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“Before these sessions, I knew FGM was practiced, but I didn’t fully understand how harmful it 
was. Now, I can explain it to my daughters and other women in the community,” VSLA member-Iftin 
Group (Borana community)

The Girl Generation: Support to the Africa-led Movement to End Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) 
programme (TGG-ALM) is funded by UK Aid. The programme is implemented by a consortium led by 
Options with partners Amref Health Africa, ActionAid, Orchid Project, Population Council, and Africa 
Coordination Centre for Abandonment of Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting. Population Council is 
implementing the FGM Data Hub - the programme’s data and evidence arm.
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Introduction 
Female genital mutilation (FGM) is a violation of 
girls’ and women’s human rights. Yet globally, in 
2024, nearly 4.3 million girls - more than 12,000 
a day - are at risk of FGM with most occurrences 
in Africa1. Despite tremendous progress made 
over the years, FGM persists - driven by social 
norms, gender inequality and the desire to control 
women’s sexuality. In Kenya, national prevalence 
of FGM among women aged 15-49 has decreased 
from 21% in 2014 to 15% in 20222. However, this 
overall decline masks significant variations across 
counties. In Isiolo County FGM remain stubbornly 
high, particularly among the Borama and Samburu 
communities, with a prevalence rate of 66%3 which 
is way above the national average. Through The Girl 
Generation: Support to the Africa Led Movement 
to end FGM (TGG-ALM) programme and ActionAid 
International Kenya (AAIK) has been leading in efforts 
to eliminate Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) in the 
county through strategic community interventions. 
To sustain these efforts, AAIK recognized the 
need for innovative approaches utilizing existing 
community structures such as the Village Savings 
and Loaning Associations (VSLAs).

This learning brief documents ActionAid Kenya’s 
(AAIK) initiative to integrate conversations about 
effects of FGM into Village Savings and Loans 
Associations (VSLAs) in Isiolo County, Kenya. It 

outlines the background, methodology, results, key 
learnings, adaptations, and recommendations. The 
brief aims to inform and guide other organizations 
working on FGM eradication and community 
empowerment through savings and engaging 
existing community groups as critical part of the 
ecosystem driving social change within which 
women and girls live. 
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VSLAs have emerged as powerful platforms for 
women’s economic empowerment and community 
development in many parts of Kenya. VSLAs are 
community-managed financial inclusion models, 
typically consisting of 15 to 30 self-selected 
members, that provide a simple, transparent, and 
flexible structure for individuals to save, access 
small loans, and develop financial management 
skills4. These groups build social capital and provide 
financial services in areas where formal institutions 
are scarce.5 A typical VSLA in Isiolo comprises 15–
25 self-selected members, mostly women fostering 
economic independence and social cohesion among 
their members. 

AAIK identified VSLAs as a strategic entry point 
for integrating anti-FGM messaging thanks to their 
stable infrastructure, community trust and their 
ability to reach hard to reach and marginalized 
groups. 

In 2024, the 4th year of TGG-ALM implementation, 
AAIK prioritized sustainable and innovative 
interventions to eradicate FGM within these 
communities by mapping and training fifty-eight 
(58) VSLAs leaders in villages within Kinna (15), 
Oldonyiro (21) and Burat (22) wards. These groups 
were selected because they were the most active 
groups within the three wards in reporting Gender 
based Violence (GBV) cases. The VSLA leaders were 

trained in October 2024 together with FGM survivors 
and Women’s Rights Network (WRN) members. 
The training focussed on sharing information 
around FGM using a human rights and girl-centered 
approach and sharing guidance tools to set up and 
run safe space for women and girls. The training 
equipped the VSLA leaders with practical skills to 
discuss FGM using tailored messages and allow 
them to lead conversations with their members. 
During the training the VSLA members developed 
an action plan to integrate FGM messages during 
their weekly financial meetings. At the time of data 
collection in September 2025, the trained leaders 
had reached 1,203 VSLA members (1,086 women 
and 117 men) directly with anti-FGM information 
through their weekly sessions.

The integration of anti-FGM discussions into VSLA 
sessions aimed at creating safe spaces for dialogue, 
and challenging harmful social norms perpetuating 
violations of women’s and girls’ rights. By engaging 
women, especially survivors, in these conversations 
within a supportive and empowering environment, 
AAIK encouraged a shift in attitudes and beliefs 
related to FGM that will contribute to its elimination. 
This approach supports the programme’s broader 
goals of scale and sustainability, as VSLAs are 
community-led structures with the capacity to 
sustain anti-FGM initiatives beyond the life of the 
programme.

Background
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Data Collection Methodology 
This learning brief draws on a qualitative approach 
to understand how FGM conversations have been 
integrated into VSLA activities and the extent to 
which this has contributed to changes in knowledge, 
attitudes and agency among members. Data was 
collected through: 

	» Focus Group Discussions (FGDs): Five FGDs 
were conducted with women from five VSLA 
groups in Borana and Samburu communities 
in September 2025. A total of 48 women 
participated. The groups were purposively 
selected to capture variation in experiences 
across different locations. None of the women 
who took part in the FGDs had attended the 
champions training directly, but they had 
benefited from the information cascaded by 
their trained leaders.

	» Key Informant Interview (KII): One KII 
was carried out with an ActionAid Kenya 
implementing staff member based in Isiolo 
County to provide contextual understanding 
of the implementation process and the support 
provided to VSLA leaders. 

	» Document Review: A review of quarterly 

progress reports, activity reports, and VSLA 
records was undertaken in August 2025. The 
documents covered the period following the 
Year 4 training of VSLA leaders and helped to 
trace how FGM discussions were introduced 
and maintained within group routines. 

DataAnalysis:
Data were analysed thematically. Recurring patterns 
in FGM conversations, shifts in behaviour, and 
challenges faced by members were identified across 
all sources. Participant quotes were selected to 
illustrate key findings and to ensure that women’s 
voices were central to the analysis. Triangulation 
was conducted by comparing insights from FGDs, 
the KII, and the document review. The FGDs 
provided collective experiences, the KII offered 
programme-level context, and the document review 
strengthened the evidence base.

Ethical Considerations:
Ethical standards were upheld throughout the 
process. All participants gave informed consent, 
participation was voluntary, and confidentiality was 
ensured during both data collection and analysis.
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Findings

What has worked well
Increased awareness and knowledge 
on the effects of FGM
From the review of monitoring reports, VSLA 
leaders acknowledged that they had never thought 
of having conversations on FGM apart from finance 
related issues in their groups. However, following 
the introduction of anti-FGM discussions after the 
capacity-building sessions, there has been a notable 
increase in awareness and knowledge among 
members. The integration of FGM discussions 
into VSLA meetings created a platform for women 
to learn about the health consequences, human 
rights violations, and legal implications of FGM. 
This knowledge has led to a stronger understanding 
of why the practice must end. The VSLA leaders 
have since cascaded the information gathered 
during the Year 4 training to their groups and wider 
communities.

Across the different VSLA groups, members 
described how FGM discussions have now become 
part of their weekly routines, often following savings 
and loan activities. In Isiolo, several participants 
explained that before ActionAid introduced the 
training, meetings mainly focused on contributions 
or small purchases, but now awareness sessions on 
FGM are a standing agenda. “Before you introduced 
us to FGM, we used to have merry-go-rounds to 
buy cups or plates. But since last year, we were 
told to help educate women and girls about FGM 
because of its health consequences,” one woman 
from Oldonyiro VSLA shared. VSLA leader from 
Kinna stated that, “I now allocate 20 minutes of our 
weekly session to discuss risks associated with FGM 
and how families can protect women and girls. Other 
groups started copying the agenda and it spread to 
three nearby groups.” 

During focus group discussions, members 
consistently identified FGM as a violation of 
women’s rights and discussed its effects in detail. In 
the sampled VSLA groups, about 90% of the women 
were survivors, which allowed them to connect 
deeply with the topic and reflect on their personal 

experiences. The sessions, facilitated by trained 
leaders, created a safe space for women to share 
what they had learned and how it had changed 
their outlook. As one participant from Kinna 
explained, “Before these sessions, I knew FGM was 
practiced, but I didn’t fully understand how harmful 
it was. Now, I can explain it to my daughters and 
other women in the community.” Another member 
from Burat, Ismaqaal VSLA echoed this sense of 
transformation, saying, “Personally, I’ve gained a lot 
of knowledge on FGM, and now I am able to stand 
in front of people to educate them.”

The members reported that women and men across 
the groups now understand the immediate and long-
term health effects of FGM, including excessive 
bleeding, childbirth complications, and trauma. 
Many noted that the knowledge has empowered 
them to engage family members and elders in open 
discussions. “I have been able to sit my husband 
down and explain to him the harmful effects of 
FGM, and now he understands” said one participant 
from Oldonyiro VSLA. 

This continued sharing of knowledge has deepened 
members’ sense of responsibility to protect women 
and girls in their communities. Across several VSLA 
groups, women described how their sessions have 
sparked new conversations in homes, markets, and 
churches, gradually shifting perceptions about FGM. 
Many now see themselves not only as beneficiaries 
of information but as active educators and 
advocates. Members explained that mothers who 
once stayed silent about FGM now feel confident to 
speak out, while younger women are forming their 
own groups to continue spreading awareness. One 
participant from Ismaqaal VSLA reflected, “Almost 
every woman in our area now belongs to a VSLA, 
and through these groups, we take the message 
home. Everyone knows at least one person who 
talks about ending FGM.” Others noted that these 
dialogues have reached men and religious leaders, 
helping to build a shared understanding that FGM 
is not a religious obligation and that protecting girls 
benefits the whole community.
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One member from Burat shared, “We also reach out 
to girls who are out of school, sharing how the VSLA 
has helped us at a young age and encouraging them 
to start their own groups or join ours to support 
efforts towards eradication of FGM.”

This growing confidence and peer-to-peer exchange 
have also inspired the formation of new VSLA groups 
led by young women who were motivated by the 
awareness sessions and community dialogues as 
well as the financial gains. One such group, made up 
of members aged 19 to 21, has been active for nine 
months and calls itself the Change Makers. Apart 
from the usual savings and loans activities, the group 
reaches out to young mothers in their communities 
with anti-FGM messages to promote lasting change. 
As one of the members explained, “We make it our 
responsibility to pass this knowledge to others, 
especially to new mothers, encouraging them not to 
subject their daughters to FGM.” This ripple effect 
has spread across other groups, with leaders noting 
that “almost every group now has a champion 
who fights against FGM, and each member takes 
the knowledge they gain back to their villages.” In 
several cases, women reported that they are now 
influencing relatives living outside Isiolo County. 
“I called my sister who lives far away and told her 
not to let anyone do FGM on her daughters,” said 
one VSLA member. This shows that the reach of the 
VSLA discussions extends beyond the immediate 
project locations.

Shifts in beliefs and attitudes 
The advocacy work of the VSLAs is contributing to 
tangible yet gradual changes in community beliefs 
and attitudes towards FGM. Members described a 
visible shift in how people view the practice, noting 
that what was once regarded as a cultural or religious 
obligation is now increasingly recognised as harmful 
and unnecessary. Group discussions have provided 
a safe space for women and men to question 
long-held traditions and reflect on their personal 
beliefs. “In the past, I believed it was something 
our religion required us to do,” said a VSLA member 
from Oldonyiro, “but now I know it is only a cultural 
practice, and our religion does not support it.”

Across several groups, participants observed 
that conversations are no longer met with fear or 
discomfort as before. In Isiolo, members shared that 
discussions about FGM have become more open, 
even among elders and men who previously avoided 
such topics. “Before, people were afraid to talk about 
private parts, but now we discuss it freely and even 
enjoy it,” said a VSLA member from Isiolo. Another 
member reflected that five years ago, it would have 
been unthinkable to challenge elders about cultural 
practices, but today both younger and older people 
can sit together and discuss the issue respectfully.

The testimonies gathered from VSLA members 
reveal an evolving understanding of gender roles and 
community responsibility. Women shared how their 
husbands, once dismissive of their participation, now 
support VSLA meetings and sometimes contribute 
financially to help them attend. “Before, beating 
women was seen as normal, and women were only 
valued for childcare,” explained a VSLA member from 
Isiolo, “but now even the elders are more aware. 
They understand that women can make decisions 
and bring change.”

Members also highlighted that men’s involvement 
in anti-FGM advocacy is increasing, signalling a slow 
but important transformation in gender dynamics. 
In Kinna ward, a participant shared that her husband 
initially wanted their two daughters to undergo 
FGM, but after discussions within the VSLA, he 
changed his mind and is now teaching others about 
its dangers. Similar shifts were reported across other 
communities where fathers and brothers now speak 
out against the practice. Women also reported 
that younger boys and male youth are increasingly 
interacting with information on FGM and speaking 
to their siblings and peers about its harm. “Even 
boys now tell their sisters that FGM is harmful and 
should not happen” shared a participant from the 
Kinna area, reflecting growing awareness among 
younger generations.

In Ismaqaal and Labahaak groups, women explained 
that in the past, it was believed that a man could 
not marry a woman who had not undergone FGM. 
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Today, this perception is changing. “Nowadays, even 
some elders have accepted it. Not all of them, but 
there are those who have agreed because they have 
seen the harmful effects,” said a VSLA leader from 
Labahaak VSLA, noting that social acceptance of 
women and girls who have not experienced FGM is 
steadily growing.

The influence of VSLAs has also encouraged 
survivors to reframe their experiences as sources 
of strength and learning. Women who once felt 
ashamed now speak with confidence and empathy, 
using their own stories to educate others. “I was 
an FGM practitioner many years ago” said a VSLA 
Ismaqaal member, “but after joining the group, I 
realised the pain we caused. I now tell others that 
it is wrong.” This willingness to confront the past is 
helping to dismantle the silence that allowed FGM 
to persist across generations.

Religious and community leaders have also 
begun playing a more active role in challenging 
misconceptions. VSLA members noted that local 
Islamic religious leaders (Sheikhs) now include 
messages against FGM during Friday sermons, 
explaining that Islam does not require the practice. 
Chiefs and local administrators have likewise been 
observed warning communities against FGM during 
public barazas. These actions are seen by members 
as strong signals that the conversation has moved 
from private awareness to public accountability. 
Members described that their confidence is 
extending beyond the VSLA, with many now 
participating actively in community meetings and 
administrative forums. “Before, I could not talk in 
front of people, but now when there is a baraza, I 
speak confidently,” said a VSLA member in Isiolo. 
Barazas are local community meetings convened 
by chiefs or other administrators to address issues 
affecting the community. However, many women 
avoid participating in these discussions because 
they feel uncomfortable speaking in the presence 
of men. 

While resistance remains among a few who still 
associate FGM with purity or womanhood, the 

growing acceptance of alternative views marks a 
turning point. VSLA groups have shown that when 
women gain knowledge, economic independence, 
and collective strength, they can influence deeply 
rooted norms. The open dialogues within these 
groups have become the foundation for a cultural 
shift where rejecting FGM is no longer seen as 
abandoning culture but as an act of protection, 
progress, and dignity.

Increase in level of agency among 
participants
The ongoing discussions within VSLAs have 
strengthened members’ confidence and sense of 
responsibility to protect women and girls from 
FGM. Through these regular engagements, women 
are developing the courage to challenge harmful 
practices and to make informed decisions about 
their families and communities. Many participants 
described how being part of a VSLA has given 
them both knowledge and a platform to speak out. 
“Being in this group has given me the confidence 
to speak against FGM,” said a VSLA leader from the 
Samburu community, “I now feel I have a voice in my 
community.”

Several women explained that they now take action 
when they hear of a girl at risk. They are no longer 
silent observers but active protectors who intervene 
or report such cases to authorities. “Before, I didn’t 
know much about FGM and its effects,” said a 
Labahaak VSLA member from Oldonyiro. “But 
after the training, I have learned a lot. With the 
knowledge I now have, I can report anyone who 
tries to subject girls to FGM to the police.” Another 
participant from Change Makers VSLA, Burat shared 
that she now speaks openly in front of male elders, 
saying, “There is no shyness in me anymore because 
I understand the effects of FGM. I can challenge this 
harmful tradition and even stand before elders to 
speak against it.”

This empowerment is not limited to individual 
change but extends to collective action. Members 
reported that the financial independence gained 
through VSLA participation has increased their 
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ability to make decisions and advocate for women’s 
and girls’ rights. Women explained that having their 
own income allows them to contribute to household 
needs and, in turn, gives them greater authority in 
family discussions. “Through VSLA, I can save and 
borrow money to support my children,” said a VSLA 
member from Isiolo. “My husband now listens to me 
more because he sees I am contributing, not just 
depending on him.”

The groups have also become safe spaces for mutual 
support and learning. Women draw strength from 
one another and use the group as a base to extend 
awareness to the wider community. In the Change 
Makers VSLA in Burat, young women aged 19 to 21 
have taken the lead in reaching out to peers and 
young mothers. “We make it our responsibility to 
pass this knowledge to others, especially to new 
mothers, encouraging them not to subject their 
daughters to FGM,” said a Change Makers group 
member. Their efforts have not only increased 
awareness but have inspired other young women to 
start similar groups.

These stories of transformation demonstrate that 
agency grows through collective empowerment. 

As one participant from Ismaqaal VSLA explained, 
“Personally, I have gained a lot of knowledge about 
FGM, and this has transformed me. Before, I could 
not have imagined standing in front of people to 
speak, but now I can confidently address groups and 
explain why FGM must end.”

The growing leadership among women in VSLAs has 
also begun influencing the next generation. Members 
described how their daughters now challenge peers 
who promote FGM and are confident enough to 
report incidents to local leaders. “Our girls now know 
their rights,” said a VSLA member from Labahaak. 
“They can report cases to chiefs or teachers, and 
they no longer feel afraid.”

Collectively, these examples show that participation 
in VSLAs is doing more than raising awareness; 
it is nurturing a network of informed and active 
community advocates. The combination of financial 
inclusion, peer support, and dialogue has given 
women the tools to claim their voice and to protect 
the rights of other women and girls. What began as 
a savings platform has evolved into a movement of 
grassroots champions using knowledge, confidence, 
and solidarity to drive social change.
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Challenges encountered in the integration
While the integration of FGM discussions into VSLAs 
has led to positive changes, members continue 
to face several challenges that limit the reach and 
sustainability of their efforts. The most common 
barriers include limited financial resources, social 
resistance, and misconceptions about the motives 
behind anti-FGM work.

Financial and logistical constraints were mentioned 
in almost every group. Members explained that they 
often contribute from their own savings to carry 
out outreach activities, such as visiting schools or 
conducting awareness sessions in remote areas. 
“When we visit schools to educate girls, we rely 
solely on small contributions from our group to buy 
sanitary pads or water,” said a VSLA leader from 
Burat. “We do not receive any external support, 
but we try to make a difference.” Others noted 
that transport costs are a major barrier, especially 
in pastoralist areas where communities are widely 
dispersed. “Some of us come from far places and 
have to pay for motorbikes to attend meetings,” 
shared a member from Labahaak VSLA. “It becomes 
difficult and expensive to meet regularly.”

Social resistance and cultural backlash remain 
significant obstacles. Members reported that 
while awareness is increasing, a segment of the 
community still believes FGM should continue as 
a sign of respectability or readiness for marriage. 
Some women who speak out face criticism or 
isolation. “When we talk about FGM, people say we 
are being paid by organisations to go against our 
culture,” explained a VSLA member from Ismaqaal. 
“Others think we are trying to spoil our traditions.” 
This resistance is often stronger among older 
community members or those with limited exposure 
to awareness campaigns.

Misunderstanding and misinformation have also 
affected the pace of change. Some families assume 
that ending FGM is linked to abandoning their faith, 
while others see anti-FGM messages as interference 
from outsiders. In a few cases, members described 

being accused of using the topic to seek personal 
gain. “People in our community think those 
who attend trainings are looking for money, not 
knowledge,” said a participant from Ismaqaal. “They 
don’t understand that this information is to save our 
girls.”

Differences in acceptance levels within the groups 
also create tension. Some VSLA members, though 
aware of the health risks, still hold onto cultural 
justifications for FGM, while others fear that 
discouraging it will lead to social exclusion. “When 
we discuss FGM in our VSLA, not everyone agrees,” 
shared a VSLA leader from Oldonyiro. “Some 
remain silent or neutral, and a few even leave the 
group when the topic comes up.” To manage this, 
facilitators and leaders often adapt their approach 
by emphasising health and legal consequences 
instead of directly challenging cultural beliefs.

Gender norms and household dynamics present 
further limitations. Women explained that while 
they are now more vocal, not all husbands approve 
of their participation in advocacy. “I tried to explain 
the effects of FGM to my husband, but he refused 
to listen,” said a VSLA member from Ismaqaal. “It 
is hard because change has to start in our homes.” 
Others added that the lack of male engagement 
sometimes slows down community acceptance, as 
men hold key influence in decision-making.

Despite these challenges, VSLA members remain 
motivated to continue their work. Many called for 
more capacity building, refresher trainings, and 
logistical support to sustain and expand their efforts. 
As one Change Makers member in Burat put it, “We 
may be young, but we are committed. We only need 
a little more support to reach more people.”

These persistent challenges highlight that while 
progress is clear, achieving lasting change requires 
ongoing engagement, stronger local partnerships, 
and sustained investment in community-led 
approaches that build resilience and ownership.
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The experience of integrating FGM conversations 
within VSLAs has generated valuable lessons about 
what works in promoting social change through 
community-led structures. The most significant 
insight is that sustained dialogue, trust, and 
community ownership are essential for changing 
attitudes and behaviours that have been normalised 
over generations.

Community ownership strengthens sustainability. 
Integrating anti-FGM conversations into existing 
community structures like VSLAs has encouraged 
members to take full ownership of the dialogue. 
Because VSLAs already meet regularly and operate 
independently, the conversations continue even 
without project-led facilitation. Several leaders 
explained that they now include FGM as a standing 
agenda item and often invite neighbours or relatives 
to join. “We chose to talk about FGM in every 
meeting because we realised that change will not 
come if we stay silent,” said a VSLA leader from 
Labahaak. 

The programme shifted away from creating 
separate sensitisation activities and instead focused 
on strengthening VSLA-led facilitation, coaching 
leaders, and supporting them to design their own 
discussion routines. This ensured that conversations 
were embedded in a structure that will outlive the 
programme and not depend on external actors to 
continue.

Tailored messaging and local leadership enhance 
acceptance. Several groups highlighted the 
importance of framing messages in ways that 
respect community values while emphasising the 
health, human rights, and legal dimensions of FGM 
Local champions play a powerful role in shifting 
mindsets, particularly when messages come from 
respected community and religious leaders who 
hold significant credibility. Personal stories from 
survivors and former practitioners make the 
messaging more relatable and emotionally impactful, 
helping communities connect with the issue on a 
human level.

To address initial resistance and misunderstanding, 
VSLA leaders and community champions began 
tailoring their discussions to reflect local realities. 
Instead of presenting FGM solely as a rights violation, 
facilitators now frame it around health, economic, and 
family wellbeing. “We support groups to tailor their 
messages,” explained an ActionAid implementing 
staff in Isiolo, “by focusing on the health risks and 
economic impact rather than attacking culture 
directly. That approach reduces backlash and helps 
them gain entry into the community.” This shift has 
allowed groups to maintain engagement even in 
conservative areas.

Intergenerational collaboration increases 
credibility. Young women’s VSLA groups, such as the 
Change Makers in Burat, gained greater acceptance 
when they partnered with established community 
champions, elders, and religious leaders. “Sometimes 
we go with Abdia, a community champion, and that 
helps because people take us seriously,” said a young 
Change Makers member. This mentorship approach 
has shown that intergenerational cooperation 
creates safe bridges for dialogue and ensures that 
young voices are heard without being dismissed.

In response to credibility challenges faced by 
younger groups such as the Change Makers in Burat, 
local champions paired them with respected elders 
and religious leaders to strengthen community 
trust. This model of pairing younger advocates with 
experienced mentors has increased acceptance 
of anti-FGM discussions and encouraged wider 
participation from men and elders.

Economic empowerment supports social 
transformation. Members repeatedly emphasised 
that financial empowerment through VSLA 
participation has strengthened their confidence to 
speak up. When women contribute economically to 
their households, they are more respected and are 
better positioned to influence decisions affecting 
their daughters. “Because I can now save and 
borrow, my husband listens to me more when I talk 
about issues like FGM,” said a VSLA member from 

Lessons Learned and Adaptations 
made
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Isiolo. Linking livelihood support with advocacy 
has proven to be a practical and empowering entry 
point for addressing social norms.

To reinforce this link, VSLAs integrated discussions 
on livelihoods, savings, and entrepreneurship with 
rights and FGM topics. Members who became 
economically stable reported greater confidence 
in speaking publicly and influencing household 
decisions. This integrated approach demonstrated 
that economic security and social change are 
mutually reinforcing.

Safe spaces build confidence and peer support. 
The VSLA meetings have provided women with a 
platform where they can openly share experiences 
that were once taboo. The trust and solidarity 
provided by the VSLA has fostered emotional 
healing for survivors and mutual encouragement. 
“Before joining the group, I was afraid to speak 
about what happened to me,” said a VSLA member 
from Isiolo. “Now I can share my story and use it to 
help others.” These safe spaces not only encourage 
open dialogue but also build a collective sense of 
agency that extends beyond the group.

Recognising that some members needed more 
guidance to facilitate sensitive conversations, 
ActionAid provided additional coaching to VSLA 

leaders. These sessions helped them manage mixed 
opinions within their groups and use participatory 
methods that encourage reflection rather than 
confrontation. “Learning takes time,” said a VSLA 
leader from Ismaqaal. “After refresher training, I now 
know how to explain the message in a way that 
everyone understands.” Continuous mentoring has 
made discussions more structured and inclusive, 
ensuring that leaders feel confident addressing both 
supportive and resistant members.

Partnerships and coordination expand impact. 
Collaboration with local government officials, 
schools, and health facilities that VSLA has already 
established has helped raise awareness among 
wider audiences. Members shared examples of 
chiefs issuing public warnings against FGM and 
teachers inviting VSLA representatives to speak in 
schools. Such partnerships reinforce accountability 
and help embed anti-FGM advocacy within broader 
community systems.

Building on lessons and adaptations identified 
through integrating FGM discussions into VSLAs, 
the following recommendations aim to strengthen 
future programming, sustainability, and community 
impact.
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Strengthen community ownership and 
leadership
Empower VSLA groups to take the lead in planning 
and facilitating FGM-related discussions. Providing 
more opportunities for members to design their 
own awareness activities encourages ownership 
and ensures that the approach reflects local values 
and realities. Ongoing mentorship for leaders who 
have emerged from within the groups will help 
sustain dialogue and community engagement 
beyond project timelines.

There is also value in exploring similar community 
structures where people already meet regularly and 
share trusted social networks. Integrating FGM 
awareness into these existing platforms can widen 
reach and help sustain conversations beyond the 
life of the programme.

Deepen training and continuous learning
Provide training, regular refreshers and ongoing 
coaching for VSLA leaders and members to build 
their capacity to facilitate difficult discussions and 
manage resistance effectively. Continuous learning 
helps maintain message accuracy, promotes 
confidence among leaders, and ensures consistent 
advocacy. Including sessions on communication 
skills, mediation, and community engagement would 
further strengthen the approach.

Foster intergenerational and male 
engagement
Promote collaboration between youth-led groups, 
elders, and men to strengthen credibility and 
collective responsibility in addressing FGM. 
Involving fathers, male champions, and local leaders 
in awareness activities will help normalise the 
conversation and reduce backlash. Partnerships 
that link young advocates like the Change Makers 
with respected community figures have proven to 
increase acceptance and should be scaled up.

Address structural and logistical barriers
Provide modest financial and logistical support to 
VSLAs, particularly those in remote or hard-to-reach 

Recommendations

areas, to help them sustain their outreach activities. 
Small grants for transport, meeting materials, and 
communication tools would enable groups to 
continue their advocacy without overburdening 
members. Coordination with local authorities and 
community-based organisations could also improve 
access to venues and resources.

Integrate FGM discussions with broader 
development priorities
Expand the integration of FGM awareness into 
other areas such as economic empowerment, 
education, and gender-based violence prevention 
activities. Linking discussions on FGM with 
education, livelihood opportunities and household 
wellbeing reinforces the idea that gender equality 
and economic security are mutually reinforcing. This 
holistic approach strengthens both the social and 
economic empowerment of women.
Strengthen monitoring, documentation, and peer 
learning

Encourage VSLAs to document their discussions, 
outreach sessions, and changes observed in their 
communities. Establishing simple peer learning 
mechanisms such as exchange visits or cluster 
meetings between VSLAs would allow members 
to share effective approaches and challenges. At 
the programme level, investing in regular reflection 
sessions can help track progress, capture community 
innovations, and inform adaptive management.

Advocate for stronger policy and 
institutional support
Work with county and national authorities to 
reinforce existing laws and policies that protect 
women and girls from FGM. Advocating for resource 
allocation towards community-based prevention 
initiatives will ensure sustainability and visibility 
for grassroots efforts. Strengthening linkages with 
health and education systems will also enhance 
referral pathways and support survivors of FGM.
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