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At A Glance 

East Africa's youth civic surge is real, measurable, and 

growing. Yet a stubborn paradox sits at the heart of the 

region's democratic story: unprecedented mobilisation 

capacity coexisting with chronically low institutional 

absorption. Young people are showing up, at protests, in 

community meetings, in digital forums, but formal governance 

structures are not absorbing their energy. Understanding why 

requires looking at who East Africa's youth are, what they are 

doing, and what stands in the way of their voice becoming 

power. 

 

 

 

 

 

A Young Continent with an Institutional Gap 

East Africa's demographic profile makes youth civic 

engagement mathematically inevitable. According to UN 

Population Division projections (2024), over 62% of Kenya's 

population is under 25. Uganda's median age is 16.7 years, 

the youngest national median globally. Tanzania and Rwanda 
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have median ages of 18.0 and 19.7 respectively. These are 

not young societies trending toward maturity; they are 

societies where youth are the dominant political constituency. 

Yet Afrobarometer Round 9 data (2022–2023) reveals a 

consistent gap between civic energy and institutional 

confidence. Across Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, and Rwanda, 

youth aged 18–35 report higher rates of political discussion, 

protest participation, and civic group membership than older 

cohorts. In Kenya, 54% of youth respondents reported 

attending a community meeting in the past year, compared to 

41% for those over 45. In Uganda, youth civic group 

membership runs at 38%, against 29% for older adults. 

Institutional trust tells the opposite story. In Kenya, only 27% 

of 18–35 year olds expressed trust in the national 

government. In Tanzania the figure was 44%, higher, but 

achieved under conditions of civic restriction rather than civic 

openness. Rwanda is the regional outlier: 79% of youth 

express trust in government, a figure that reflects state 

consolidation of civic life under directed participation, not 

independent democratic engagement. 

Rwanda: A Cautionary Case 

The Rwanda data demands analytical care. High participation 

and high trust under restricted political pluralism is not a 

democratic resilience model. It reveals what happens when 

civic energy has no autonomous institutional outlet: it is 

channelled upward, not outward. When youth participation is 

organised by the state rather than emerging from civil society, 

it produces compliance rather than accountability. 

This distinction matters because it clarifies what we mean by 

democratic resilience. A society where youth participate 

actively but only within state-sanctioned channels is not a civic 

success story, it is a managed civic space. The metrics of 

participation can look impressive while the underlying 

conditions for genuine accountability remain absent. 

Protest Cycles, Not Democratic Infrastructure 

The broader regional pattern, high civic energy, low 

institutional absorption, produces protest cycles rather than 

democratic infrastructure. Kenya has experienced at least 

seven distinct youth-led civic mobilisation waves between 

2013 and 2024. Each was characterised by rapid digital 

coordination, cross-ethnic coalitions, and significant street 

presence. Each ended without structural institutional reform 

as its primary output. 

The Afrobarometer data confirms this across all four 

countries: youth participation rates are rising while trust in 

formal institutions is either stagnant or declining. East Africa 

is generating civic noise. What it is not yet generating is 

accountable governance. The distinction between 

mobilisation capacity and civic leadership infrastructure is not 

semantic. It is the difference between a region that produces 

protests and one that produces policy change. 

At a Glance  

● Over 62% of Kenya's population is under 25 (UN 

Population Division, 2024)  

● Uganda has the youngest national median age 

globally: 16.7 years  

● Only 27% of Kenyan youth aged 18–35 trust the 

national government (Afrobarometer, 2023)  

● Kenya experienced 7 youth-led mobilisation waves 

between 2013 and 2024, none produced structural 

institutional reform 

The question facing East Africa is not whether its youth will 

keep engaging. They will. The question is whether institutional 

architecture will evolve quickly enough to absorb that 

engagement productively. Without that architecture, the 

region's remarkable civic energy risks becoming precisely 

what it seeks to resist: a pattern that produces noise but not 

accountability, presence but not power. 
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