The GAIN Youth Voices project was a three-year initiative (2023-2025) implemented as part 
of the NFP programme. Building on the unprecedented momentum generated by youth 
engagement during the 2021 UN Food Systems Summit, the Youth Voices project aims to 
equip young people with the skills, platforms and opportunities needed to engage more 
effectively in national food systems pathways and global forums, and to support decision 
makers to advance the meaningful inclusion of youth voices in decision-making processes 
related to food, nutrition, and sustainability. The project is implemented in Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, and Tanzania and supports the global youth-led movement Act4Food. 

To achieve this, the project was implemented through four interconnected areas; 
community building, capacity building, collective action, and policy culture. 

Community building focuses on fostering youth leadership and a sense of shared purpose. 
The project established a network of over 1,500 Food System Youth Leaders across 40 
districts in Bangladesh. These participants were linked through the SUN Youth Network 
and affiliated university-based groups, youth clubs, and organisations. Digital platforms 
including social media and messaging groups facilitated continuous interaction, peer-to-
peer learning, and exchange of experiences and collaboration on locally relevant food 
systems challenges. 

Capacity building aims to equip youth leaders with the knowledge and skills required to 
engage meaningfully in food system processes. In Bangladesh, the Food System Youth 
Leadership initiative (FoSYL) was implemented by combining a structured training on food 
system and leadership with applied learning and engagement. Through FoSYL, 
participants are introduced to key concepts in food systems including how to identify 
community-level nutrition challenges and design contextually relevant responses. This 
initiative focuses on building competencies in leadership, communication, stakeholder 
engagement, project planning, and policy advocacy with the aim of supporting youth to 
engage more effectively in decision-making processes. 

Collective action serves as the primary mechanism through which youth apply their 
learning in practice. Participants identify priority issues within their communities, often 
using participatory tools such as problem tree analysis, and form groups around shared 
concerns. With technical support from the project, they design and implement collective 
action campaigns aligned with broader food system priorities including national pathways 
for sustainable food system transformation in Bangladesh. These actions typically focus on 
three areas: community awareness, advocacy, and communication. Through these 
initiatives, youth engage local stakeholders including community members and 
government representatives and contribute to ongoing discussions around food and 
nutrition. 

'Policy Culture' focuses on strengthening the enabling environment for youth participation 
in decision making. The project works with government stakeholders at different levels to 
promote more inclusive engagement with young people in food systems dialogues. At the 
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same time, participation in collective action initiatives provides opportunities for youth to 
engage with institutions and gain practical experience relevant to policy processes. 

Across these areas, the project aims to establish a pathway from individual capacity 
development to collective engagement and ultimately, participation in decision-making 
processes (20,33,34). 

SCOPE OF THIS CASE STUDY 

This case study, part of the Exemplars of Food System Transformation (Box 1, Annex 1), aims 
to examine two related components, the Food Systems Youth Leadership initiative and 
Collective Action Campaigns, in order to illustrate how youth participants applied food-
systems learning through collective, community-oriented action and how this process 
contributed to the development of youth leadership and advocacy capacities. While the 
broader project seeks to strengthen youth engagement in formal policy and decision-
making spaces, this exemplar intentionally emphasises the community awareness, 
mobilisation and leadership and advocacy development dimensions of the campaigns, as 
reflected in participant experiences. 

This case study explores two specific aspects of the Youth Leadership Initiative and its 
enabling ecosystem in Bangladesh: 

1.  How the training contributed to the development of youth leadership capacities and 
how youth leaders applied these capacities through advocacy, communication, and 
community engagement activities within the Collective Action Campaigns at the 
community level. 

2.  The barriers and enablers to youth engagement in food systems transformation. 

By analysing these experiences, the study contributes to the growing evidence base on 
youth-led food-system transformation and offers actionable insights for designing inclusive 
and scalable youth capacity-building models in Bangladesh and other LMIC contexts. 

METHODOLOGY 

STUDY DESIGN 

This study adopted a case study design, which allows an in-depth and multifaceted 
exploration of a complex issue in its real- life context (35). In this study, the ‘case’ is defined 
as the Food Systems Youth Leadership initiative and associated collective action 
campaigns implemented under GAIN's Youth Voices project in Bangladesh. This approach 
was selected to enable in-depth understanding of how a specific intervention influenced 
youth understanding, leadership, and collective action within a defined context. 
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STUDY SETTING AND INTERVENTION 

The study was conducted in Bangladesh and focused on the FoSYL initiative facilitated by 
GAIN in collaboration with Food Planning and Monitoring Unit of the Ministry of Food, 
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Department of Youth Development of Ministry of 
Youth and Sports and the SUN Youth Network Bangladesh. The initiative targeted youth 
aged 18–25 and aimed to strengthen their capacity to engage in and influence food-
systems processes through structured leadership development, knowledge building and 
community-based collective action. 

The intervention integrated both a rigorous participant selection process and an intensive 
training curriculum. Recruitment for the Training of Trainers (ToT) followed a multi-stage 
procedure beginning with a detailed nomination form assessing applicants’ motivations, 
prior experience, and ability to commit to post-training through Collective Action 
Campaign implementation and facilitation of similar training in the community level. 
Shortlisted applicants then participated in a 90-minute briefing and Q&A session with the 
Bangladesh team of Youth Voices project, outlining their expectations from the initiative, 
after which they were asked to reconfirm their willingness to participate fully in the training 
initiative. A second application round and final interviews ensured that only highly 
motivated candidates demonstrating strong potential for leadership and community 
engagement were selected. 

The ToT consisted of an intensive four-day curriculum structured around two 
interconnected components, based on a locally contextualised version of a global 
handbook developed by GAIN. The first component focused on community building, 
facilitation, and youth leadership development, emphasising the cultivation of peer 
networks and a shared sense of purpose. The second component centred on equipping 
participants with foundational knowledge and competencies in food-systems dynamics, 
nutrition, systems thinking, and community mobilisation, enabling them to support and 

 

BOX 1. THIS CASE AS AN ‘EXEMPLAR’ OF FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION 

As detailed in Annex 1, this case study, beyond its own merits, can be seen as one 
approach to trying to achieve a more inclusive process of food systems 
transformation—which is expected to result in a broader set of issues being 
addressed, leading to more holistic and inclusive outcomes. 

It thus offers some potentially generalisable insights about fostering transformative 
change. Specifically, it demonstrates how the capabilities of an often-marginalised 
group (young people) can be leveraged and supported to initiate grassroots action. It 
also highlights some of the specificities needed in intervention design, such as 
ensuring sustained mentorship and overcoming systemic barriers such as limited 
funding, bureaucratic obstacles, and lack of institutional anchoring.  

Generalisable lessons from this case, along with those from a wide set of case studies 
on different topics and in diverse settings, will be used to inform broader 
understanding of food system transformation as part of the ‘Exemplars of Food 
System Transformation’ initiative.  
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lead collective action initiatives aligned with national food-systems transformation 
pathways. Collective Action refers to individuals or groups mobilising around a common 
concern in order to initiate change (34). 

Within the project design, Collective Action Campaigns are structured around three 
interrelated pillars: advocacy actions, communication actions, and community awareness 
actions. In Bangladesh, participant reflections predominantly described engagement 
through the community awareness pillar, which is the focus of this exemplar case study. 
These community-oriented actions enabled youth to apply leadership and food systems 
learning to real-world challenges, generating practical experience relevant to future 
engagement in policy discussions. 

Following completion of the training, youth participants contributed to the Collective 
Action Campaigns by implementing locally grounded community awareness and nutrition-
focused initiatives aligned with the campaign framework, while GAIN provided technical 
support to them. These activities included community-level trainings delivered across 
participants' respective localities in collaboration with their university authorities and local 
government stakeholders to broaden youth engagement and stimulate grassroots food-
systems action. Between January 2024 and December 2025, more than 1,500 youth were 
reached nationwide through the combined ToT and community-level training cycles. 
Subsequently, a total of 214 collective action campaigns were implemented by the 
participants of the FoSYL initiative (36). 

PARTICIPANT SELECTION 

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select participants for qualitative data 
collection. The Project Coordinator provided a list of youth who participated in the FoSYL 
initiative, drawn from one pilot cohort and two ToT cohorts, and who were involved in post-
training activities. Participants were selected to include youth actively implementing 
Collective Action Campaign-related community initiatives, as well as selected stakeholders 
with whom they had collaborated. Because participants from the pilot cohort who were 
implementing collective actions were all male, additional interviews were conducted with 
female youth who participated in the FoSYL initiative but were not implementing collective 
actions, in order to explore gendered patterns of participation. The final sample comprised 
26 participants, including 24 youth leaders (15 male, 9 female) and 2 local stakeholders 
(both male), ensuring representation of those youth actively engaged in post-training 
community initiatives and the stakeholders they have collaborated with for their 
community level initiatives. 

DATA COLLECTION 

Data were collected over three phases between June 2024 and July 2025, corresponding to 
different stages of program implementation and follow-up. A total of 20 individual 
interviews were conducted with youth leaders and the local stakeholders who had 
engaged with them through collective action activities, together with one Focus Group 
Discussion (FGD) with six youth leaders to explore participants' experiences, their perceived 
impacts of the training and narratives of collective action initiatives. Separate semi-
structured discussion guides were developed for interviews and the FGD. The guides were 
designed to align with the study's research questions and were informed by project 
documents and consultation with GAIN's Youth Voices project team. Due to participants 
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residing in different areas in Bangladesh, all the interviews were conducted online except 
for two interviews with the stakeholders, which were conducted face to face during a field 
visit by the researcher accompanying the 'Youth Voices' project team. All interviews and 
the FGD were conducted in Bangla and audio-recorded with verbal consent from the 
participants. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

All the audio recordings were transcribed verbatim, with Bangla recordings translated into 
English during transcription. Data were managed using a qualitative analysis software, 
ATLAS.TI and thematic analysis was applied following Braun and Clarke's six-step 
framework (37). A hybrid deductive-inductive approach was applied to analyse the data 
thematically. An initial codebook was developed prior to transcript analysis, informed by 
study objectives and interview guides, and was refined through discussion among the 
research team. However, as analysis progressed, additional inductive codes were generated 
to capture emergent ideas and incorporated into the final codebook. This ensured both 
predefined and participant-driven concepts were represented. 

The analysis examined participants' experiences of leadership development and collective 
action, as well as the enablers and inhibitors shaping the frequency and efficacy of their 
engagement in food system transformation. Enablers and barriers were considered as 
contextual and programmatic conditions operating alongside the training intervention, 
while leadership and advocacy capacities were analysed as outcomes emerging through 
participation. 

Codes were reviewed and subsequently grouped into broader categories, from which three 
overarching themes were developed: (1) emerging awareness of food systems translated 
into community-based action; (2) enabling conditions for youth engagement in food 
system transformation; and (3) barriers for youth involvement in food system 
transformation. 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATION 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Health Media Lab Institutional Review Board (HLM 
IRB). The participants were informed about the study and its objectives prior to inviting 
them for the interviews. Verbal informed consent was attained from all participants, with 
assurances of confidentiality and the voluntary nature of participation. Pseudonyms were 
used in transcripts and reports to protect participant identity, and all data were stored 
securely in password protected files. 

RESULTS 

Thematic analysis of interview and focus group data generated a final coding framework 
comprising both deductively informed and inductively emergent codes. These were 
synthesised into four overarching analytical themes reflecting participants' experiences of 
the FoSYL initiative. First, participation fostered an emerging awareness of food systems 
that participants translated into locally specific challenges and corresponding community-
based actions. Second, participants described how leadership and advocacy capacities 
were enacted and developed through experiential learning and collective actions. Third 
and fourth, the analysis identified a set of enabling conditions and persistent barriers that 
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shaped youths' ability to engage meaningfully in food system transformation. These 
themes are presented below. 

THEME 1: EMERGING UNDERSTANDING OF FOOD SYSTEMS, TRANSLATED INTO 
COMMUNITY-BASED ACTION 

This theme focuses on how participation in the FoSYL initiative fostered an emerging 
understanding of food systems among youth participants and how this understanding was 
translated into concrete community-based action. Participants' narratives indicate that 
food systems learning, systems thinking, and leadership development were closely 
intertwined, enabling youth to identify local food-system challenges and design 
contextually appropriate interventions. 

Developing Food Systems Understanding Through Experiential Learning 

Most participants entered the training with limited understanding of the concept of the 
'food system' or of systems thinking. Many described how the participatory training 
expanded their worldview and introduced them to interconnections between food 
production, distribution, and consumption. This was reflected in one participant's narrative 
of the training process and the breadth of food-systems content covered. 

‘We were told 30 people would be selected to participate in this training... After we went 
there, we had an amazing experience. I was trained in a way so that I can train someone 

else. They taught us about youth leadership and what food systems are, from farms to 
cooking, and how to keep our food and nutrition safe. We visited mustard fields, talked to 

farmers about pesticide use, observed community practices, and went to markets to 
examine price transparency and raise awareness among vendors.’ — YL 8, Female 

Participant, Phase 1 

This illustrates how the Initiative combined conceptual learning with practical, field-based 
activities, enabling participants to translate newly acquired systems knowledge into 
concrete community-level actions. 

Other participants similarly reflected on how the structured training sessions with 
community-level field visits expanded their understanding of food systems, their own 
positionality within these systems, and the leadership skills needed to influence change. 
One participant explained, 

‘We had many sessions where we learned about the components of the food system, and 
where we each fit within it. We explored how community and culture connect to food 

systems, discussed policy, advocacy and safeguarding, and reflected on our own 
leadership journeys. Through field visits to markets, households and farms, we saw how 

different parts of the food system operate in practice. These activities helped us 
understand the full picture of the food system and our role within it.’ — YL 11, Male 

Participant, Phase 1 

This narrative illustrates how the training blended systems thinking, leadership 
development, and community-based inquiry. While also introducing policy relevant 
concepts and advocacy tools that helped participants understand how food system 
decisions are made and whose interests they serve. 
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For some participants, the training also provided the specialisation and structured 
guidance they felt was missing from their earlier involvement in food-security activities. As 
one youth leader explained, 

‘Initially, I didn't have much knowledge about the food system. But since I have been 
involved in social work, I always wanted to work on food security. Through our 

organisation, we started distributing climate-resilient seeds in several locations. From this 
experience, I realised that since I wanted to work in this field, I needed specialisation... After 

the training, engaging stakeholders and utilising available privileges whether from the 
government or elsewhere helped my work and made a significant impact.’ — YL 1, Female 

Participant, Phase 3 

This narrative highlights how participants connected their prior community activities such 
as seed distribution to a more structured and systems-oriented understanding of food 
systems. It also shows how the training enabled them to orient their efforts toward more 
strategic, stakeholder-engaged action. 

Collective Action Campaigns as a Bridge between Learning and Action 

Within the Youth Voices project framework, Collective Action Campaigns serve as a core 
mechanism for translating learning into practice and linking youth engagement to 
national food systems priorities. Collective Action Campaigns encouraged multiple forms of 
engagement including community engagement, communication, and advocacy activities. 
During the period of data collection, participants most frequently reflected on community-
level implementation activities, while broader policy and advocacy engagement became 
more visible in later phases of the initiative. 

The campaigns were designed to align with the national pathway for sustainable food 
system transformation, including efforts related to improving nutrition, promoting 
sustainable food production, reducing food loss and waste, and strengthening community 
awareness around healthy diets. Youth leaders were guided to identify problems, work in 
teams, and develop feasible project ideas during the training. 

Through this component, youth leaders were supported to identify locally relevant food 
system challenges and design collective responses that reflect both community needs and 
broader national priorities. While the Youth Voices framework emphasises advocacy, 
communication and community awareness as interconnected pillars, the nature and 
timing of engagement vary across contexts. In Bangladesh, during the period of this study, 
youth engagement was primarily expressed through community-level implementation 
and awareness activities. In addition, some youth leaders extended their learning through 
peer-to-peer engagement, including organising and facilitating similar training sessions 
within their universities and networks. More direct policy and advocacy engagement 
emerged in subsequent phases of the project. One participant described how this process 
unfolded during the training, 

‘They gave us a task on the second day to design a campaign or project on our own—to 
show how we can identify a problem and run a sustainable project or campaign. They 

divided us into teams of eight, and we developed a project idea and presented it... that's 
how we gradually started.’ — YL 1, Female participant, Phase 2 
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Others noted that they were guided to select specific food-systems themes using 
structured prompts from the training materials, which were designed to align with 
Bangladesh's pathway for sustainable food system transformation: 

‘We received a project proposal template... there were three topics to choose from— 
healthy diet, climate smart agriculture and food loss and waste.’ — YL 10, Male participant, 

Phase 1 

Through the process of the Collective Action Campaign, participants bridged conceptual 
learning and practical application, developing foundational skills to design and initiate 
community-level interventions through coordinated teamwork. These skills were reflected 
in a range of initiatives including affordable school meal programmes, nutrition and food 
waste awareness campaigns, and homestead, vertical, and rooftop gardening projects. 
Collectively, these initiatives reflected participants' capacity to translate training content 
into concrete action, emphasising affordability, local resource use, and sustainability. As one 
participant explained, the training ‘helped turn ideas into reality’ by providing the structure, 
mentorship, and peer support necessary to turn concepts into actionable plans. Youth 
already engaged in community organisations also viewed the training as a means of 
strengthening their ongoing work, ‘As I'm leading an organisation, it would be beneficial for 
me being a leader and I could do better things for my area,’ noted one youth leader (YL 10, 
Male Participant, Phase 1). 

Youth-Led Collective Action Initiatives 

The following examples illustrate how participants operationalised their training through 
collective action initiatives that identified local food-system challenges, mobilised 
stakeholders, and applied systems thinking to develop contextually appropriate solutions. 
These initiatives demonstrate participants’ ability to translate food system awareness and 
leadership learning into practical, community-based action. According to the project 
coordinator of Youth Voices project in Bangladesh, participants of FoSYL initiative 
implemented approximately 214 collective action campaigns by the end of the project in 
December 2025 (36). These campaigns covered a wide range of themes including school-
based nutrition canteens, nutrition and healthy diet awareness, nutrition-sensitive 
homestead and school-based gardening, maternal nutrition, food safety, climate smart 
agriculture, and social business initiatives. 

School-based Food and Nutrition Initiatives 

About 62 collective action campaigns focused on school-based nutrition canteens were 
implemented across different locations in Bangladesh. Two collective action campaigns are 
highlighted here, 

Affordable School Meal (Nutritious Khichuri/hotchpotch) Project 

The Nutritious Khichuri Project emerged as a student-focused initiative designed to 
improve access to affordable and nutritious meals within a disadvantaged school 
community in Lalmonirhat district. The youth leader observed that many students in this 
border region regularly skipped meals or relied on inexpensive fried snacks due to food 
insecurity and limited dietary options. Teachers confirmed that these habits adversely 
affected learning, noting that ‘50–60% of students would go home for lunch, and many did 
not return afterwards due to the long distance from their homes to school’ (Head Teacher, 
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Male), contributing to low attendance and poor concentration in afternoon classes. 
Recognising this challenge and school feeding as a strategic entry point to enhance dietary 
diversity and reduce mid-day hunger, the youth leader designed a daily meal programme 
centred on nutritious khichuri (Hotchpotch) a balanced dish combining rice, lentils, and 
vegetables, and sometimes eggs. 

Drawing on leadership and problem-solving competencies gained during the training, he 
established a voluntary contribution model in which students paid 10 taka (about USD 0.08) 
per day if they wished to participate, while occasional rice donations from teachers and 
community members helped keep costs low. A cook was formally hired to manage meal 
preparation; each morning she purchased fresh ingredients from the local market and 
prepared the khichuri on school premises. Reflecting on the implementation process, the 
youth leader explained: 

‘Students contributed 10 taka each day to receive the meal. We hired a cook who 
purchased fresh ingredients every morning and prepared nutritious khichuri for the 
students. Nearly 150 students were eating from this programme daily.’ — YL 5 (Male), 

Phase 1 

The initiative quickly gained acceptance among students, teachers, and parents. Teachers 
also reported improved attentiveness in class, noting that many students who previously 
went home for lunch and often did not return due to long distances were now staying on 
campus and participating in afternoon lessons. The youth leader expressed plans to 
strengthen the model by increasing community contributions, formalising the cook's role, 
and exploring partnerships with local sellers to secure fresh vegetables at lower cost. 
Overall, the project demonstrates how trained youth can mobilise local institutions, design 
sustainable food-system interventions, and contribute to improving nutrition in resource-
constrained educational settings. 

Nourishing Inclusion: A Mid-day Meal initiative for differently abled children 

In Dhaka, another youth leader initiated a project focused on raising awareness about the 
nutritional needs of children with intellectual and developmental disabilities. While 
working closely with Mirpur Intellectually Challenged Autistic School, she observed that 
many of the students from low-income families came to school in the hope of receiving a 
meal. She recognised that these children required special nutritional attention, yet their 
dietary needs were often overlooked due to financial constraints and limited awareness. 
Her initiative combined two components: advocacy for sustainable mid-day meal 
programme and awareness- building on healthy diets. In collaboration with a local 
organisation, ‘Proyash’ and the school committee, she began organising sessions to 
highlight the importance of balanced nutrition of these children. At the same time, she 
advocated with local organisations to secure funding for a structured mid-day meal 
programme. 

To better understand the situation, she and her team conducted a small survey exploring 
students' eating habits. They found that many children preferred processed snacks such as 
chips and fast food, while vegetables and fruits were often rejected. Interestingly, these 
preferences were linked to behavioural challenges: children became restless when denied 
unhealthy snacks yet also displayed hyperactivity after consuming them. 
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Rather than accepting this as fixed behaviour, she experimented with a simple but 
thoughtful approach. She purchased fruits at her own expense and organised a shared 
fruit-eating session at school. When provided collectively, the children ate the fruits happily. 
She later advised parents to eat fruits and vegetables together with their children at home, 
encouraging shared meals so the children would feel included rather than singled out. She 
also suggested involving siblings in this process to create positive peer modelling within 
the family. 

Through this work, she sought not only to improve dietary practices but also to challenge 
the perception that differently abled children are a burden. Her vision is to support their 
health, dignity, and long-term self-reliance. Looking ahead, she plans to secure sustained 
funding for the mid-day meal programme through partnerships with local and 
international organisations. She also envisions integrating vocational skills training such as 
handicraft production so that students can contribute to income-generating activities, 
creating an additional funding stream to sustain the initiative. 

Reducing Food Loss and Waste Initiatives 

Food Loss and Waste Awareness Project 

The Food Waste Awareness Project addressed the widespread issue of excessive food 
waste generated by local hotels and restaurants in Kaliganj district, which the youth leader 
identified as both an environmental concern and a moral challenge in a context where 
many people lack sufficient food. Drawing on the training's modules on advocacy, policy 
engagement, and influencing skills, he designed a campaign targeting hotel owners and 
staff, to promote responsible food management practices with particular focus on reducing 
food waste, managing surplus meals, and minimising unnecessary disposal. The project 
involved selecting 30 hotels, distributing banners and leaflets outlining safe food handling 
and food-waste prevention practices, and conducting a seminar attended by the municipal 
mayor, sanitary inspector, and local officials to secure institutional support and reinforce 
accountability. Through this engagement, hotel owners were encouraged to donate 
surplus food to those in need, properly dispose of spoiled items, and adopt practices that 
reduce waste at the source.  

Follow-up visits suggested sustained change in several establishments, where banners 
remained displayed and staff reported donating unsold food or setting it aside for animals. 
The initiative demonstrated the youth leader's ability to design contextually relevant 
interventions, strategically mobilise policymakers and community actors, and apply 
influencing skills learned during the training to shift behaviours within the local food 
environment. 

Climate-Smart Agriculture Initiatives 

Approximately 36 collective action campaigns focused on climate-smart agriculture were 
implemented at community level across Bangladesh. 

Low-Cost Vertical Gardening for Waterlogged Communities 

The Vertical Gardening Project emerged in response to severe waterlogging affecting 
households in Patuakhali district, which prevented families from cultivating vegetables on 
available land. After conducting community visits, the youth team identified that while 
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residents were interested in homestead gardening, persistent flooding made it impossible 
to grow food using traditional methods. Drawing on the training's modules on problem 
identification, systems analysis, and community engagement, the group designed a low-
cost vertical gardening model using bamboo and other locally available materials to 
elevate vegetable beds above floodwater. Although vertical gardening is typically costly in 
Bangladesh, the team innovated low-cost prototypes by experimenting with materials, 
consulting academic staff, and engineering structures durable enough to withstand 3–4 
months of submersion. Using their own funds, they constructed platforms and engaged 
households willing to pilot the intervention, with early adoption by two families. The team, 
supported by 25 volunteers, aims to expand the project across the sub-district, with plans 
for replication in their home districts should additional funding be secured. Their 
experience illustrates how participants applied systems thinking to address environmental 
constraints and develop contextually appropriate solutions for local food production. 

Healthy Diet and Nutrition Awareness Initiatives 

About 91 collective action campaigns focused on healthy diet and nutrition awareness were 
implemented across various locations. 

Nutrition Garden Project for Teenagers 

The Nutrition Garden Project for Teenagers was developed to address low nutrition 
awareness and poor dietary practices among adolescents in rural communities. 
Recognising that many families prioritised calorie-dense foods over nutrient-rich diets, the 
youth leader identified adolescents, particularly girls, as an effective entry point for long-
term behavioural change within households. Drawing on skills gained in advocacy and 
community engagement, he partnered with the Upazila Nirbahi Officer, Agriculture Officer, 
and local schools to implement a school-based model combining nutrition awareness with 
practical gardening. 

Twenty students were selected through an open call and participated in an initial 
awareness session, followed by hands-on training led by the Deputy Assistant Agriculture 
Officer. Students learned to cultivate three nutrient-dense, low-cost crops suited to small 
household spaces: red amaranth, okra, and snake gourd. Each participant received seeds, 
saplings, and guidance on organic cultivation methods, with agricultural officers 
conducting follow-up monitoring in their communities. 

The project generated strong engagement from students, teachers, and local officials, who 
encouraged its continuation and expansion. The youth leader expressed plans to scale the 
initiative district-wide as a sustainable approach to improving adolescent nutrition while 
strengthening youth leadership in local food systems. 

NutriAL: Adolescent Nutrition Monitoring & Awareness Project 

The NutriAL Project was developed to address poor dietary habits among adolescents in 
Borguna district in Bangladesh, where nutritional deficiencies persisted despite adequate 
local food availability. Through the training, the youth leader recognised that many young 
people lacked awareness of their nutritional requirements and the value of diverse foods. In 
response, he designed a 41-day school-based intervention engaging students from grades 
6 to 8 in nutrition monitoring, awareness building, and behaviour change activities. 
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With a 15,000 taka (about 120 USD) micro-grant and support from Borguna Collegiate 
School, the project adopted an interactive, youth-centred approach. Students learned to 
calculate daily caloric needs, evaluate the nutritional content of their meals, and track their 
intake using structured charts and logs. Encouraging students to design aspects of the 
monitoring process helped strengthen ownership and sustained engagement, reinforced 
through daily updates shared in a class messenger group. 

The initiative also involved strategic engagement with local authorities, including the 
Upazila Chairman, Member of Parliament, Civil Surgeon, and local journalists, several of 
whom attended the launch event and expressed support for adolescent nutrition efforts. 
Early feedback indicated strong participation and improved nutrition awareness, with final 
assessments planned following school examinations to guide potential scale-up. 

Collectively, these initiatives illustrate how youth participants applied food systems 
thinking to identify leverage points across food access, consumption, production, and 
governance translating training content into locally grounded action through collective 
leadership. 

THEME 2: ENHANCING LEADERSHIP AND ADVOCACY CAPACITY THROUGH 
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

Participants emphasised that experiential learning through hands on activities, mentoring, 
and project implementation enhanced their leadership confidence and capacity to 
influence policy. They highlighted the value of combining theoretical learning with real-
world practice through the initiative; as one FDG participant noted, ‘Gaining theoretical 
knowledge is important, but applying that knowledge practically is equally important.’ 

Their remarks also made clear that it was important for the training to cover not just factual 
content (like on food systems) but also the 'soft skills' necessary for leadership, through a 
broader process of personal growth. 

‘If anyone wants to build themselves up as a community leader, the first quality that he or 
she must have is the mentality to learn... If this one thing is present in someone, I believe 
he or she can become a leader... one who learns and teaches he or she has the ability to 

do everything.’ 

— YL 9, Male Participant, Phase 1 

Leadership was framed not as a passive outcome of training, but as a continuous process 
requiring persistence, resilience, and knowledge, particularly in relation to policy 
engagement. As for example, one participant described persistence and knowledge as 
essential traits for youth leadership, especially in policy engagement contexts: 

‘The first challenge is reaching policymakers whether they listen or not comes later. But to 
even reach them, youth must go through multiple levels, chase opportunities, and spend 

significant time and effort. For this, strong mental resilience and knowledge are crucial.’ — 
YL 2, Male Participant, Phase 1 

Collectively, participants framed leadership not as an outcome of passive learning but as a 
continuous process of action, reflection, and collaboration. Several participants also 
described the ToT component as a transformative process that enabled them to transition 
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from trainees to facilitators and equipped them with the confidence, skills and structured 
tools needed to train others. Experiential components such as role-play, group design 
challenges and facilitation practice enabled them to move from passive learners to active 
trainers. This empowerment became visible as participants independently organised 
community-level trainings, designed selection processes, and mentored new youth groups. 

‘What we tried to do was replicate the selection process through which we were chosen 
while adding a few improvements... We conducted their training in a classroom... delivered 

all the key elements we had learned... divided them into four teams... They are currently 
working, and we are mentoring them.’ 

— YL 1, Female Participant, Phase 3 

Another participant described leading a university-based training that attracted over a 
thousand applications, demonstrating both demand and the multiplier effect created by 
the project. 

‘My juniors learned about the food system and generated great ideas...their conceptual 
development turned into practical implementation, and they are now working on 

community action. If youth are motivated and given such opportunities, then definitely 
change will come to our country.’ 

— YL 2, Male Participant, Phase 3 

These experiences illustrate how the FoSYL initiative enabled youth to transition from 
recipients of training to facilitators of collective action, amplifying the project's reach and 
community impact. 

Participants also described increased confidence as key outcomes of the training, 
particularly in relation to advocacy. For many, participation in the initiative was their first 
exposure to advocacy as a structured practice and they were newly able to understand 
themselves playing a role in it. 

‘I got to know what leadership skills are important... It also enhanced my confidence. We 
also learned about policy advocacy... I used to think the process of policy building is only 

done by government people, but now I know that we can also contribute.’ — YL2, Female 
Participant, Phase 2 

Several youth recognised that they had been engaging in advocacy practices unknowingly 
and that the training helped them name, structure, and strengthen these actions and to 
see themselves as holding the potentially powerful role of advocate, 

‘When I learned what advocacy actually means, I realised I had already been working with 
it... I've learned how to identify the right stakeholders and influence them effectively for 

community work.’ — YL 2, Male Participant, Phase 3 

Participants also shared that the networks and advocacy skills they developed while 
implementing their collective action campaigns had been helpful, as they were 
subsequently being invited to participate in meetings with local policymakers to discuss 
community challenges and potential strategies to address them. As one participant stated, 
‘through the collective action campaign I built connections with local officials. Now, I am 
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invited to meetings to share community concerns and possible solutions.’ - YL 5, Male 
Participant, phase 1 

These interpretations illustrate how the FoSYL initiative enabled youth to develop 
leadership and advocacy capacities through experiential learning and collective action, 
supporting their transition from training participants to facilitators and advocate within 
their communities. 

THEME 3: ENABLING CONDITIONS FOR YOUTH ENGAGEMENT IN FOOD SYSTEM 
TRANSFORMATION 

This theme examines the conditions that enabled youth participants to sustain 
engagement and translate training into action. Participants' narratives indicate that 
leadership development and collective action were shaped not only by individual 
motivation and skill but also by support provided through the project such as mentorship, 
technical guidance, coordination support, and opportunities for implementation as well as 
broader social and institutional factors operating alongside the FoSYL initiative. 

Sustained Mentorship and Post-training Organisational support 

Participants emphasised that continued mentorship and organisational guidance following 
the training were critical for maintaining momentum during project implementation. 
Unlike conventional training programmes, participants described ongoing engagement 
from facilitators and organisers, including follow up communication and monitoring of 
activities. ‘In a conventional training,’ one participant noted, ‘once the training is completed, 
there is no connection after that. But in this training, they are still providing guidance.... and 
monitoring our implementation.’ (FGD Participant, Phase 3). This post-training support was 
perceived as particularly important for navigating implementation challenges and 
sustaining youth-led initiatives beyond the formal training period. 

Peer Networks and Information Exchange 

Networking and peer exchange were repeatedly cited as crucial enablers of youth 
engagement and idea diffusion. Participants described how connections with other youth 
leaders helped them learn opportunities, share knowledge, and coordinate collective 
action. ‘Through my networks,’ a female participant noted, ‘I came to know about the 
training.... and that's how the journey started.’- (YL 1, Phase 2) 

Peer networks supported both entry into the project and continued collaboration during 
collective action initiatives. Despite the presence of these enabling conditions, participants 
also identified multiple structural, social, and institutional barriers that constrained the 
scale, frequency, and sustainability of youth engagement. 

THEME 4: BARRIERS FOR YOUTH INVOLVEMENT IN FOOD SYSTEM 
TRANSFORMATION 

This theme captures the constraints that participants perceived as limiting their ability to 
sustain or scale youth-led food system action. These barriers operated at structural, 
institutional, and social levels and often lie beyond the direct control of individual 
participants or the programme itself. 
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Limited Access to Youth Leadership and Training Opportunities 

Participants highlighted that opportunities for structured training and youth leadership 
development are limited in Bangladesh, restricting broader youth engagement in food 
systems processes. Access to such programmes was described as uneven, particularly for 
youth outside established networks, making it difficult for many to build the knowledge 
and skills required for meaningful participation. 

While the participants valued their involvement in the FoSYL initiative, they noted that 
such opportunities are not widely available, reinforcing the perception that access to 
training remains a key constraint for youth engagement. As one participant stated, 

‘We have resources, but we lack opportunities... such training is rare in Bangladesh.’ — YL 
2, Male Participant, Phase 3 

These reflections relate to the broader youth leadership ecosystem in Bangladesh rather 
than the design or delivery of the FoSYL initiative, highlighting the contextual scarcity of 
structured platforms for youth engagement beyond the project's scope. 

‘Since one-third of Bangladesh is young... the current programs are not adequate.’ — YL 11, 
Male Participant, Phase 1 

Participants highlighted that, if more such programmes were available, there would be 
considerable potential for scaling impact: 

‘If every upazila [county] provides at least three such training programs, then we can 
expect a significant transformation within three years.’ — YL 3, Male Participant, Phase 1 

Financial and Logistical Resource Constraints 

In addition, participants consistently noted that personal motivation and leadership 
capacity alone were often insufficient to fully implement or sustain real-world initiatives, as 
financial and logistical support remained important constraints. This was despite GAIN 
providing grants and implementation support for some youth-led initiatives, as participants 
emphasised that resource constraints continued to shape the scope and reach of their 
activities. Some participants also reflected a gap between initial ambitions and what was 
feasible within available resources, indicating the need to align project goals with practical 
constraints. As one participant noted, ‘We face many problems getting funding... our target 
is to arrange trainings at the root level’ (YL 1, Female Participant, Phase 2). 

Similarly, an FGD participant explained, ‘We plan to extend our project in other districts... 
we only need funding to make it sustainable.’ — FGD Participant, Phase 3 

Bureaucratic Processes and Inconsistent Institutional Cooperation 

Engagement with government institutions was often necessary to make their actions work 
and be impactful, but participants described that interactions with government bodies 
were often hindered by bureaucracy and inconsistent cooperation. One participant noted 
the challenges they had in trying to obtain such engagement, 

‘Although the senior officer permitted us, the junior officers made the process lengthy, and 
we had to keep requesting their support.’ — YL 1, Female Participant, Phase 3 
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Such experiences limited the efficacy and effectiveness of youth-led initiatives, even where 
formal approval had been granted. 

Gendered Barriers to Participation 

Female participants, in particular, described facing gendered barriers related to family 
permission, mobility, and social norms, which affected their both training participation and 
sustained engagement. 

‘There were objections from my home... it took a lot of convincing to get permission. 
Because of this distance, female participation was fewer.’ — YL 8, Female Participant, 

Phase 1 

Another participant reflected on broader social pressures. 

‘Many girls are interested, but they don't want to step out of their comfort zone... social 
repercussions make it difficult.’ — YL 6, Female Participant, Phase 1 

These gendered constraints contributed to unequal participation and posed persistent 
challenges to inclusive youth leadership in food system transformation. 

These barriers illustrate how youth engagement in food system transformation was shaped 
not only by leadership capacity and enabling conditions but also by structural and social 
constraints that limited the reach and sustainability of youth-led action. 

TRIANGULATION OF RESULTS WITH A PROJECT EVALUATION SURVEY 

To triangulate qualitative findings from this case study, we draw on results from a separate 
project evaluation survey conducted among participants from the first FoSYL ToT cohort, 
which assessed perceived changes in knowledge, confidence, networks, and food-systems 
engagement as part of an evaluation of the project (38). That analysis found that all 25 
youth leaders surveyed felt engagement with others they met through the initiative had 
changed how they take food systems action, with over half citing greater confidence or 
motivation through these connections. All surveyed participants also reported gaining new 
knowledge through FoSYL, including on what food systems are, key solutions to strengthen 
them, and how to engage with policymakers. Among those who had engaged in collective 
action campaigns, most reported seeing some specific changes as a result such as more 
local community discourse around food systems, or even early signs of behaviour change. 

DISCUSSION 

This qualitative case study of the Food Systems Youth Leadership (FoSYL) initiative in 
Bangladesh demonstrates how structured youth engagement through community-
oriented collective action can enhance systems awareness and leadership confidence, 
while also revealing persistent structural and gendered barriers that shape participation in 
decision-making related to food and nutrition. The findings align with global evidence on 
youth agency in food systems and reinforce the value of experiential, mentored learning in 
supporting sustained engagement and leadership development (6,7,39–41). In this case 
study, youth engagement in food systems refers primarily to community-oriented 
collective action emerging from food-systems learning, rather than to sustained 
participation in formal national policy-making processes. These community-oriented 
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actions are best understood as a formative stage within the Youth Leadership Initiatives, 
through which youth develop grounded experience and practical perspectives that can 
inform future engagement in food and nutrition related decision-making spaces. 

The findings suggest that FoSYL initiative supported a shift in participants' understanding 
of food systems from fragmented notions toward a more systems-oriented awareness of 
the interconnections between production, distribution, consumption, and governance. This 
aligns with the High-Level Panel of Experts' framing of youth participation as a lever for 
systemic change (42) and Glover and Sumberg's conceptualisation of youth as agents of 
transformation within global food systems (6). In Bangladesh, where no formal food-
systems curriculum exists, FoSYL initiative served as an entry point for systems thinking 
connecting participants' disciplinary backgrounds to broader concerns around nutrition, 
equity, and governance. Similar integrative learning models have been shown to 
strengthen youth agency, collaboration, and social capital across LMIC contexts (7,39,43,44). 

The project's design combining conceptual learning, field tasks, mentorship, and project 
implementation enabled participants to translate this newly acquired knowledge into 
practice. Through this process, FoSYL fostered skills in stakeholder mapping, advocacy, and 
project management, demonstrating that experiential learning can strengthen both 
leadership confidence and policy literacy. Participants' reflections on implementing 
community initiatives such as rooftop gardens, school-meal pilots, and food-waste drives 
illustrate how ‘learning by doing’ can consolidate civic identity and build strategic 
understanding of systems change (44). Engagement in these community initiatives 
enabled participants to encounter real-world constraints, stakeholder dynamics, and 
implementation trade-offs, experiences that are central to developing policy-relevant 
understanding even in the absence of formal policy engagement. These youth-initiated 
projects also illustrate how capacity-building initiatives can translate into locally 
meaningful innovations echoing global calls for community-driven and participatory food-
system transformation (39,40,42). 

At the same time, sustaining these youth-led initiatives requires pathways beyond pilot-
level activities, including institutional integration, continuity of funding, policy anchoring, 
and multi-sector collaboration (7,20,45,46). Without such enabling structures, youth-driven 
innovations risk remaining short-term and isolated rather than evolving into scalable 
models of transformation. In this regard, the contextually divergence between the policy-
oriented ambitions of the Collective Action Campaign framework and the community-
centred actions documented in this exemplar underscores the importance of contextual 
feasibility, institutional access, and staged pathways for youth leadership, particularly in 
LMIC settings. 

BARRIERS AND ENABLERS TO ONGOING YOUTH ENGAGEMENT 

Consistent with the results, enablers are discussed here as contextual and project-based 
conditions shaping the frequency and efficacy of youth engagement, rather than as 
outcomes of the training itself. The analysis identified several enabling conditions that 
supported youth participation in food system action. Sustained mentorship emerged as a 
critical factor in translating training into long-term leadership. Evidence from broader 
youth leadership literature similarly highlights the role of supportive mentoring 
relationships in fostering leadership development and sustained participation in 
community-based activities (47). FoSYL’s mentoring structure reflects these findings, with 
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ongoing guidance and feedback supporting participants as they navigated 
implementation challenges and mobilised resources. Peer networks and institutional 
collaborations further amplified these effects, providing legitimacy and social capital, the 
factors that are widely recognised as enabling more inclusive participation in multi-
stakeholder food-system governance (48–50). These forms of ‘social scaffolding’ have been 
recognised as essential for just transitions within food-system transformation (7,51). 

Despite the project's inclusive design, participants reported systemic barriers such as 
limited funding, bureaucratic obstacles, and lack of institutional anchoring constraints 
widely recognised in youth-leadership and governance research (20,42,52). Gendered 
barriers were particularly evident as young women described familial opposition, travel 
restrictions, and social scrutiny that limited participation. These experiences reflect broader 
patterns of women's constrained participation in agriculture in Bangladesh and the 
persistence of restrictive gender norms as documented in existing literature (21). These 
findings also echo the World Food Forum Youth Recommendations on Empowering 
Young Women in Agrifood Systems (19), which call for gender-transformative programmes 
that ensure safe mobility, equitable mentorship, and inclusion of women's voices in 
agrifood governance. 

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Collectively, these findings affirm that effective youth-leadership initiatives benefit from 
integrating systems-based education, experiential learning, and sustained mentorship with 
supportive institutional environments. Embedding gender-responsive components aligned 
with the World Food Forum Youth Recommendations (19) is vital to ensure inclusion and 
equitable participation, particularly for young women. Scaling such initiatives requires 
strong coordination between education systems, youth networks, and local governments, 
alongside clearer institutional pathways for youth engagement in food-systems 
governance consistent with global frameworks for inclusive and sustainable food-system 
transformation (7,20,42). Translating capacity building into active youth engagement that 
can drive systemic change will also require greater institutionalisation of young people's 
roles in food systems governance and stronger coordination and resourcing for youth 
engagement (20). 

Future research should include longitudinal and comparative studies to explore the 
sustainability of youth-led initiatives and to identify the institutional conditions that support 
longer-term engagement. Applying thematic analysis frameworks (37) across multiple 
datasets may further reveal how social and gender dynamics shape youth agency within 
diverse food systems contexts. 

LIMITATIONS 

This case study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, although 
participants were drawn from diverse districts across Bangladesh, all interviews and focus 
group discussions were conducted online, which may have affected the depth of 
interaction and limited the ability to observe non-verbal cues. Second, the purposive 
sampling strategy focused primarily on youth who completed FoSYL and were engaged in 
post-training activities, alongside a smaller number of youth, predominantly women, who 
completed the training but did not implement collective actions, to explore gendered 
patterns of participation and identify structural or contextual factors that may have limited 
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their post-training engagement. As a result, the findings reflect the experiences of a 
motivated subgroup and may not capture the full range of barriers faced by youth who 
disengaged or were unable to participate. Third, this case study focuses on community 
oriented collective action and does not assess outcomes related to formal national-level 
policy engagement. While the Collective Action Campaign framework was designed to 
encompass advocacy, communication, and community awareness actions, participant 
experiences in Bangladesh primarily reflected community-level implementation, limiting 
insight into the full range of intended project pathways. Fourth, many youth-led initiatives 
were at early stages during the data collection, and the analysis therefore captures 
emerging practices rather than long term outcomes or sustainability. Finally, the 
researcher's proximity to the project context may have influenced interactions and 
interpretation; this was addressed through transparency in analytical decisions, 
triangulation across data sources, and careful interpretation of participant narratives. These 
limitations highlight the need for longitudinal and comparative research to examine how 
early community based experiential learning may shape longer term youth engagement in 
food system governance. 

CONCLUSION 

The experience of the FoSYL initiative supports the proposition that youth can act as actors 
for systemic change, not merely beneficiaries, when projects integrate systems awareness, 
experiential learning, mentorship, and institutional support. Achieving equitable scaling, 
however, requires addressing entrenched gender norms and structural barriers. For 
Bangladesh, the case study and the experiences of youth participating in FoSYL initiative 
suggests that youth-driven food-system transformation is possible, provided enabling 
policies, funding mechanisms, and institutional architectures explicitly support inclusive 
youth participation. 
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ANNEX 1. THIS CASE AS AN ‘EXEMPLAR’ OF FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION  

THE EXEMPLARS OF FOOD SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION INITIATIVE  

Addressing interlinked challenges related to food systems, such as malnutrition, climate 
change, and equity in food systems employment, requires integrated approaches that 
work across all aspects of food systems, as opposed to in sectoral silos. The 2021 United 
Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) crystallised widespread agreement on the need for 
this kind of ‘food system transformation’ to accelerate progress towards the Sustainable 
Development Goals and other development goals. However, concrete examples of what 
food system transformation can look like in practice remain limited, and not much is 
known about the factors that can foster or inhibit these transformative steps or processes. 

The ‘Exemplars of Food System Transformation’ initiative, part of a multi-donor programme 
led by GAIN called Nourishing Food Pathways, thus seeks to document case studies of food 
system transformation in action. By considering individual cases on their own, as well as 
viewing a diverse set of cases jointly, the initiative seeks to better understand the process of 
food system transformation, including facilitating factors and how they can be fostered and 
barriers and how they can be overcome. Through a compendium of examples, as well as 
generalisable lessons, the work seeks to inform and inspire others seeking to transform 
food systems. 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK  

The overarching research question for the ‘Exemplars’ is thus: How does food system 
transformation come about, and what fosters or hinders food system transformation? To 
answer this overarching question, the initiative is guided by a framework that divides the 
transformation process into five phases, based on the Kaleidoscope Model for policy 
change (4), and identifies factors that promote change within each phase (see Figure A1). 
These factors are primarily drawn from the Kaleidoscope Model, with additional factors 
drawn from the ‘Three I’s’ framework, social movement theory, the advocacy coalition 
framework, Baker al (2018), Cullerton et al (2016), and (on accountability) Garton et al (2022) 
(5–7). 

 

Figure A1. Exemplars Framework for Analysing Change Processes 
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The exemplars framework specifies a set of research questions that connect to each phase 
and can be applied to individual cases where relevant. The framework is meant to be a 
flexible tool, which can be adopted to context but should provide structure for viewing the 
cases jointly.  

In addition, this process-focused framework can where helpful be embedded in a larger 
framework that considers not just the studied change or intervention but also the context 
in which it occurs, the stakeholders with which it interacts, and how it affects food system 
drivers, activities, and outcomes (Figure A2). 

 

Figure A2. Exemplars Framework for Understand Change Processes within Context 

 

This common framework for identifying research questions and focuses is used to facilitate 
synthesis and comparison across the studied cases.  

 

How does this case fit within the Exemplars? 

This case focuses on a key element of achieving equitable and inclusive food systems 
transformation: including a diversity of voices in the process. Including diverse voices may 
make it more likely that the priorities chosen for transformation reflect those of all of 
society, with no groups excluded or having their interests unrepresented, and that the 
approaches used to advance those priorities are equitable and inclusive. Inclusion of 
diverse voices can also make it more likely that the chosen approaches are effective and 
less likely that they have deleterious unintended consequences, as more considerations are 
taken into account during the decision-making process. Specifically, this case focuses on 
inclusion of young people who, as noted in the main text, are a critical population to 
engage in food systems transformation. 

Within the Exemplars framework, this case is an indirect one: while most other cases 
examine a specific change (e.g., developing a new policy, implementing a programme to 
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address a food systems challenge) and how that change happens (including through the 
steps shown in Figure A1), this case focuses on the background mechanisms that shape 
those change processes. Specifically, it considers how young people can be effective actors 
in food systems transformation. This ties to the ‘Inclusion of diverse voices’ element in the 
‘Design’ portion of the Exemplars framework (Figure A1). While a companion case study 
(GAIN Working Paper 73) focuses on how young people can be prepared to participate 
indirectly by sharing their opinions and advocating for change, the present case focuses on 
how youth can directly act to make change themselves through collective action. GAIN 
Working papers 67 and 68 explore similar themes in the context of Tanzania. 

Youth collective action, where effective, could affect many other parts of the change 
process shown in Figure A1. In particular, it could wholly shift the agenda for what are 
considered the relevant food systems challenges and how to address them; it could lead to 
innovative designs for interventions or policies; and it could foster their adoption and 
strengthen their implementation. The types of community-oriented actions examined here 
can be seen as a formative stage, through which youth develop grounded experience and 
practical perspectives that can inform future engagement in food and nutrition related 
decision-making spaces. Youth-led collective action can thus be powerful catalyst, driver, or 
accelerant of food system transformation processes. This case also shows how deliberate 
interventions can help to encourage more youth to engage in collective action. 

Within the broader food system framework (Figure A2), youth-led collective action can not 
only lead to specific interventions for change but also, over time, shape the societal 
conditions and political and social drivers that set the context for food systems 
transformation – in this way, perhaps expanding the boundaries of what kinds of 
transformation are possible.  
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