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Advocacy Case Study:  
Transforming Girls’ Rights in Liberia

Background
During Liberia’s 14-year civil conflict, up to 90% of girls and 
women were victims of physical or sexual violence, and more 
than one third of the country’s population was displaced.1 

More than a decade after the war ended in 2003, rape 
and domestic violence remain pervasive and adolescent 
girls suffer the brunt of these human rights violations. The 
obstacles facing girls are enormous – access to education is 
limited, child labor is commonplace, and harmful traditional 
practices such as child marriage and female genital cutting 
are widespread.2, 3 Although Liberia ratified the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child in 1993, it never passed a national 
law guaranteeing children the right to education, healthcare, 
or protection from violence. 

ABOUT RISE UP  
Rise Up advances health, education and equity for girls, youth, and women everywhere. Since 2009, Rise Up’s global network 
has directly reached 7 million girls, youth, and women and has also successfully advocated for over 100 laws and policies 
impacting 115 million people. Rise Up invests in visionary leaders, local organizations, and innovative solutions to achieve 
large scale change through leadership development, advocacy, funding, and storytelling. Rise Up unifies the power of Let Girls 
Lead, Champions for Change and the Youth Champions Initiative to create a better future for girls, youth, and women in Africa, 
Central America, South Asia, and the United States.

The Children’s Act
In 2007, Liberia’s House of Representatives took a significant step towards addressing the needs of Liberian children by 
drafting and passing the Children’s Act, a landmark bill designed to secure children’s rights to education, healthcare, and 
inheritance, among other provisions. Although this important step brought hope to child rights advocates, the bill sat in 
the Senate for three years without being passed. During this time, advocates worked furiously for the Act’s passage but 
met sustained resistance from policymakers. Citing fears of Western indoctrination, Senators refused to pass the Act, 
believing that it would trample upon parents’ rights to make decisions about the welfare of their children.

Finally, after a year of renewed advocacy efforts by civil society groups and youth advocates, the Liberian Senate passed 
the Children’s Act on September 15, 2011. The Act became one of the most comprehensive pieces of children’s rights 
legislation enacted in Africa, representing a monumental step forward for adolescent girls in Liberia. For the first time in 
the country’s history, every Liberian child was now guaranteed rights, in accordance with the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. And although the Liberian Children’s Law includes all young people, it also specifically addresses many 
problems that disproportionately affect girls, including limited access to education, widespread sexual exploitation, and 
harmful traditional practices.

This case study examines how Rise Up’s Liberian partners, Touching Humanity in Need of Kindness (THINK) and Helping 
our People Excel (HOPE), collaborated to secure passage of the Children’s Act and enabled adolescent girls to advocate 
for their rights. With support from Rise Up, THINK and HOPE’s campaign advocacy strategy demonstrates the power in 
partnerships and direct dialogue, and in empowering young people to advocate for their own needs.

http://riseuptogether.org
http://www.riseuptogether.org/en/letgirlslead/
http://www.riseuptogether.org/en/letgirlslead/
http://www.riseuptogether.org/en/championsforchange/
http://www.riseuptogether.org/en/youthchampionsinitiative/
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Liberians Leading Change 
In 2010, Rise Up selected Rosana Schaack, Executive Director of THINK, and Aisha Cooper Bruce, Program Director 
for Social Empowerment at HOPE, to participate in the Rise Up Advocacy Convening. The two women formed part of 
Liberia’s first cohort of Rise Up Leaders, participating in the program’s weeklong advocacy workshop, which included 
sessions on political mapping, advocacy strategy development, and resource mobilization. During the Rise Up convening, 
the leaders of HOPE and THINK realized that they had a complementary interest in advocating for the passage of the 
Children’s Act. THINK had already been working on adolescent girls’ health for many years and was an active member 
of the Child Protection Network (CPN), which had been working to pass the Children’s Act since 2007. Meanwhile, HOPE 
had been working on adolescent girls’ empowerment and brought expertise in communications strategy, message 
development, and youth empowerment to the partnership. 

During the Rise Up workshop, Rosana and Aisha examined obstacles impeding successful passage of the Children’s Act, 
as well as their organizations’ collective strengths and weaknesses. Through this analysis, they realized that leveraging 
one another’s expertise to launch a joint strategy would maximize their chances of successfully advocating for passage 
of the Children’s Act. HOPE planned to focus on Section 21 of the Children’s Act, which ensured girls’ equal opportunity 
to participate in children’s rights clubs and other forums for free expression, and THINK’s advocacy sought to prevent 
child pornography, sexual exploitation, and gender-based violence through a focus on Section 26 of the Act. Despite 
their differing focus areas, Rosana and Aisha felt that they could enhance their individual advocacy efforts by leveraging 
each other’s strengths, networks, and expertise. They submitted a joint proposal to Rise Up and were selected to 
receive seed funding to implement their advocacy project for the passage of the Children’s Act. 

Engaging Policymakers and Young Leaders
With Rise Up funding and technical support, HOPE and THINK adopted a multi-faceted advocacy approach, which 
included partnering with government ministries, dialoguing with senators, engaging with existing networks, training 
adolescent girls and youth activists, and using the media to raise community awareness. From the outset, the two 
organizations knew that it would be essential to launch their strategy as members of the Child Protection Network, since 
the network had already been advocating for the passage of the Children’s Act for several years. Understanding the 
importance of strategic partnerships, HOPE and THINK actively participated in the CPN and collaborated with UNICEF 
Liberia and the Liberian Ministry of Gender and Development on strategic advocacy initiatives. 

Aisha and Rosana also built the capacity of the Children’s Parliament, the highest advocacy and representative body for 
children in Liberia. Two representatives from the Children’s Parliament and two adolescent girls from local girls’ clubs 
were selected to participate in the training. Aisha and Rosana trained over 70 adolescent girls and youth activists on 
children’s rights, and gave them the tools they needed to advocate on their own behalf. These young people became 
an integral part of the advocacy campaign, going directly to the Senate to advocate for passage of the Children’s Act. 

A girl advocate presenting the Children’s Act 
Decree to President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf

Rise Up Leaders 
Aisha Cooper Bruce and Rosana Schaack

“You can advocate on behalf of 
someone, but if they can’t speak 
on the issue themselves and how 
it affects them, then at the end of 
the day, [your] advocacy will be 

lacking.”

--Aisha Cooper Bruce,  
Program Director for Social 

Empowerment HOPE



Another crucial component of the advocacy strategy was direct dialogue with Senators, which Aisha and Rosana noted 
was a strategy that they learned during the Rise Up workshop. Representatives from THINK and HOPE held individual 
meetings with all of the Senators to educate them about the Act and clarify any misunderstandings. For the six weeks 
leading up to the vote, members of the Children’s Parliament organized Capitol Hill meetings and marches during every 
Senate session to encourage Senators to finally pass the bill. These efforts to engage in constructive dialogue with 
decision-makers and address any misconceptions about the Act were critical to its eventual passage. 

Challenges
Implementing the Children’s Act advocacy strategy during an election year posed significant challenges to THINK and 
HOPE’s advocacy efforts. Holding meetings with Senators was difficult, as they were often away from their offices 
campaigning for reelection. Many Senators did not see the passage of the Children’s Act as something that their 
constituents highly valued and were more focused on issues they felt would help their reelection campaigns.

Working within the Child Protection Network afforded HOPE and THINK the opportunity to extend their reach throughout 
the country, but also required the organizations to modify some components of their own advocacy strategies. The two 
organizations had originally included media advocacy as a major component of their strategy but the CPN wanted to 
focus on individual consultations with Senators rather than use the media. Although cooperating with the CPN afforded 
HOPE and THINK less freedom to execute their own vision, Rosie and Aisha felt the benefits of this collaboration far 
outweighed the costs, as the group collectively had more power than the individual organizations working separately. 

Looking Ahead
After three years of struggle, the Senate passed the Children’s Act on September 15, the last day of the 2011 legislative 
session. After celebrating this national victory, HOPE and THINK began to advocate for full implementation of the 
Children’s Law. The two organizations are continuing to partner in ensuring girl-friendly implementation of key sections 
of the new law. 

THINK and HOPE are now working together with additional partners in the Child Protection Network to coordinate key 
stakeholder meetings with government agencies. In these meetings, they seek to secure policymakers’ commitments 
to develop the policies, programs and funding needed to ensure full implementation of the Children’s Law. The two 
organizations are also creating an abridged version of the Law for wider distribution, thereby increasing public awareness 
and involvement in ensuring effective implementation. Using this simplified law and key messaging, they are educating 
the public about the law via media campaigns and public forums. HOPE and THINK are also collaborating to develop a 
monitoring and evaluation strategy to assess the law’s implementation and to track progress made in mainstreaming 
adolescent girls’ issues in Liberian law and policy. 

THINK and HOPE’s continued dedication to adolescent girls, along with the joint advocacy of their partners and over 
70 inspiring youth advocates, was crucial to the Children’s Act’s passage. Through the tireless work of these inspiring 
advocates, more than 2 million children in Liberia can expect a future in which their rights are respected and they can 
participate fully in the reconstruction and development of their country. 

“We thought that the senators were 
unapproachable until we understood the true 

meaning of advocacy. We had thought that it meant 
just going and demonstrating or getting people 

to demonstrate, but we learned [that it] involves 
dialogue; it is another way.” 

--Rosana Schaack, 
 Executive Director of THINK

Children’s Act advocates with a member of the Liberian Senate 
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Rise Up’s Impacts in Liberia
Rise Up conducted an impact evaluation in 2016 examining the outcomes of Rise Up programs since 2009. Beyond 
impacts of the Children’s Law, results from Rise Up’s impact evaluation demonstrate the following achievements in 
Liberia:
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