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Central questions of 
the report

• #1: A focus on development: 

universal and contest affects 

• #2: A focus on gender norms: 

universal and context affects

• #3: A focus on resilience: what 

protects adolescent girls from 

harm? 



Methods used

• Literature review: adolescent 
physical and neurodevelopment, 
gender norms, protective factors and 
resilience

• Analysis of nearly 400 interviews 
with adolescent girls from 15 
countries across 5 continents

• Interviews with 11 stakeholders 
from UN agencies, NGOs, academia 
and clinical practice across from 
Europe, North America, Asia, Africa 
and Latin America.



Question #1:
How does development change 
across the stages of adolescence 
from early to mid-, and then late 
adolescence? What aspects are 
universal? How does context affect 
development?



Developmental 

Stage
Developmental Change Consequences/ Implications
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Puberty usually begins with development of 

secondary sex characteristics. For girls first 

changes include: weight gain, breast 

development and growth spurt, menses 

occurs late. 

Girls are looking like mature women at younger 

ages and long before their brains fully mature. 

Increased sensitivity to rewards (compared 

with children or adults). Less sensitivity to 

punishment. 

Adolescents are no longer motivated by threats 

and punishments. Rewarding positive actions 

have greatest returns.

Rise in romantic and sexual interests. Girls’ 

interests precede boys.’ Peer affirmation 

more rewarding than previously.

Romantic interests and attractions create the 

same physical responses (called the “dopamine 

squirt”) that stimulate the reward system of the 

brain. Results in “if it feels good, do it” orientation.

Increased risk-taking and novelty-seeking.
Adolescents learn best from incremental rewards, 

natural consequences, positive reinforcements.



Developmental

Stage
Behavioral/Physical Change Consequences/Implications
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Increased use of brain stimulating substances 

(e.g., alcohol) seen in human and other 

animal adolescents (e.g., rats). 

Alcohol, cocaine, and other substances are 

chemically similar to dopamine and result is 

similar stimulation of the reward system of the 

brain. Controlling access more effective than 

trying to alter behavior.

Learning strategies change. Puberty is 

associated with increased boredom with 

increased disengagement.

Early development of limbic system (the reward 

system) makes social learning more stimulating 

in relation to cognitive learning. Exploratory 

learning increasingly effective.

Adolescents develop “switching” capacity 

(AKA cognitive flexibility), the ability to switch 

between two concepts (sometimes mistakenly 

called multi-tasking). 

Adolescents are becoming nimbler in their 

thinking. Activities that challenge that thinking 

(e.g., word games) are more of interest then 

before.  

Changes in sleep pattern naturally occur with 

later sleep and waking times. Similar shift is 

seen in other species. 

Daytime sleepiness results in increased 

emotionality and decreased ability to 

concentrate. Minimizing sleep disturbances 

increasingly important. 



Developmental 

Stage
Behavioral/Physical Change Consequences/Implications
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Puberty completed (especially for girls). Emotional 

regulation system begins to develop allowing for 

improved concentration, more rational decision 

making, less impulsivity, greater planfulness.

Girls are able to do better planning such as 

contraceptive use that requires taking an action today 

to prevent something in the future from occurring. 

Perspective taking skills (the ability to walk in 

another’s shoes) increase, resistance to peer 

pressure develops, working memory improves, 

sensation-seeking declines, decision-making reaches 

adult capacity.

The increasingly able to regulate emotions decreases 

distractions and allows for better concentration and 

more rational decision-making.

While decision-making reaches adult capacity there 

are many other factors that influence it: past 

experience, pressure to decide quickly, being more 

interested in immediate rather than long term 

rewards, the social gains (such as peer recognition) 

even when longer term consequences are negative.

While the “breaking system” is maturing there is still a 

strong influence of peer approval on behavior. 

Additionally, because the developing adolescent does 

not have a lot of capacity to project themselves into 

the future, decisions may be based on short term 

rather than long term consequences.

With physical and brain maturation, there is a trend 

toward greater independence but concurrently there 

is a tension and price of moving away from family, 

peer affirmation (e.g., sense of isolation, depression).

With greater cognitive capacity coupled with better 

control of emotions (PFC development) the rewards 

of peer affirmation has less stimulatory effect on the 

reward system. However social supports built on trust 

are increasingly important.
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Behavioral/Physical Change Consequences/Implications
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Greater susceptibility to depression especially for girls. 

Depression is not just the consequence of social 

status differences but also due to biological changes 

of developing a “breaking system” on the emotional 

and reward centers of the brain.

Social networks and reduction of 

social isolation become increasingly 

important for late adolescent girls as 

antidotes to depression.

Resistance to peer pressure by age 18 is comparable 

to adults of any age. Girls are better able to resist peer 

pressure than boys of same age.

The capacity of late adolescent girls 

to resist peer pressure is frequently 

seen as countercultural and 

conformity is rewarded. This capacity 

needs to be reinforced.

Improved impulse control, emotional regulation, less 

influenced by fatigue and stress.

By the end of adolescence girls are 

able to make fully rational decisions 

if the contexts in which they live 

support and encourage them.



Question #2:
What are the universal gender 
norms and scripts and how are 
they manifest around the world? 
What is context specific?



Inequitable gender norms 

transcend place and culture.



The global nature of inequitable 
gender norms

• Girls more commonly than boys challenge 
gender inequalities

• There appears to be an inverse relationship 
between higher education and income and 
endorsement of gender inequality

• Puberty is associated with intensification of 
gendered behavioral expectations (e.g., of how 
boys and girls are supposed to act)

• The relationship between parental 
endorsement of equality and equitable 
attitudes among adolescent girls and boys is 
not clear—there are conflicting findings in the 
literature

• Adolescents learn about gender role 
expectations directly and indirectly from 
observing parents and other family members



• Parents consistently appear to be more 
restrictive of their adolescent daughters than 
their sons

• Male peer groups enforce competition, 
toughness, and heterosexual prowess

• Boys who do not conform to local masculinity 
standards are bullied and ridiculed by peers

• Girls reinforce peer norms of beauty, 
appearance, and heterosexual romance 
through name calling and social isolation

• Schools reinforce traditional gender norms 
through dress codes, behavioral admonitions, 
and constraints on sports participation

The global nature of inequitable 
gender norms



Boys are not immune from the harmful 
effects of inequitable gender norms

• Boys drink more and more heavily than girls in 
adolescence

• Boys fight more than do girls

• Boys are more likely to engage in criminal 
activities than girls

• Boys are more engaged in every health 
compromising behaviour such as heavy 
smoking than are girls

• Boys die more in adolescence than do girls

• Boys are less accepting of gender atypical 
behaviours than are girls

• Men’s life expectancy is less than women’s



Question #3:
What protects adolescent girls at 
different ages and stages? 



What Matters for Adolescent Girls?

Families matter!

School matters!

Role models matter!



Golden threads

• Girls’ brain development allows for better 
spatial and organizational skills than boys.’ 

• By mid-adolescence girls are better able 
to resist peer pressure than boys.

• There are negative sanctions of girls being 
friends with boys starting with puberty. For 
them and for boys there is a great sense 
of loss.

• Boys as well as girls are disadvantaged by 
hegemonic masculine gender norms.



Golden threads (cont.)

Text

• Adolescent girls experience significantly 

more depression than boys as they go 

through adolescence due both to biologic 

changes and discrimination.

• Adolescent girls and boys are less 

motivated by threats and more motivated 

by rewards and reinforcements.

Experience alters gender discriminatory 

beliefs. When boys and girls can both 

experience girls’ competence, gender 

stereotypes change.

• Friendships are highly protective in the 

lives of early and mid-adolescent girls.

• Family connectedness is the most 

protective factor in the lives adolescents. 



• Girls look like mature women long before they 
have the cognitive abilities of adults.

• Planfulness is a capacity that develops in mid-
or late adolescence; it requires the capacity 
for future thinking.

• Girls who do not conform to norms of beauty, 
appearance and heterosexual romance tend 
to be socially isolated and called names.

• Adolescence is a time of heightened stress. In 
contexts where social change is greatest 
stress is greatest.

• Experiences and development are 
interrelated. Contexts that constrain girls’ 
experiences limit their development.

Golden threads (cont.)



Thank you.


