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Phase 1: A Toolkit of Instruments for Early Adolescence

• Systematic Review of Gender norms in early adolescence

• Narrative methodology

• Gender norms instrument

• Vignettes-based instrument gender equitable relationships

• Health Plus (10 modules)
• Physical and Mental Health

• Violence exposures and Adverse Child Experiences

• Healthy sexuality and sexual health

• Family, peer and neighborhood factors

• Empowerment



Objectives for the Narrative Interviews

• To understand transitions into adolescence (from the perspective of adolescents 
and their parent/guardians) with a focus on gendered challenges and opportunities;

• To understand changes in interpersonal relationships during transitions into 
adolescence with attention to the role of gender norms and behaviors; and 

• To explore how young adolescents adopt and enact gendered behaviors and roles 
with attention to the contrasts between adolescents’ and parent/guardians’ 
discourse.



Methods
• Adolescents, aged 10-14 years are astute observers!

• Two participatory research methods:
• Timeline – to understand how transitions to adolescence may differ between boys and 

girls (groups)
• Venn Diagram – to understand key relationships (individual)

• Narrative interviews among adolescents and their parent/guardians 
• Interview sample across 10 sites:

• 167 adolescent girls aged 10-14
• 160 adolescent boys aged 10-14
• 231 female caregivers
• 56 male caregivers

• All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim
• Transcripts were translated into English for analysis for every site except Baltimore



Data analysis
• Translated transcriptions were uploaded into Atlas.ti (Scientific Software, Berlin, 

version 7)

• An inductive thematic analysis approach was used:

• Qualitative investigators first read transcripts to identify primary themes that were 
emerging

• Initial core set of codes was developed and shared with with investigators across 
sites

• As more transcripts were read, core set of codes were revised and final set of 
codes was achieved
• Additional sub-codes were created that were site-specific

• To compare codes, matrices were created to examine patterns across sites and 
participant groups (monthly phone call went over this)





Key Findings



Sexual development among girls is viewed as risky 

• Across sites, participants perceived that once adolescent girls’ bodies start 
changing, they had to be more responsible for what they wore and who 
they saw.

• Well {when body changed}, I had to be more responsible for my 
body because different people – I know what they are capable of. 
My mom taught me, like raping and all that stuff, so I have to be 
careful and cautious when I am around like – if I am outside or 
anything. Because this world is cruel, and you never know what will 
happen. (Adolescent female, Baltimore)



Girls need to stay at home, while boys can roam 
outside
• Girls’ freedom was restricted because of their sexual development; 

whereas boys were viewed as strong and therefore less likely to need 
supervision.

• Now, I look at myself in the mirror. I say to myself, “Yeah, I’ve grown. I can’t go out 
anymore.” (Adolescent female, Assuit)

• Eh, boys, they can stay up late, I mean, stay outside and they can see friends a lot 
and so on. But girls, they have to, I mean, they either have to stay at home, …, or 
sometimes they can walk around with girlfriends during the day or have parties at 
their girlfriends’ place or …  But like really staying up late outside and all that, no. 
That’s mostly for boys. (Adolescent male, Ghent)



Friendships with boys should change…

• With puberty, girls and boys become much more segregated.

• To be a girl, you shouldn’t be seen roaming around in the company 
of the boys in the community because you never know what they 
are planning for you. (Adolescent female, Nairobi)

• A bad girl (with a bad reputation) is one that goes to talk to boys, 
stands with boys, or calls a boy on the phone. (Parent, Assiut)



Parents are enforcers

• Across sites, parents often reinforced stereotypical norms by their rules 
and guidance.
• In India, girls were particularly restricted by parents because they were 

responsible for upholding family honor.
• Parents often used ‘scare tactics’ to prevent their daughters from engaging in any 

‘romantic’ relationships:

I would also stop her and tell her she might get cancer because of having a boyfriend 
and the moment you sleep with that boyfriend, it will enter your womb, cut it into 
pieces and then you die. That is how I usually scare them off. (Parent of a female 
adolescent, Nairobi)



For boys, violence and drugs emerge as risks

• Across all sites (with the exception of Ghent) boys were perceived to face more risks 
related to violence and drugs (including smoking and alcohol use) compared to girls

• Baltimore and Shanghai parents felt that boys were more influenced by the 
neighborhood compared to girls

• Growing up in a city is a lot more challenging because now you got so much peer 
pressure coming from so many different things where you know, like it is so easy for 
a young male to get side tracked, especially if they don’t have a role model for a 
mother or father, because nowadays moms have to be a father too, if the father is 
not present. So, in turn, they are looking for a male figure to look up and they might 
get side tracked by the guy out there doing no good (Baltimore mom)



Girls who challenge gender norms are more 
accepted than boys who challenge gender norms

• Three behaviors were characteristics of challenging norms: boys wearing 
nail polish, girls playing soccer, and both boys and girls violating gender-
appropriate clothing.

• Girls can wear both skirts and pants, but boys can only wear pants. (Adolescent 
male, Shanghai)

• Boys who are not like boys will be laughed at by other boys, be despised or talked 
about, or be called names like gay or faggot (Baltimore; Ghent), or sissy or weirdo
(Shanghai). 



Conclusions

• First global study to demonstrate that we can measure gender norms 
around the world among this young age group (ages 10-14 years old)

• There are consistent forms of patriarchy around the world:
• Girls are perceived to be vulnerable and in need of protection to preserve 

their sexual and reproductive health
• Their mobility and social space is greatly reduced and often enforced by 

parents to preserve their reputation

• Boys expand their social space and are given much more freedom 
and independence, but face increased risks related to the 
environment



Conclusions

• This study demonstrates that it is possible to conduct research among 
this population across multiple cultural settings
• There is rich data from both parents and adolescents across 15 sites

• There are robust findings from Global South

• The data is part of and informs a collection of tools and measures that 
can be used across settings



Implications of findings

• Gender inequitable norms are linked with poor health outcomes
• norms are solidified early and messages are coming from multiple channels

• Earlier interventions including boys and girls may be a promising 
strategy to prevent negative health outcomes
• incorporate multiple sectors that transmit these norms to our children around 

the world
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