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Now is Australia’s chance to unlock the 
potential of adolescent girls globally. 

This report calls on all Australians 
– parliamentarians, policy makers, 

donors and individuals – to recognise 
that investing in adolescent girls  

can change the world. 

Stand with us.  
Stand with girls.  

Stand for equality.

Susanne Legena, CEO, 
Plan International Australia
There are half a billion adolescent girls in the world. Half a 
billion reasons why Plan International, one of the world’s 
oldest and largest children’s development agencies, has 
decided to put equality for adolescent girls at the heart of 
everything we do. This report is for those girls.

It’s for Yolinda in Bougainville (featured here), who is 
fighting for her right to education. 

It’s for Brisa (page 63), who is going door-to-door in her 
community in Nicaragua to challenge the harmful gender 
stereotypes that perpetuate sexual abuse. 

It’s for Memory (page 25), who led a campaign to make 
child marriage illegal in Malawi after her 11-year-old sister 
was forced to marry the older man who got her pregnant. 

This report doesn’t paint these girls as victims. Rather, 
it highlights their power to create a better future for 
themselves and others like them. It shows that when we 
invest in girls – when we give them the tools to learn, lead, 
decide and thrive – we can change the world.

The harsh reality is that adolescent girls are still not being 
prioritised in investments or policies, either in Australia 
or internationally. The world talks about focusing on 
‘women and girls’ in aid and development, but in practice 
investments still target adult women or younger children, 
and adolescent girls aged 10 to 19 fall through the gap. 

Whether we are trying to empower girls to further their 
education, avoid child marriage, access family planning 
services or escape gender-based violence, we cannot 
improve girls’ realities without first acknowledging that their 
challenges and needs are unique. 

This report is here to do just that. It’s here to make girls 
visible. It’s here to show that investing in girls is the 
key to achieving the sustainable development agenda. 
And it’s here to show how we can all come together – 
governments, businesses, philanthropists, women, girls, 
men and boys – to be part of the solution.

Girls. Boys. Equality. There are half a billion reasons to 
stand with us.

FOREWORD

About  
Plan International 
Plan International is one of the world’s oldest and largest child rights development agencies.  
We work in over 70 countries around the world to tackle the root causes of poverty, inequality and 
injustice. We strive for a just world that advances children’s rights and equality for girls - working 
together with children, young people, our supporters and partners to achieve change.  
Plan International is independent, with no religious affiliation. 

Yolinda, 18 years old, Bougainville

I am eighteen years old. I go to school every day. 

When I am not going to school, I take care of my 
younger siblings, I cook and sometimes I play soccer 
with my school friends. I love playing soccer. I would 
love to have more time to play.  

Every day I work in a garden. It’s sometimes very 
hard because it’s hot and because I am tired. My 
siblings also work in their gardens. In Bougainville, 
every girl at the age of 10 gets her own garden to 
take care of. We work and then my mum goes to 
market and sells our fruits and vegetables.

I love going to school because I hope that once I 
finish with school I can get a job. I need to study 
hard to get a job. 

My parents are not supportive of my dream. 

They want me to stay at home, take care of my 
garden and earn money for family. “You need to 
stay at home and earn some money” - that is what 
they tell me. Every day. 

I am now in grade eight and I need to study for 
seven more years to become a nurse.

I would love to become a nurse. That is my dream. 
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There are close to 600 million adolescent girls aged 10 to 19 living in the world today 
with 500 million in developing countries.1 

Importantly, more than half the global population of adolescent girls are on our 
doorstep, growing up in the countries that we provide aid and development to, trade 
and engage with on foreign policy. 

Our neighbours in South Asia host a staggering 340 million adolescent girls and 
boys, and East Asia and the Pacific are home to 277 million adolescents.2 In the 
Sub-Saharan region, where we provide the most in humanitarian aid, 10 to 19 year 
olds make up almost one quarter of the region’s population. 

This means that half a billion adolescent girls in the developing world are our 
next generation of leaders, workers and mothers.

 What opportunities they have, what barriers they face and what they achieve today 
will set them on a life course that will not only determine their futures, but the future 
of their families, their communities and their nations. 

The evidence in now clear. 

When we create the conditions for adolescent girls to fulfil their right to gender 
equality, to be healthy, educated, safe and economically empowered, they have 
the power to lift their families out of poverty and transform economies. 

The United Nations Population Fund has recognised girls aged 10 as the key 
group whose potential, if unlocked, will create the economic and social conditions 
needed to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Yet the potential of adolescent girls to thrive is limited because they are girls. 

All over the world girls are at risk because of their young age and their gender. They 
are at risk of being married before the age of 18. They are at risk of rape, violence 
and harassment from men and boys in every space they occupy, including their 
home, their school, their refugee camp and their city. They are at risk of being denied 
the opportunity to access a secondary education, to gain the skills and training they 
need to work and to exercise control over their sexual and reproductive health. 

The picture is even bleaker for girls that are the most disadvantaged and 
discriminated against, such as girls that have a disability, those who are the 
poorest or live in the most remote communities, girls that are sex workers, girls 
that belong to a minority indigenous, ethnic or religious group, those who are 
young mothers, girls who are refugees or migrants or girls who identify as lesbian, 
bisexual or transgender. 

Despite the grim reality for millions of adolescent girls globally,  
there is a solution. 

Australia has an opportunity at a political and government level to make adolescent 
girls visible, for the first time ever, in Australia’s agenda on foreign policy, trade, 
overseas aid and development. 

At this moment in time, adolescent girls are virtually invisible.

 They barely rate a mention in Australia’s new Foreign Policy White Paper. They are 
an add on “and girls” in the Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Strategy 
2015 and the 80 per cent investment target to achieve gender equality shows little 
benefit to adolescent girls as a beneficiary group.3 

We need a concerted effort at a political and government level to catch up. 

The United States released its Global Strategy to Empower Adolescent Girls in 2016, 
setting out an ambitious road map for tackling the barriers that keep adolescent girls 
from reaching their full potential.4 The Global Strategy includes an implementation 
plan for each of the departments responsible for helping girls around the world 
achieve their full potential. 

Now it’s Australia’s turn. 

We can unlock the potential of adolescent girls and fulfil the ambitious agenda of the 
2030 Sustainable Development Goals by developing a stand-alone action plan that 
sets out Australia’s commitment to gender equality for adolescent girls with a clear 
implementation plan and investment targets. 

Only with a clear roadmap for how we will invest in adolescent girls and champion 
their rights internationally will Australia be able to play a leadership role in unlocking 
the potential of the half a billion adolescent girls in the developing world. 

Adolescent girls can change the world. 

However, they can only do so if they are able to fully enjoy their rights, participate as 
active citizens and leaders and stay safe from harm. 

Executive Summary

Half a billion reasons paints a picture of the lives 
of adolescent girls globally. It makes the case 
for why we need to do more and why we need to 
act now. It poses a challenge to governments, 
donors, organisations, communities and 
individuals to break down the barriers and 
create the conditions that will bring about 
transformative change in the lives of girls, their 
families and their nations. 

About  
this report
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It is now widely recognised that adolescence is 
a crucial time in the transition from childhood to 
adulthood. 

The expectations, opportunities, risks and needs 
for girls and boys diverge considerably during 
adolescence. 

Where adolescent boys are offered opportunities 
to continue their education with the expectation 
of employment and income, the opportunities for 
adolescent girls to progress through secondary 
education (especially upper secondary school) 
rapidly diminishes, denying future economic 
opportunities and financial independence. Where 
the burden of household chores eases for boys 
as they get older, it only increases for adolescent 
girls as they take on adult roles of domestic work 
and caring for family. Where adolescent boys are 
assuming leadership roles in their families and 
communities, adolescent girls’ freedoms are being 
curtailed and decisions are made by their families 
that determine the course of their lives. 

Adolescence is a time of rapid and life changing 
physical and emotional development that has 
its own unique challenges for adolescent girls. 
Puberty and evolving sexual maturity places girls 
at heightened risk of sexual and physical violence 
in the home, in their relationships and at school. 
The challenges associated with menstruation; the 
taboos, lack of sanitary products and toilets at 
schools can limit girls’ freedoms and access to 
education. 

Gendered social and cultural norms and 
behaviours begin to play a significant role in 
shaping adolescent girls experiences and can 
result in child marriage, intimate partner violence 
and early pregnancy. It can also limit adolescent 
girls’ access to sexual and reproductive health 
information and services necessary to maintain 
good health and avoid unintended pregnancies. 
When adolescent girls experience pregnancy, 
they are at high risk of maternal and birth related 
complications – much  
more so than women over the age of 18. 

But with these challenges come enormous 
opportunities. 

Investing in adolescent girls is one of the 
most effective ways to break the cycle of inter-
generational poverty and inequality. If we, as 
individuals, donors and governments can create 
the conditions for adolescent girls to learn, lead, 
decide and thrive, then we are driving gender 
equality for generations of women and girls. 

Girls aged 10 to 14 

Early adolescence is a period of major 
developmental and social change for girls 
aged 10 to 14. Focussing on girls aged 
10 to 14 presents an opportunity to build 
on previous investments made in child 
health, nutrition and primary education. 
Early adolescence is a time to work with 
families and communities to challenge 
harmful gender norms and expectations, 
address barriers to accessing secondary 
education and provide sexual and 
reproductive health information and 
services designed for that age group. It 
is also a crucial time to work with girls to 
build confidence, leadership skills and to 
equip them with the tools and power to 
navigate the challenges of adolescence. 

Girls aged 15 to 19 

Late adolescence is a time when girls 
transition into adulthood. Girls aged 15 
to 19 are at a crossroads in terms of the 
trajectory of their lives. It is often a time 
when families make decisions regarding 
girls’ education, marriage and other rights 
and freedoms. It is also a crucial period in 
a girls’ life where the right interventions and 
opportunities will equip girls to navigate 
the complexities of relationships, school 
and work life. With access to high quality, 
effective and timely sexual and reproductive 
health information and services, girls will 
have control and choice over pregnancy and 
can prevent sexually transmitted infections. 
Opportunities to complete higher secondary 
education and/or vocational training will 
provide adolescent girls with the bridge 
that they need to enter the workforce and 
become economically empowered. Giving 
girls aged 15 to 19 a platform to be leaders 
and change makers within their families, 
communities, schools and workplaces will 
give girls power and autonomy and help  
to transform harmful gender norms  
and behaviours. 

why  
adolescent girls?

Hayat, 14, dreams of becoming a maths teacher and returning home to Syria
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Gender equality for the world’s adolescent girls 
is achievable but it requires a concerted effort 
on the part of all governments and donors. 
Australia, through its foreign affairs, trade, aid and 
development agenda can take a global leadership 
role in transforming the lives of adolescent girls 
across the world.

Political commitments 

Change for adolescent girls cannot be achieved 
without strong political leadership, without 
parliamentarians from all sides of politics standing 
alongside girls and committing to championing their 
rights. The lives of adolescent girls can only be 
transformed if political parties and parliamentarians 
recognise that empowering adolescent girls is 
critical to achieving gender equality and ending 
inter-generational poverty across the world. A 
policy platform that includes a clear commitment to 
achieving gender equality for adolescent girls, as 
a distinct group, is an important step in positioning 
Australia as a champion for adolescent girls globally. 

The way forward 

  
Government commitments 

There is enormous potential for the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) to build on its 
commitment to achieving gender equality globally 
by developing a stand-alone action plan for 
adolescent girls, similar to the US Government’s 
2016 Global Strategy to Empower Adolescent Girls. 
A Departmental action plan provides a clear road 
map for the future, identifying the key challenges 
and the evidence based programs and foreign policy 
interventions that will directly benefit adolescent 
girls in the countries that Australia engages with and 
invests in.

The action plan would be a clear statement on 
how the Australian Government will address the 
specific challenges facing adolescent girls in 
order to reduce gender-based violence, promote 
their sexual and reproductive health, encourage 
their economic empowerment, ensure access to 
inclusive and equitable education, enable girls’ 
leadership, and protect adolescent girls during 
disasters and emergencies. 

Budget commitments 

The Government’s budget commitment to aid 
and development is Australia’s greatest tool for 
advancing the rights of adolescent girls globally, 
providing the foundations of our diplomatic 
leadership on this agenda. There are clear and 
specific budget investments that can create real 
benefit to adolescent girls globally. 

Overall, Australia can demonstrate its commitment 
to ending poverty and advancing gender equality 
by increasing its overall investment in aid. The 
renewed global focus, as articulated in the new 
Foreign Policy White Paper and Australia’s seat 
on the United Nations Human Rights Council, 
places a strong onus on the Government to build 
its international standing and global reputation on 
overseas aid and development assistance. To fail 
to do so will undermine Australia’s influence both 
in the Indo-Pacific region and globally. 

The Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 
Strategy 2016 identifies a number of economic 
measures to strengthen gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment in aid and 
development including the Gender Equality 
Fund, reporting on aid expenditure where gender 
is a ’significant’ or “’principal’ objective and a 
policy commitment to ensuring that 80 per cent 
of all aid investments address gender issues. 
Currently, expenditure falls well short of the stated 
commitment. According to the Performance of 
Australian Aid Report 2015-16, only 6 per cent of 
spending in 2015-16 was committed to investments 
where gender equality was the ‘principal’ objective. 
We recommend a target of at least 20 per cent 
of the overall aid budget by 2030 be spent on 
programs that identify gender equality as the 
‘principal’ objective. 

Additionally, there is little evidence that Australia’s 
80 per cent target on gender equality has 
benefited adolescent girls as a group with 
unique needs and challenges. The Aid Program 
Performance Report 2016-17 for the Australian 
NGO Cooperation Program (ANCP) identifies 
the benefits of investments for women however, 
adolescent girls as a beneficiary group are entirely 
absent from this reporting. 

We believe that in order to ensure that Australia’s 
overseas aid and development assistance 
contributes to gender equality for the next 
generation of women, there must be a stand-alone 
target for adolescent girls to ensure their visibility 
in aid expenditure and strengthen transparency in 
reporting. We recommend a target of 15 per cent by 
2030 for all investment with a principal or significant 
objective to achieve gender equality designed with 
adolescent girls as a primary beneficiary. 

Political 
recommendation: 

All political parties 
commit to achieving 
gender equality for 
adolescent girls in 
party policy platforms.

Government 
recommendation:

 The Department 
of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade develop a 
stand-alone action 
plan on achieving 
gender equality for 
adolescent girls 
through Australia’s 
foreign policy, trade, 
aid and development. 

 

Budget 
recommendations: 

Set a target that at 
least 15 per cent of all 
investments with the 
principal or significant 
objective of advancing 
gender equality, 
identify adolescent 
girls as the primary 
beneficiaries by 2030. 

Increase overall 
investment in 
initiatives where the 
‘principal’ objective is 
gender equality, from  
6 per cent to 20 per 
cent by 2030. 

Rebuild the overseas 
aid and development 
budget by increasing 
investment in aid 
expenditure to 0.7 per 
cent of GNI by 2030.
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Protect every adolescent 
girl’s right to be free from 
gender based violence and 
harmful practices in their 
home, in school, online and 
in public places.

Every 2 seconds a girl 
becomes a child bride 
somewhere in the world.6

Over 120 million 
adolescent girls have 
been subject to sexual 
violence including rape.7

 

A university educated  
young woman is two times more 
likely to enter the labour market 
than a less educated (primary 
level) woman.20 

When women and girls over 16 
earn an income they reinvest  
90% of it in their families, 
compared to men who reinvest 
only 30% to 40%.

If all the 10-year-old girls 
who drop out of school 
or do not attend school 
in developing countries 

completed secondary 
education, they would 

contribute $21 billion a year 
to their economies.19 

 
If all the unmet 

contraceptive  
needs of women and 

girls were met, unplanned 
pregnancies and births 

would fall by 75%.21

If women were to participate 
in the economy at a level 

comparable to men, global  
GDP would grow by 26% or  
$USD 28 trillion, by 2025.22 

The World Bank has 
shown that for every year 
an adolescent girl remains 
in school after age 11, her 
risk of unplanned  
pregnancy declines by  
6% throughout  
secondary school.

Grow a country’s economic 
prosperity by economically 

empowering adolescent 
girls through transformative 

vocational and 
entrepreneurship training 

Adolescent girls and young 
women make up 76% of 

young people around the 
world who are not in school, 

training or employment.13

23% of young people aged 15 
to 24 are employed on less 

than $1.25 US a day.14 

Create the conditions for 
adolescent girls to be 

change agents and leaders 

Globally, only 23% of all 
national parliamentarians are 

women.17

Across 3,000 global 
companies, women hold only 

14% of board seats.18

Fight poverty by giving 
adolescent girls access 
to high quality, inclusive 
& equitable secondary 
education.

Only 18% of adolescent 
girls in Papua New Guinea 
attend upper secondary 
school.10 

In Asia, 1 in 3 girls who 
experience violence at 
school will never report  
the incident.11 

In parts of Vanuatu, 75% 
of girls miss up to three 
days of school each 
month because they have 
their period.12

Empower and protect adolescent 
girls during disasters and 
emergencies

In conflict-affected countries 
nearly 90% of adolescent girls 
are more likely to be out of 
secondary school than girls 
in countries not affected by 
conflict.15

Every day 507 women and 
adolescent girls die from 
pregnancy related causes in 
countries that are fragile states  
affected by conflict or disaster.16 

Promote adolescent girls’ 
health, well-being and rights 

with high quality and age 
appropriate sexual and 

reproductive health services & 
information

Pregnancy related 
complications are the leading 
cause of death for adolescent 

girls aged 15 to 19.8

3 in 4 new HIV infections in 
adolescents aged 15 to 19 are 

girls in sub-Saharan Africa.9 

How can we transform  
the lives of adolescent girls? 
Over half a billion adolescent girls live in the developing world.5

Unlocking the potential  
of half a billion
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What adolescent girls around 
the world are saying

Transforming adolescent girls’ lives  
through the Sustainable Development Goals 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are an ambitious set of goals and targets 
that 193 countries, including Australia, signed up to in September 2015. The SDGs are 
a road map to tackle the global challenges that the world faces today such as ending 
poverty, providing access to education, achieving gender equality, promoting universal 
health care and saving the environment. 

The catch cry of the SDGs is leave no one behind which makes it all the more important that 
nations prioritise helping the most marginalised and excluded, such as adolescent girls. The 
SDGs are a tool to hold governments to account, ensuring that the needs of the most vulnerable, 
such as adolescent girls, are front and centre in government policies and investments. 

In 2018, Australia will report on its progress towards achieving the SDGs as part of the Voluntary 
National Review. This, provides an important opportunity for the Australian Government to set 
a baseline and targets for ensuring that adolescent girls are not left behind in Australia’s aid, 
development, trade and foreign policy investments and programs.

Protecting adolescent girls’ rights under  
the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) recognises that people under the age of 
18 years old need special care and protection that adults do not. At its very heart, the CRC 
preserves every child’s right to life, survival, development and non-discrimination and places 
a responsibility on governments to act in the best interests of children and to respect their 
views. Given that adolescent girls are routinely denied their rights because of their gender 
and age and are regularly subject to discrimination, the CRC is a powerful tool for holding 
governments to account. Australia will be reporting to the United Nations Committee on the 
Rights of the Child in 2018.

Driving gender equality for adolescent girls 
with the Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women

The Australian Government is a signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) which sets a clear agenda for the achievement of 
gender equality and non-discrimination for all women and girls. The Convention seeks to end 
discrimination in all areas of employment, political and public life, marriage and family life. 
It promotes equal access to education and vocational training at all levels, the reproductive 
and health rights of women and girls, and participation in all aspects of economic and 
social life such as sports and cultural activities. CEDAW is a road map for achieving gender 
equality for adolescent girls.

The promises Australia has made to protect 
and promote the rights of adolescent girls 

“Presidency is not meant for girls. People 
say that a woman cannot rule a man. Because 
they assume we don’t have brains that can 
transform the country.” 
Adolescent girl, Uganda 1023

“The government is now giving free books and 
scholarships, so girls want to be educated. No 
girls want to be unemployed and stay at home.” 
Adolescent Girl, Bangladesh24

“At night, I do not feel safe. I don’t feel safe in 
school either, as the boys don’t respect us. A 
girl, my cousin, was raped in daytime in the park. 
Another cousin also was raped. Girls cannot go 
out, only in short moments, even in the day, and 
should go accompanied.”  
Adolescent Girl, Nicaragua25

“Just because we have a disability doesn’t mean 
we don’t comprehend and understand. Our 
development is the same.”  
Young woman with a disability in Latin America26

"When women don't have access to modern forms 
of contraception, they end up having children 
very frequently, which doesn't give them any 
opportunity to get skills and have a good economic 
situation. Women need access to all forms of 
contraception in order to secure a better future for 
their family,"  
Elfia, 19, Timor-Leste27

“If you don’t empower a girl that her body is 
hers….she will get married not because she want 
to get married but because her society says so, her 
parents are telling her to do so, so you find that  
the girls have no say in this particular sense...” 
Adolescent girl, Kampala28

“Most of the men feel they are superior to the 
women because they still provide them with 
money. But if a woman would have a business 
of her own, if she would be equipped with the 
social survival skills, she’d be able to earn 
as a woman and not to depend on the money 
coming from her husband…”  
Adolescent Girl, Kampala29

“I am changing the stereotype of what it 
means to be a girl. There is no definition 
of what it means to be a girl. What a man 
can do, a woman can do, too. I believe life 
would be better if we didn’t have those 
stereotypes.”  
Lan, Year 10, Vietnam30
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Tackling gender based violence is one of the 
single, most powerful interventions that can assist 
adolescent girls to be healthy, safe and empowered. 
Adolescent girls experience and are at risk of 
violence virtually everywhere – in their homes, 
in their relationships, on the streets, on public 
transport, in schools, in workplaces and online. 

Girls experience violence in ways that are different 
to adult women. The young age of adolescent girls 
and the changes that they experience as a result 
of puberty make them particularly vulnerable to 
sexual and physical violence. The consequences 
are life long, disrupting their pathway to adulthood 
and impacting on their learning, their future choices, 
their relationships and their emotional and physical 
well-being.

Over 120 million adolescent girls worldwide have 
been subject to sexual violence including rape.32

In three quarters of low- and middle-income 
countries more than one in five adolescent girls 
have experienced violence by their partner in the 
last 12 months.33 Girls experience violence in school 
and at the hands of family members. Adolescent 
girls are more likely to be exposed to harmful 
practices such as child marriage and female genital 
mutilation. They are more vulnerable to trafficking 
and sexual exploitation, particularly in humanitarian 
emergencies and when on the move.

Gender based violence in urban spaces, such as 
large cities, is a growing challenge for adolescent 
girls. For the first time in history, there are more 
people living in cities than in rural areas.

Each year, over 20 million adolescent girls move 
to cities to study and work.34 

Girls that are living in and travelling through urban 
centres are subject to physical violence, sexual 
harassment and verbal abuse on a daily basis. In 
turn, this limits their freedom of movement – girls 
modify their behaviour to stay safe.35

We cannot transform the lives of adolescent 
girls if we fail to end gender based violence 
and harmful practices. The link between a 
girl’s experience of violence and her health, 
development and empowerment is indisputable. 
Gender based violence has long term and 
intergenerational consequences, and failing 
to intervene today will have consequences for 
generations of children to come.

Protecting every 
adolescent girl’s right 
to be free from gender 
based violence and 
harmful practices 
Ratana, 15, thinks that girls and boys are just the same 

Every 10 minutes, 
somewhere in the world, 
an adolescent girl dies as 
a result of violence.31
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A global snapshot  
of the problem

Though there is limited data on adolescent girls’ 
experiences of violence, especially younger 
adolescent girls (aged 10 to 14), what we do 
know paints a troubling picture of their lives, 
particularly for girls that live in parts of the 
Pacific and South Asia. 

Though Papua New Guinea (PNG) is one of 
the primary recipients of Australia’s aid and 
development, investment has failed to reduce the 
levels of gender based violence against women and 
girls. PNG has been described as one of the most 
dangerous places to be a woman or girl, with sexual 
and physical violence having reached epidemic 
levels.37

Over two thirds of PNG women are estimated to 
have suffered some form of physical or sexual 
violence and 41 per cent of men admit to having 
committed rape.38 

Women and girls are not only targets in their homes, 
but experience rape and assault as a result of tribal 
disputes (where girls from one clan or family are 
targeted by an opposing clan or family as ‘payback’) 
and as result of accusations of sorcery and 
witchcraft.39 

Rape and sexual violence against girls is particularly 
high in the Solomon Islands where a study found 
that 42 per cent of women surveyed who had their 
first sexual experience before the age of 15 reported 
it was forced.40 Of those, 36 per cent identified their 
boyfriend as the perpetrator, 24 per cent identified a 
stranger and 19 per cent identified a family member 
as the perpetrator.41 Of the women who had their 
first sexual experience between the ages of 15 and 
17, 24 per cent reported that it was forced.42

Evidence from South Asian countries such as 
Indonesia is equally alarming. Indonesia’s first 
nationwide violence against women and girls 
survey, conducted in 2016, reveals that over 41 per 
cent of women have experienced physical, sexual, 
emotional or economic violence in their lifetime and 
16 per cent have experienced at least one form of 
violence in the last 12 months.43 

Alongside the physical, emotional, sexual and 
economic violence that adolescent girls face, 
they must also endure harmful practices deeply 
embedded in culture, religion and tradition. 

Child marriage

Child marriage persists as a harmful practice that 
primarily affects adolescent girls aged 10 to 17 
and severely limits their future opportunities to be 
educated, healthy and economically empowered. 

Child marriage is not specific to one region, 
culture or religion. 

Worldwide, more than 700 million women alive today 
were married before their 18th birthday. Of these 
women, more than 250 million were married before 
the age of 15.44 

Papua 
New 

Guinea  
22% of girls 

married by the 
age of 18 

Indonesia 18% 
of girls married 

by the age of 18

Solomon 
Islands  

22% married by 
the age of 18 and 
3% married by the 

age of 15

Bangladesh 
52% of girls 

married by the 
age of 18 and 18% 
married by the age 

of 15

“Violence against girls and 
women needs to stop. Every 
day we face prejudice 
and are excluded from 
society. It’s about time our 
voices were heard.” Maria 
Fernanda, 18.36

There is no one cause for child marriage. It is 
fuelled by gender inequality, poverty, traditions, and 
insecurity.46 

What we do know is that girls with no education are 
three times as likely to marry as girls with secondary 
education, and girls in rural areas are twice as likely 
to be married by 18 as those in urban areas.47 Girls 
are particularly at risk in fragile states where conflict 
and insecurity drive decisions to marry girls early – 
9 out of 10 countries that have the highest rates of 
child marriage are fragile.48 

If there is no reduction in the practice of child 
marriage, the total number of women married in 
childhood will grow from more than 700 million today 
to approximately 950 million by 2030.50 

“At the age of 13/14, poor 
parents started thinking 
about marriage. Poor 
parents think girls are 
dependent. They will not get 
benefits from a daughter. 
Families expect more from 
boys, boys will feed them.”49

 
	  
Malawi  

46% married by 
the age of 18 and 
9% married by the 

age of 15

Adolescent girls married by 1845
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This is Sharina* aged 14 and Nazir* aged 17 from Bangladesh. Their marriage was 
arranged by Sharina's father and Nazir's grandfather. Sharina has been married for 
two years and now has a six-month-old daughter.56

For adolescent girls married before the age of 
18, being a child bride changes the course of 
their lives. Girls are more likely to experience 
poverty, violence and early pregnancy, threatening 
their lives and their health. It limits their future 
prospects, denying them access to education and 
opportunities to gain skilled employment. 

Adolescent girls who are married before the 
age of 18 are significantly more likely to face 
violence and abuse in their homes, at the 
hands of their husband and their husband’s 
families. 

In Vietnam, girls married before the age of 18 
are at nearly double the lifetime risk of intimate 
partner violence compared to women married 
at 18 or older.51 In Eastern and Southern Africa 
more than one third of married adolescent girls 
reported violence at the hands of their partner, 
with even higher rates in Uganda, Tanzania 
and Zimbabwe where close to 50 per cent of 
adolescent girls reported partner violence.52 

There are dire health consequences for adolescent 
girls who are child brides. Due to the power 
imbalance, and in many instances, the large age 
difference, girls are often unable to effectively 
negotiate safe sex leading to higher rates of HIV and 
early pregnancy.53 Girls are less likely to complete 
formal education if they are married before the age 
of 18. Families’ decisions about their daughters 
schooling and marriage are ordinarily made at the 
same time, and a decision to marry a girl before the 
age of 18 will be made together with the decision 
that she will not continue her schooling.55 

Female genital mutilation 

More than 130 million girls and women alive today 
have been subject to female genital mutilation 
(FGM) in the 29 countries in Africa and the Middle 
East with available data. The three main countries 
where girls and women have been cut are Egypt, 
Ethiopia and Indonesia.57 

Gender inequality is the underlying driver of FGM 
and in some countries where FGM is practiced it 
is widely accepted as a social norm. In a recent 
UNICEF survey, there were high levels of support 
for the practice by older women (aged 45 to 49) 
yet the study demonstrated a generational divide 
with the majority of adolescent girls (aged 15 to 
19) supporting the end of FGM. A large proportion 
of girls said they did not see any benefits or 
advantages to the practice.59 

FGM has serious immediate and long term health 
consequences for adolescent girls. Immediate health 
complications for girls that undergo the practice 
include bleeding, delayed or incomplete healing and 
infections.60 Even if girls were cut at a young age, 
they still face severe health issues in adolescence 
such as damage to adjacent organs, sterility, 
recurring urinary tract infections, the formation of 
dermoid cysts and even death.61 

Adolescent girls who are pregnant and have 
undergone FGM are at high risk of child-birth 
complications including difficult delivery, excessive 
bleeding and caesarean sections. Adolescent girls 
may also need multiple surgeries in order to have 
children or for sexual intercourse. Additionally 
there are serious emotional and psychological 
consequences of FGM such as depression and low 
self esteem– especially for adolescent girls who 
enter into puberty and are navigating the challenges 
of body image, sexuality and relationships.62 

Overall the prevalence of FGM has fallen 
– the chance of a girl being cut today is 
one third lower than it was 30 years ago.63 

However in some countries, such as 
Indonesia, rates of FGM remain high. 

Girl taking part in FGM awareness session run by the local community development centre, Egypt

In South Sudan, 
adolescent girls are 
three times more likely 
to die in childbirth 
than to complete their 
education.54 

“Once a girl is circumcised, 
the community assumes 
that she is ready for 
marriage even if she is 
under 18... I realised what 
I had lost as I watched my 
friends continue with their 
studies as I suffered in my 
marriage.”  
Joyce, Tanzania58
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Ten ways to tackle gender based  
violence and harmful practices

1.	 Empower adolescent girls with the skills, knowledge and choices 
to be agents of change. 

2.	 Strengthen legal and policy frameworks to end harmful 
practices and gender based violence. 

3.	 Ensure that justice, social welfare and child protection 
systems are responsive to adolescent girls’ needs.

4.	 Work with adolescent boys and young men to challenge sexism  
and promote respectful relationships.

5.	 Transform gendered attitudes and behaviours of parents, 
teachers, religious and traditional leaders. 

6.	 Keep girls in secondary school or vocational training and 
make these safe spaces.

7.	 Work with government, local authorities and public transport 
providers to tackle public safety for girls.

8.	 Address economic inequality and the financial incentives that  
drive harmful practices.

9.	 Enable adolescent girls to access sexual and reproductive 
health services and information.

10.	 Collect better data on adolescent girls aged 10-14 and 15-19 
and their experiences of violence. 

Ending violence against adolescent girls requires long term work with 
men and boys, in particular adolescent boys and young men, to challenge 
gendered beliefs and behaviours. It requires work with families, schools and 
communities to challenge power structures and the normalisation of gender 
based violence and harmful practices. It also requires work with institutions and 
governments to strengthen justice, child protection and social welfare responses to 
support and protect adolescent girls. 

Effectively ending and addressing child marriage and FGM involves 
an integrated approach that challenges attitudes and focuses on girls’ 
empowerment. There is a growing body of evidence to suggest that the most 
effective policy and systemic interventions are those which support girls to 
stay in schools to receive a quality education, empower girls and mobilise their 
communities to challenge gendered attitudes and behaviours that support child 
marriage and FGM, improve reporting and enforcement systems, laws and policies 
and address poverty and economic insecurity. Working with families as well as 
religious, traditional and community leaders and elected officials at a provincial and 
local level is critical in building support for change and identifying champions who 
will speak out against harmful practices.64

How will the world be different if 
girls are free from gender based 
violence and harmful practices?

Ending gender based violence for adolescent 
girls will have a profound effect on their future 
lives – creating the conditions for girls to reach 
their full potential. 

A world where adolescent girls are free 
from violence and harmful practices is one 
where girls enjoy the same rights as their 
brothers and male peers. Ending violence 
is intrinsically linked to gender equality in 
families, schools and communities. 

Reducing the rates of violence related deaths has 
the potential to save the lives of tens of thousands 
of girls globally and improve the overall health and 
well-being of adolescent girls. If girls were free from 
violence and harmful practices, they would have 
better mental health outcomes, with lower rates 
of depression and suicide. According to the World 
Health Organization (WHO), suicide and self-harm 
is the second leading cause of death for adolescent 
girls aged 10 to 19 years globally.66 

In the Pacific, a recent study found that women who 
had experienced family violence were more likely 
to have had a mother who was beaten and their 
children were also more likely to experience abuse.68 
Breaking the cycle of violence has long term 
impacts across families and communities, benefiting 
generations of children to come. 

There is clear evidence that ending harmful 
practices such as child marriage and FGM can 
have economic benefits for families and more 
broadly, a nation’s economy. Ending child marriage 
can kick-start a country’s economy – a 15 country 
study found that if girls completed higher education 
and did not marry before the age of 18 they 
would contribute $26 billion USD in earnings and 
productivity.69 A decrease in child marriage will 
also impact a nation’s fertility rates – if a woman 
marries at 18 or later she has 26 per cent fewer 
children over her lifetime than a girl who marries at 
13, placing less pressure on education, health and 
welfare systems.70 

Ending gender based violence would have a 
dramatic effect on girls’ access to and success 
in secondary education, improving attendance, 
concentration and results. Every year of 
secondary education reduces the likelihood of 
child marriage and early pregnancy by 6 per 
cent.71 This in turn could lead to an increase 
in economic growth and more broadly drive 
progress towards the 2030 SDGs. 

What are the solutions? 

Ending gender based violence and harmful practices is possible and girls are at 
the forefront of making change happen. However, to tackle this complex, multi-
dimensional problem requires action at every level, from government, communities, 
families, schools, individuals and civil society organisations. 

“There are differences at 
home because my father says 
that I do not have the same 
rights as my brothers. I have 
been talking with my dad and 
he has understood… he is 
letting me do the things he 
didn’t let me do in the past.” 
Maria, 15 Colombia65

Creating interventions for 
adolescent girls to be free 
from violence in their homes 
and relationships could 
break the cycle of inter-
generational violence.67 
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Levelling the playing  
field through sport 

Around the world, sport has the potential to bring 
about positive change and transform the lives 
of young people. In Papua New Guinea, Plan 
International and Equal Playing Field run programs 
with secondary school students promoting gender 
equality and respectful relationships, with the 
ultimate aim of preventing violence against women 
and children. 

The program engages 13 to 15 year-old girls 
and boys to take part in a mixed-gender sports 
competition that combines respectful relationship 
education with skills development and games. 
Teams compete in recreational matches where 
they refine their on-field skills and participate in 
educational sessions on different topics relating 
to gender, respect and relationships. This has 
transformed the understanding of these adolescent 
girls and boys around violence and abuse. It has 
helped them develop support networks, know 
where to seek help, develop empathy for others and 
manage their own anger and stress.

Girl-led campaign to end  
child marriage in Malawi

Malawi has one of the highest rates of child 
marriage in the world, with approximately half of all 
girls married by the age of 18.* Memory Banda’s 
sister was just 11 when she was forced to marry the 
man who got her pregnant: “At the time, I was young 
and thought this was normal. But I quickly realised 
the devastating impact it had on her when she was 
further abused in marriage.” 

Memory and other young campaigners presented 
the First Lady of Malawi with a petition of 42,000 
signatures rejecting the practice. 

As evidence of the power of young people to drive 
change in their countries, thanks to the work of 
Memory and her fellow campaigners, in February 
2017, the Malawian government amended the law 
to ban all instances of marriage for girls under 18 - 
even where there is parental consent. 

Memory, 19, and Rosby, 18, present petition to first lady of MalawiImage attributed to Equal Playing Field
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When adolescent girls are able to exercise control 
over their own sexual and reproductive health they 
are in the best position possible to begin their 
journey into adulthood. 

Investments in adolescent focussed sexual and 
reproductive health services and education are 
powerful vehicles for promoting economically 
empowered individuals, families and 
communities. Adolescent girls that can access 
contraception and can choose when and how 
many children they have are more likely to be 
educated and economically empowered, lifting 
themselves and their families out of poverty. 

Sadly, there are millions of girls around the world 
who do not have access to contraception, condoms, 
family planning and maternal health services, and 
the information that will keep them safe, healthy 
and empowered. Their rights are limited by unfair 
laws and policies that stop girls from accessing 
family planning services because they are not 
adults or they are unmarried. Girls’ rights are limited 
by the cultural and religious taboos in families, 
communities and schools that view sexual activity 
of adolescents as wrong, resulting in a failure to 
provide the education that can help girls prevent 
unplanned pregnancy and HIV. Their rights are 
limited by the lack of investment by governments in 
adolescent centred sexual and reproductive health 
education and services.

Girls that face intersecting discrimination and 
marginalisation, such as girls with disabilities, are 
even less likely to be able to realise their rights to 
good sexual and reproductive health. 

Placing the health of adolescent girls at the 
centre of aid and development has benefits 
that can change the course of a girl’s life and a 
nation’s economy, reducing her risk of poverty 
and inequality and unlocking the demographic 
dividend that can accelerate a country’s 
economic growth.

Promoting health,  
well-being and rights 
through access to sexual 
and reproductive health 
information and services 

Charlienne, 17, sits with her baby son at their home in Brazil

“I went to the 
gynaecologist once but 
she would not talk to 
me because she said 
she doesn’t work with 
‘abnormal’ people.” Young 
woman with a disability 
in Latin America.72
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Pregnancy and  
birth related complications  
are the leading cause 
of death for adolescent 
girls aged 15 to 19 in the 
developing world.  

A global snapshot  
of the problem

All over the world the sexual and reproductive health 
rights of women and girls are being wound back. 
This can mean life or death for girls. 

All over the world, girls are struggling to access 
contraception and family planning services, in some 
instances due to policies that discriminate against 
them because of their age or their unmarried status. 
In Timor-Leste, in early 2017, a draft family planning 
policy proposed to limit family planning services 
to ‘married women’ only, despite the high rates of 
teenage pregnancy in that country. In PNG, parental 
consent to access family planning services is 
required for girls under the age of 18. 

The United States Government has reinstated 
a federal ban on funding for international 
organisations that counsel women and girls on 
family planning options including abortion. The 
‘Mexico City’ policy places restrictions on all global 
health funding provided by the US, potentially 
affecting millions of women and girls in the 
developing world and the services they rely on, 
including family planning, HIV and maternal and 
child health services. 

Australia’s commitment to funding sexual and 
reproductive health services and education 
for girls and young women is limited. Prior to 
2017, Australia’s funding for family planning 
had halved over three years, from $46 million 
in 2013/14 to $23 million in 2015/16. 

There is overwhelming evidence that when 
adolescent girls have access to sexual and 
reproductive health information and services it 
can be life-saving.

Pregnancy and birth related complications are the 
leading cause of death for adolescent girls aged 
15 to 19.73 Bearing children at such a young age 
places both mother and child at risk of serious 
health complications. Babies that are born to 
adolescent mothers are at a much higher risk of 
dying than those born to women aged 20 to 24.74 

Access to condoms and education on sexually 
transmitted diseases are crucial to prevent girls 
from dying. Alarmingly, cases of HIV infection are 
increasing most rapidly amongst young people in 
the developing world. In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
region most heavily affected by HIV, three in four 
newly infected adolescents aged 15–19 are girls.75 

These worrying statistics indicate that adolescent 
girls are contracting HIV more rapidly than any other 
group in the developing world. 

Sexually active adolescent girls who have HIV and 
other sexually transmitted infections face barriers 
in accessing care in health facilities because of 
privacy concerns, the need for parental consent or 
age restrictions on accessing services and limited 
knowledge of the services available. Untreated 
sexually transmitted infections can increase the risk 
of birth complications and maternal mortality. 

Every year, more than 3 million girls undergo 
unsafe abortions, often driven underground by 
laws and policies that criminalise abortion or 
restrict access to unmarried women.76 

Access to family planning services, contraception 
and advice can be life saving. However discussing 
these issues is often taboo, and information about 
sexual and reproductive health is not provided 
either at home or in school at the age when it 
might be useful and potentially protective for young 
women. Finding non-threatening contexts for young 
people to learn and to speak about their sexual and 
reproductive health with their peers can provide one 
solution to this challenge.

Bella* doing young girls hair at her salon, Togo
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 COUNTRY SNAPSHOT – TIMOR-LESTE 

Timor-Leste is a tough place to be an adolescent 
girl. Girls possess little or no voice in terms of 
their own future and rights in one of the poorest 
nations in our region. 

“Our culture is very patriarchal and very traditional, 
so women and girls do not have power to make 
decisions for their own self. For their health, for their 
body, their participation, their voice, their education. 
As well, even though the comprehensive sexuality 
education curriculum is there, often the teacher is 
not confident to deliver the information, and it is not 
something they feel comfortable to talk about. They 
feel they cannot introduce these ideas to children, 
it is only for those who are married. They tell me, 
when they get to this topic, they rip the pages of 
the textbook out,” says Lala Soares, Women and 
Girls Empowerment Program Manager for Plan 
International in Timor-Leste.77 

Alarmingly, almost one quarter of all teenage girls 
in Timor-Leste will fall pregnant and have a baby 
by the time they are 20 years old. In addition, some 
19 per cent are married by the time they are aged 
19, indicating a deep stigma and shame around 
early pregnancy. Of all 15-19 year old women with 
children, half of these young women already have 
more than one child.

A new report released in May 2017 by Plan 
International Timor Leste and UNFPA - ‘Teenage 
Pregnancy and Early Marriage in Timor Leste’ 
captures the challenges for girls who are unable to 
access contraception and sex education, and the 
reality that it leads to high rates of early pregnancy 
and child marriage and the increased incidences 
of domestic violence and girls discontinuing their 
education.78 

In early 2017 a draft family planning policy issued by 
the Ministry of Health made access to contraception 
for girls even more difficult by limiting family 
planning services to ‘married women’ only. In August 
2017, Timorese girls from Alieu municipality gathered 
together as part of a workshop hosted by Plan 
International and issued a statement calling on the 
government to revise the policy. 

"We need an action plan from the new government 
to tackle teenage pregnancy. This must start with 
listening to our recommendations and revising this 
draft policy." Odelia, 18, 

Girls from Aileu municipality presenting their recommendations for the draft family planning policy

What are the solutions? 

First and foremost adolescent girls, particularly those who are most marginalised, must be 
central to the solution –playing a role in informing the design and delivery of programs as well 
as acting as change agents and peer educators. 

Comprehensive sexuality information and education works. It is crucial that adolescent 
girls and boys have access to comprehensive, age-appropriate and inclusive sexuality 
information and education in school and outside of school. Education and information should 
be considered for girls and boys as young as ten and continue to be offered until they reach 
adulthood. Comprehensive education and information can delay the debut of sexual activity, 
reduce the number of sexual partners and increase the use of protection against unintended 
pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease.79 

Evidence also suggests that rights based and gender sensitive sexuality education and 
information can strengthen gender equality and reduce the risk of gender based violence 
amongst adolescents. Working with teachers and parents to break down taboos regarding 
sexuality education is a key aspect of ensuring that girls and boys have access to high quality 
education and information. 

Creating leadership and life skills programs for adolescent girls to have a safe forum where 
they can ask questions that are considered taboo and to learn skills to increase their personal 
agency and bargaining power in their relationships with sexual partners.80 High quality, 
youth friendly sexual and reproductive health services can encourage more adolescent 
girls to access health services at an early stage of pregnancy or when they first become 
sexually active.81 Youth friendly services must respect girls’ rights to confidentiality, privacy 
and informed consent. It is also critical that national and local laws and policies that limit 
girls’ access to family planning and criminalise abortion are challenged and removed, and that 
service providers on the ground are aware of these change and make adjustments in practice, 
to improve girls’ access to services. 

Health club member from Tororo, Uganda
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How will the world be different if 
girls have access to sexual and 
reproductive health information 
and services?

When adolescent girls around the globe are able to 
make choices about when they get pregnant, when 
they are able to protect themselves from HIV and 
sexually transmitted infections, and when they are 
able to stay safe and healthy during their pregnancy 
and child birth, they have the best chance of 
transition to adulthood as happy, healthy and 
empowered young women. 

Age appropriate and youth friendly sexual and 
reproductive health education and services can 
give adolescent girls the tools and the confidence 
to safely and effectively negotiate when they 
first have sex and to protect themselves from 
unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted 
diseases including HIV. It is widely recognised that 
promoting the sexual and reproductive health rights 
of adolescent girls and young women in Africa is 
the key to preventing new HIV infections on the 
continent; importantly the right investments have 
the potential to fast track the end of AIDs amongst 
African women and girls by 2030.82 

We know that mortality rates and poor health 
outcomes are higher for adolescent girls that give 
birth than for women over the age of 18. Imagine 
then, if adolescent girls across the globe were able 
to have access to effective contraception – it would 
save the lives of millions of girls and their babies.

More broadly if girls could realise their rights to 
sexual and reproductive health, the results would 
transform nations. If all unmet need for modern 
contraception were satisfied in developing regions 
the impact would be remarkable. Meeting all 
unmet need for contraception would result in a 
three-quarters decline in unintended pregnancies 
(from the current 89 million to 22 million per 
year), unplanned births (from 30 million to seven 
million per year) and induced abortions (from 48 
million to 13 million per year)83. Slower population 
growth cuts the cost of social services and eases 
demand for water, food, education, health care, 
housing, transportation, and jobs. Family planning 
programs create conditions that ultimately result 
in a healthier, more qualified labour force and 
progress towards poverty reduction and other 
national development goals. 

Let Me Decide and Thrive

Plan International, together with the United 
Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, Catalina Devandas 
Aguilar, has released damning research on the 
specific challenges faced by girls and young 
women with disabilities in realising their sexual 
and reproductive health rights globally. Our 
interviews with girls and young women with 
disabilities in Asia, Africa and Latin America shine 
a light on the grave human rights violations that 
girls face every day of their lives. 

Girls with disabilities are systematically robbed of 
their agency and control over their own bodies, 
too often forced to undergo sterilisation, abortion 
or other extreme measures that result in lifelong 
and irreversible damage. 

“They [parents] do not allow us to have children 
because they think we are not normal.”  
Young African woman with a disability

The research highlights the deep and systemic 
discrimination that girls with disabilities face 
and how this leads to a denial of their rights to 
access basic sexual and reproductive health 
services. Profound prejudice and stigma 
can lead to girls being unable to access 
comprehensive sexuality education. 

“Just because we have a disability doesn’t mean 
we don’t comprehend and understand. Our 
development is the same.” Young woman with a 
disability in Latin America

Menstruation and menstrual hygiene poses 
specific challenges for girls with disabilities. 
A lack of access to toilets and sanitary pads 
makes it particularly difficult for girls to manage 
their period and can limit girls’ mobility and their 
attendance at school. In extreme cases, it can 
lead to attacks on their bodily integrity, with forced 
use of contraception or forced hysterectomies. 

Plan International and the UN Special Rapporteur 
have together called for urgent action by 
governments to criminalise all harmful and forced 
practices related to sexual and reproductive health, 
provide comprehensive, tailored sexuality education 
to all girls with disabilities, provide training for 
parents and educators and empowering girls with 
disabilities to become advocates and agents of 
change locally, nationally and globally.

If all unmet need for  
contraception was met

Down to Down to Down to

 Disabled girl at a Plan-supported school in Makeni, Sierra Leone

Unintended  
pregnancies

89 million 30 million 48 million22 million 7 million 13 million

Unintended 
births

Induced  
abortions 
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Educating girls has been described as the world’s 
best investment. 

Every year of secondary education that an 
adolescent girl can access and complete, yields 
greater returns for herself, her family and the 
nation’s productivity and economic growth.84 
There has been important progress, globally, in 
increasing girls’ enrolment in primary education, 
but this alone will not provide the conditions 
necessary to create economic prosperity. 

Education is a fundamental right of all 
children and young people as enshrined in 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
A quality, inclusive secondary education 
can place adolescent girls on a path 
towards employment and financial stability. 
Adolescent girls who are in secondary 
school are less likely to be at risk of child 
marriage and early pregnancy and more 
likely to achieve gender equity at home and 
in their relationship. 

If governments are serious about unlocking the 
potential of the millions of adolescent girls in 
the world, there must be a global effort to break 
down the barriers that stop adolescent girls 
from accessing inclusive, equitable and quality 
secondary education. Adolescent girls that face 
additional layers of disadvantage face even more 
barriers to accessing education. 

Creating an action plan on adolescent girls 
requires an understanding of the barriers 
that are specific to girls’ age, gender and 
the intersectional issues that lend to further 
marginalise them. With the onset of puberty 
adolescent girls face unique challenges such 
as limited access to school toilets and sanitary 
pads during menstruation, the risk of gender 
based violence in travelling to and from school 
and at school, and the gendered norms and 
circumstances that lead to girls dropping out of 
secondary school - such as child marriage, early 
and unplanned pregnancies and the expectation 
and burden of domestic work. Fighting poverty by 

giving adolescent 
girls access to 
quality, inclusive and 
equitable education 
Sofia, 15, attends a boarding school built by Plan International, Mozambique

“The best thing about 
school is learning. I really 
like all subjects but if I 
had to choose my favourites, 
they would be mathematics 
and languages - Portuguese, 
English and French. I want 
to continue my studies, even 
after secondary school, so I 
can become a nurse.”  
Zefa, 14, Mozambique85
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A global snapshot  
of the problem

Despite the overwhelming evidence that educating girls can end poverty, girls are 
being excluded from secondary education at alarming rates. 

The statistics show a troubling downward trend of adolescent girls not continuing with 
their higher secondary education. It’s a startling reminder that as girls move into late 
adolescence (from ages 15 to 19), the pressure of child marriage, early pregnancy, 
gender expectations, the preferential treatment of boys’ education, the burden of 
domestic chores and the lack of access to quality, safe and inclusive education drives 
girls out of the school system denying them their right to learn and thrive. 

Girls enrolled in lower and  
upper secondary school 86
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Ten barriers to secondary education  
for adolescent girls 

1.	 Child marriage 

2.	 Early pregnancy and child-birth

3.	 Low status of girls and women = preferential treatment for boys’ education 

4.	 Gender based violence going to and from school, at school and at home

5.	 The burden of domestic chores 

6.	 Lack of female teachers 

7.	 Poor quality, gendered school curriculum and learning material 

8.	 Poor investment in secondary schools and safe facilities for girls 

9.	 Menstruation - poor toilet facilities, lack of sanitary pads and period taboos

10.	  Humanitarian disasters, climate change and conflict

Rose, 13, wants to be a journalist when she grows up, Benin
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PERIODS  
As girls reach puberty one of the key issues 
that impact on girls’ attendance at school is 
menstruation. In parts of Vanuatu, 75 per cent of 
girls miss up to three days of school each month 
because they have their period.87 It is estimated 
that one in ten girls in Sub-Saharan Africa miss 
school during their period.88 A recent report 
commissioned by DFAT, The Last Taboo, found 
that adolescent girls in the Solomon Islands, 
Fiji and Papua New Guinea faced considerable 
challenges in attending school during their period 
due to inadequate hygiene facilities and gender 
specific toilets, teasing at school and teachers 
lacking the confidence to educate and support 
students on the issue.89 Cultural norms and 
taboos also play a part in stigmatising girls and 
stopping them from taking part in day to day 
activities such as attending church or playing 
sport. 

“When I have my period, I 
have to go home to change 
my sanitary pad as we don’t 
have the facilities I need at 
school. Luckily, my home is 
not far from school, but 
others aren’t so fortunate. 
Some children’s houses 
are very far, so they don’t 
bother coming back to 
school.” 
Trem, 14, Cambodia90

Snapshots of the barriers 

GENDER BASED VIOLENCE  
Adolescent girls face significant  
challenges in accessing education due to the high 
rates of school related gender based violence, 
both at school and travelling to and from schools. 
Girls experience sexual harassment and abuse, 
bullying and physical violence which drives up 
the rates of girls being absent from and dropping 
out of school. A comprehensive study conducted 
by Plan International in 2015 (where 9,000 
students aged 12 to 17 were surveyed across five 
countries in Asia) found that one in three girls who 
experience violence at school will never report the 
incident.91 The study found that inequitable gender 
attitudes of students and teachers and gender 
stereotyping were key drivers of violence.92

SEXUAL IDENTITY  
There is a growing understanding of the violence and bullying that adolescent girls’ face in 
schools due to their sexual identity. Studies suggest that girls face bullying, harassment and 
violence in schools as a result of stigma and discrimination based on their sexual identity as 
well as their gender.97 

GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES  
The picture for adolescent girls with disabilities 
is even bleaker. In developing countries, 90 
per cent of children with disabilities are not 
enrolled in school.93 It is estimated that only 1 
per cent of women with disabilities is literate.94 
There are many barriers to adolescent girls 
with disabilities receiving a quality and inclusive 
education. In schools, teachers may lack the 
skills to adapt their teaching styles or may hold 
discriminatory attitudes that exclude girls from 
classrooms.95 Many schools are unable to offer 
the assistive technology and special education 
services appropriate to meet adolescent girls 
learning needs.96 The stigma, shame and fear of 
families can also stop them from enrolling and 
sending their adolescent girls to school. Girls with 
disabilities who have their periods are particularly 
disadvantaged – often having little information and 
support to manage periods in school.

What are the solutions?

A gender transformative, inclusive education 
system is key to improving educational outcomes 
for adolescent girls. A gender transformative 
and inclusive approach to education creates 
opportunities for individuals to actively 
challenge gender norms, promotes positions of 
influence for all children, and particularly girls that 
experience the most disadvantaged such as girls 
with disabilities, encourages equality of opportunity 
and addresses power inequities.98 This also means 
increasing the numbers of female teacher and 
training all teachers in gender equality and inclusion. 

Tackling taboos and access to good menstrual 
hygiene is essential to helping girls stay in 
school. This means providing safe and appropriate 
toilet facilities in schools, building the capacity 
of teachers to teach and discuss menstruation 
in class, increasing girls’ understanding of their 
sexual and reproductive health, removing the social 
stigma which leads to schools based teasing and 
harassment and good practice in managing their 
period and providing affordable and sustainable 
solutions for sanitary pads and tampons. 

Measures to promote safety and security provide 
adolescent girls with a learning environment that 
allows them to thrive. This includes developing 
school policies to address violence, teacher training 
and a curriculum to promote gender equality, 
inclusion and tolerance and respectful relationships. 

Strengthening support for LGBTIQ students both 
in school through policies, education and teacher 
training and outside of school through youth led 
LGBTIQ support and advocacy services. 

Challenging gendered norms and behaviours in 
families and in particular with parents, from early on 
in the lives of their children will help in dismantling 
the gendered attitudes that preference boys’ 
education and burden girls with the majority of the 
domestic chores. 

Admira, 17, with her newborn daughter Anacleta outside the house she shares with her in-laws 
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How will the world be different  
if all girls have access to 
secondary education?

Secondary education is truly 
transformational for girls. 

When girls have access to high quality, inclusive 
and accessible secondary education all around 
the world and the opportunities to translate their 
education into productive employment, they have 
the potential to lift themselves, their families and 
their communities out of poverty. 

In Pakistan, working women with good 
literacy skills earn 95 per cent more than 
women with weak literacy skills. In Jordan, 
25 per cent of women with only primary 
education who live in rural areas work for 
no pay, compared with 7 per cent of those 
with secondary education.100 Women with 
more education report having more decision 
making power over their own earnings 
whether it is alone or with someone else. 

Girls that are educated are less likely to be 
married before they turn 18. Every year of 
secondary education reduces the likelihood of 
child marriage by 5 per cent or more.101 Girls 
that remain in secondary education have fewer 
children and do so later in life. 

Girls who access secondary education are less 
likely to carry the burden of domestic household 
work and are more likely to experience gender 
equality in their homes.102 

When girls can complete secondary education the 
health benefit for themselves and their families are 
dramatic. Women with post-primary education are 
five times more likely than illiterate women to be 
educated on the topic of HIV and AIDS, and are 
thereby equipped with the knowledge to practice 
safer sex and prevent infection. Education is one 
of the most powerful ways of improving children’s 
health. Educated mothers are better informed about 
specific diseases, so they can take measures to 
prevent them. They can recognise signs of illness 
early, seek advice and act on it.103

Helping girls stay in school 
by challenging menstrual  
hygiene taboos

Plan International Indonesia and local partners are 
working with school students and their parents to 
challenge the taboos around menstrual hygiene 
across five schools in Ende district, Indonesia. Many 
students in Indonesia have limited knowledge and 
understanding about menstruation and reproductive 
health. This is particularly the case for female 
students in fourth to sixth grade, who are lacking 
the knowledge to deal with – and prepare for – 
their first menstruation. A lack of knowledge and a 
combination of anxiety and shame has led to a high 
number of girls who skip class during their monthly 
menstruation.

“I am happy to receive this knowledge. When 
it happens to me, I do not need to be afraid as 
menstruation is normal for a girl. Now I know how 
to deal with the situation,” explains 11-year-old 
Putri. “My male friends are also happy. Now they 
understand what is happening, so if any of the girls 
are having their period, nobody is allowed to mock 
us. Even the boys need to help us if we are having 
difficulties.” 

Girls from a primary school in Ende District, who have recently taken part in lesson 
to learn about menstrual hygiene

For every extra year a girl 
remains in secondary school 
her future wage increases  
by 15-25 per cent.99 
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Adolescent girls and young women aged 15-24104 
hold the key to unlocking a country’s economic 
prosperity. 

They make up an astonishing 76 per cent of 
young people around the world that are not in 
education, training or employment.105

Providing opportunities for these girls and young 
women to transition from unemployment or 
education into productive employment and business 
could make the difference needed to lift their 
families out of poverty and to accelerate a country’s 
economic growth. 

This is a global challenge for governments that must 
be addressed with urgency. 

Global youth unemployment has been recognised 
by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as a 
crisis requiring the highest global priority.106 In the 
countries where Australia invests the most in aid 
and development, female youth unemployment is at 
crisis levels. 

In the Solomon Islands, 50 per cent of girls and 
young women aged 15 to 24 are unemployed. In 
Fiji, 25 per cent of girls and young women are 
unemployed and in Indonesia it is 20 per cent. 

Despite the universal right to decent work, girls 
face enormous barriers to gaining employment 
and when they do, they are most likely to be in 
jobs that are dangerous, unstable and poorly 
paid.108 It is estimated that 23 per cent of young 
people aged 15 to 24 are currently employed on 
less than $1.25 US a day.109 

There are many reasons why economic 
empowerment is beyond the reach of so many 
adolescent girls and young women. Prevailing 
cultural and religious attitudes, the absence of 
gender transformative training and entrepreneurship 
programs, ready for work job schemes and the 
devaluing of women’s economic contributions limit 
the potential of girls and young women; denying 
them opportunities and, in some cases, funnelling 
them into lower paid, lower skilled jobs. 

Apart from transforming economies, creating 
economic opportunities for girls and young 
women also empowers them for life.

It sets girls and young women on a pathway out of 
poverty and lays the foundation for future financial 
stability. It strengthens their rights – providing 
income, independence and choice. It can reduce 
the risk of early and forced marriage and strengthen 
their leadership and decision making status in 
communities and families. 

When girls and young women are not economically 
empowered, they are likely to be victims of poverty 
and discrimination. For girls and young women 
who face intersecting levels of discrimination there 
are significantly fewer economic opportunities 
and they face a far greater risk of exploitation and 
abuse. These girls and young women must be 
central to initiatives funded by Governments and 
organisations. 

Growing a country’s 
economic prosperity 
by economically 
empowering girls and 
young women 

50% 25% 20%

Percentage of  
young women aged 15 to 24  
who are unemployed107

One of the girls taking part in #GirlsTakeover activity at school in Paraguay
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A global snapshot of the problem

Adolescent girls and young women in developing 
countries are experiencing a growing gender gap 
as they try to enter the workforce. 

The ILO has estimated that youth 
unemployment is once again on the rise with 
more than 71 million young people aged 15 
to 24 unemployed in 2016.110 There is a marked 
gender disparity between young men and young 
women entering the labour force. Globally, the 
average difference in employment between 
young men and young women is 16 per cent 
but in developing regions the difference is much 
starker – in Southern Asia it is 33 per cent 
and in Northern Africa it is 30 per cent. Having 
children can increase employment for young 
men but has the opposite impact for young 
women. Less than one in two (45 per cent) 
young mothers work compared to more than 
four in five (83 per cent) young fathers.111 

Girls and young women face particular gender 
related barriers that limit their ability to access 
vocational and entrepreneurial training and 
decent work. Gendered cultural norms and 
stereotypes continue to play an important role 
in limiting opportunities for girls and young 
women. Families, communities and schools can 
discourage girls from moving into male dominated 
areas of work that pay well and have pathways 
to progress, instead encouraging girls and young 
women to choose traditionally female jobs such 
as textile making, domestic work and hairdressing 
which offer lower pay and are valued less.112 

Families and parents, in particular, may fear for 
girls’ safety and limit their freedom of movement, 
making it more difficult for girls to take up 
opportunities for training and work. 

In the Pacific, the majority of the population 
live in rural areas with poor infrastructure 
and limited formal employment opportunities. 

Adolescent girls and young women move 
to urban areas to find employment, but are 
vulnerable to abuse from extended family and 
others, and increased expectations for them 
to perform domestic duties that limit their 
capacity to access work outside the home.

Though gender parity for girls and boys in 
primary education has been reached in many 
developing countries, girls are less likely to 
complete secondary education, particularly 
higher secondary education in large parts of 
South Asia, the Pacific and Africa.113 This is a 
barrier to girls going on to tertiary education and 
skilled employment that offer higher wages and 
more opportunities to thrive. 

Existing programs fail to take into account the 
gendered barriers that make it difficult for girls 
to participate - such as the lack of security in 
neighbourhoods and limited safe public transport 
options, lack of child care, restrictions on their 
freedom of movement, the expectation and 
burden of household chores and the lack of 
female trainers and mentors.114 In the field of 
entrepreneurship, girls and young women also 
struggle to access the finance and support they 
need to establish a business and are limited by 
gendered stereotypes regarding the nature and 
size of the businesses they run. 

Once in work, girls and young women are faced 
with barriers that make it difficult to continue 
in employment; gendered norms, sexual 
harassment, exploitation, abuse and violence 
and lack of opportunity to progress and take up 
leadership roles.

83%45%

Percentage of young 
mothers and young fathers 
who work

Youth@Work – Solomon Islands115

Youth@Work has been a catalyst for youth 
development in the Solomon Islands and is 
making a difference in the lives of thousands of 
young people. A youth led initiative, with young 
women in senior roles in the organisation, it 
helps young people find work or start their own 
business, offering internships, mentoring support, 
skills and cross-cutting values training and micro-
enterprise development assistance. 

The internship program offers weekly training 
involving CV writing, financial literacy, workplace 
ethics, gender, peace building and other topics 
for 20 weeks. Young people are placed as interns 
with government departments, private businesses 
and enterprises around Honiara and training is 
offered throughout the internship. 

Youth@Work ensures that there are equal or 
more numbers of young women taking part in the 
program and recognises the need to adapt and 
respond to the needs of female participants. It has 
also taken an active lead in promoting disability-
inclusiveness, adapting the program to specifically 
engage young people with disabilities. 

The program is funded by the Australian 
Government and Pacific Leadership Programme.

Image from Youth@Work Program Evaluation, Case Study, February 2016

Adolescent girls and young 
women struggle to access 
existing youth employment 
and vocational training 
programs as most fail to be 
gender transformative. 
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What are the solutions?

Gender transformative, youth economic 
empowerment programs can mobilise and unlock 
the potential of millions of adolescent girls and 
young women that are currently not in education, 
training or employment. 

A multi-pronged approach is necessary 
to enable girls to gain vocational and 
entrepreneurship skills and to secure 
pathways into decent work. 

It is essential to develop and support strategic 
partnerships and alliances with business, 
civil society and government. Partnerships 
can address structural barriers and create 
training and work opportunities that are gender 
transformative. 

Youth economic empowerment programs must 
be designed with a strong gender and inclusion 
lens to ensure the most marginalised girls and 
young women are able to access training and job 
opportunities. Such program can support girls 
and young women establishing businesses, with 
access to micro-credit, loan guarantee funds, a 
diversity of funding sources and control of assets 
and resources.116 Alongside this, programs can 
remove barriers to participation by creating grants 
to cover childcare and transport expenses.117 
Training programs can also be more targeted, 
providing skills training to girls and young women 
in ‘in-demand’ professions in the labour market.

The need to tackle gender norms within 
families and communities cannot be overlooked 
in a multi-pronged approach. Working with 
parents and communities to challenge the gender 
stereotypes and behaviours that hold girls back 
from fully participating in training and work is 
essential.118 

Given that girls bear the burden of working 
in the most dangerous, poorly paid work 
conditions it is critical that there is work done 
with governments, labour associations, small 
businesses and industry to strengthen labour 
markets in developing countries, ensuring decent 
salaries, working hours and working conditions, 
laws against workplace discrimination and sexual 
harassment, access to maternity leave and 
gender equity in pay. 

Mishti, 18, is part of Plan International’s Girl Power Project, Bangladesh

"Later on, I’d like to be 
a well-known mechanic. 
I think I’ll be a good 
role model. Sometimes, 
some high level people 
encourage me; they give me 
advice and tell me that I’m 
a good example to follow. I 
surprise them and they are 
happy to see that a woman 
can do this kind of job!"  
Gloria Joyce 18,  
South Sudan119



Half a Billion Reasons48 49

How will the world be different 
if girls and young women are 
economically empowered?

The personal transformation for girls and young 
women realising their right to work is powerful 
and life changing. 

Economically empowered girls and young women 
are less likely to be child brides and give birth 
before they reach the age of 18. They are more 
likely to be free from poverty and are more likely 
to lift their families out of poverty. When women 
and girls over the age of 16 earn an income, 
they reinvest 90 per cent of it in their families, 
compared to men who reinvest only 30 per cent 
to 40 per cent.120

At a national and global level, harnessing the 
power and productive capacity of girls can 
accelerate a nation’s economic growth. In South 
Asia, the Pacific and Sub-Saharan Africa, home 
to the largest number of young people, building 
the productive capacity of girls and young women 
can unlock a nation’s ‘demographic dividend’.121 
If the millions of girls and young women that 
are currently out of education, training and work 
across the globe, were given the opportunity 
to join the labour market, over the course of a 
person’s working life, the gains in income and 
productivity could translate into billions of dollars 
for a country’s economy.122

Girl led business enterprise  
in Bangladesh

Nipa (18) began running her business out of her home in Munshiganj District, Dhaka, 
Bangladesh when she was just 17. Through her business, which has been producing 
motorcycle grips for 1.5 years, Nipa is able to employ and financially support herself and 
her family. Her father, mother and siblings work throughout the day playing their part in the 
manufacturing process.

 Nipa received initial support to establish her business through Plan International’s partner 
B’Yeah (Bangladesh Youth Enterprise Advice and Help Centre) through business training 
support and a mentoring scheme to help improve her business. Nipa is hoping to expand her 
business into a bigger location, employ more staff and go back to school.

Percentage of women and 
girls over the age of 16 
who reinvest their income 
back into their familes in 
comnparison to how much 
men reinvest.

men 
30-40%

women 
90%

Shrijana has learnt how to rebuild her community through Plan Internationaal masonry training, Nepal

Nipa Akter (18) runs her motorcycle grips business out of her home in Bangladesh
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In a world where we are witnessing some of the 
greatest humanitarian challenges of our time – with 
famine and food insecurity ravaging parts of Africa, 
climate change related extreme weather events 
sweeping across Asia and the Pacific, protracted 
conflict and fragility in places such as Yemen, Lake 
Chad Basin, South Sudan, Syria and Myanmar 
displacing millions of people and driving them 
across borders and seas – it is more important than 
ever to ensure that humanitarian responses protect 
and promote the rights of adolescent girls. 

Conflict, displacement and fragility have a 
disproportionate impact on adolescent girls as 
cultural norms, the intersecting issues of age and 
all the dimensions of pervasive gender inequality 
and other forms of discrimination are amplified and 
exacerbated.124 However, if girls are listened to and 
their needs are met, they can go on to play a critical 
role before, during and after emergencies. 

Humanitarian emergencies bring new and 
renewed risks and dangers that are greater for 
adolescent girls compared to other population 
groups; abuse, early marriage, early pregnancy, 
abduction and isolation. Research into 
adolescent girls in emergencies suggest that 
emergency responses do not account for the 
unique risks faced, and how their routines, roles 
and assets shape their abilities to safely access 
vital resources.125

Adolescent girls can be rendered invisible, forced 
to take on roles and responsibilities that restrict 
their mobility and visibility; yet girls that are able 
to gather together in safe spaces can provide a 
strong and cohesive social network, essential in 
times of crises. This isolation limits their access 
to adolescent-friendly information and services, 
including health and reproductive health services, 
shelter, food rations and education.126 Girls that 
are able to access education during times of 
crisis are less likely to be at risk of child marriage, 
trafficking and gender based violence. Adolescent 
girls are also essential in supporting their families 
and their communities to prepare for disasters. 
Girls are transformative agents, playing a role in 
educating their families and communities of the 
risks of climate change and leading risk reduction 
and adaptation activities.127 

It is critical that the needs and unique 
challenges of adolescent girls are not 
overlooked in humanitarian responses. 

Adolescent girls, both early adolescence (10-14) 
and late adolescence (15-19), are rarely categorised 
as stand-alone groups. Instead, they are included 
in a blanket category of either ‘women’, ‘vulnerable 
children’ or ‘girls’, generally overlooking their age, 
specific vulnerabilities and evolving capacities.128 

Now is the time to focus on adolescent girls 
and redress a major gap in humanitarian and 
development programming. Girls whose needs are 
not considered face consequences that may affect 
them for the rest of their lives. 

Empowering and 
protecting adolescent 
girls during disasters 
and emergencies 
Laila, 18, carried her grandmother on her back from Myanmar to Bangladesh

“Adolescent girls are 
an untapped resource in 
almost every country in 
the world. They represent 
hope, opportunity and 
change. Yet, when conflict 
and disaster strike, their 
promise and potential 
are often the first to be 
sacrificed and the last to 
be restored.”123



Half a Billion Reasons52 53

A global snapshot  
of the problem
Humanitarian emergencies and protracted crises are 
rapidly eroding the rights of adolescent girls and the 
majority of humanitarian responses fail to take a girl-
focussed approach. Disasters overwhelmingly affect 
the countries that can least afford to deal with them 
– 9 out of 10 take place in the developing world 
where girls’ rights are grossly violated even during 
times of stability. As communities fracture and state 
structures and services are disrupted, girls’ human 
rights are even more at threat. 

Though all adolescent girls are at risk during 
emergencies and crises, there are groups of girls 
that are more vulnerable than others including girls 
that are pregnant, who are marginalised due to HIV 
or disability, who have lost parents and are caring 
for younger siblings and girls who have survived 
sexual and gender based violence.129 Younger 
adolescent girls are also particularly vulnerable due 
to their maturity and age. 

There are multiple dimensions of gender based 
violence that adolescent girls experience in times 
of emergency and crises. Rape and sexual violence 
are weapons of war and girls are often the first 
victims of conflict (in their villages and homes) 
and while on the move. Of the tens of thousands 
of Rohingyan women and girls that have sought 
safety in Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh, many have 
horrific and unimaginable stories of rape and sexual 
violence, committed in their homes and their villages 
or as they walked to the border.130 

During conflict girls are at risk of being abducted 
and used as child soldiers and sex slaves by armed 
groups. 

It is estimated that 300,000 children are today 
fighting as child soldiers in over 20 countries 
worldwide. Up to 40 per cent of them are girls.131 

Girls abducted by Boko Haram faced abhorrent 
treatment as sex slaves; repeatedly raped in 
captivity, falling pregnant and giving birth without 
any medical care.132 Girls struggle, post conflict, 
to be accepted back into their communities and 
families, facing stigma and rejection. 

Once girls arrive at internally displaced person 
camps and refugee camps, these camps pose 
their own dangers, where girls face threats within 
their families, from fellow residents, soldiers and 
criminal networks of traffickers and gangs.133 This 
is a particularly high risk time for younger and 
unaccompanied adolescent girls who are targeted 
by criminals that are offering ‘domestic jobs’ which 
are in fact prostitution rings or cash or food in 
exchange for sex.134 

In some instances girls are most at risk outside of 
the camps, walking to fetch water or firewood or go 
to the toilet.136 

As community and family structures break down, 
violence within the home escalates and girls 
face abuse by family members and intimate 
partners. There is a growing body of evidence 
showing increases in domestic violence after 
humanitarian emergencies.137 

Child marriage is a grave threat to girls’ rights in 
humanitarian settings. Child marriage of Syrian girls 
in Jordan nearly doubled in the two years between 
2012 and 2014.138 While gender inequality is a root 
cause of child marriage, often in times of crisis 
families resort to child marriage as a strategy to 
cope with economic hardship or to protect girls from 
violence and abuse. 

Conflict and emergencies greatly exacerbate the 
existing struggles that adolescent girls have in 
realising their rights to sexual and reproductive 
health. The UNFPA estimates that there are 
26 million women and adolescent girls in their 
childbearing years in need of humanitarian 
assistance around the world. Of the 830 women and 
adolescent girls who die from pregnancy related 
causes every day, 507 die in countries that are 
fragile states dues to conflict or disaster.139 

There is a critical need to have help available for 
adolescent girls who have experienced rape and 
sexual violence, as soon as girls arrive at camp or 
experience violence. Early identification and age 
appropriate psychosocial responses are critical for 
adolescent girls who are already survivors. 

Yet humanitarian responses regularly fail to 
adequately screen adolescent girls arriving in 
camps, fail to offer safe spaces for adolescent 
girls to confidentially disclose and fail to offer 
services that are age appropriate. 

Often women or child friendly spaces are 
established which fail to recognise the cultural and 
age related barriers for adolescent girls. The fact 
that girls’ movements are restricted in camps –due 
to parents concerns and cultural or religious norms 
– create barriers to girls accessing services that are 
available. 

9 out of 10 
disasters take place in the 
developing world

An adolescent girl’s right to learn and access 
quality education is one of the first rights that girls 
lose when an emergency strikes. There are 39 
million out of school children and adolescents living 
in conflict and disaster affected countries.140 

Staggeringly, nearly 90 per cent of adolescent 
girls are more likely to be out of secondary 
school than their counterparts in countries not 
affected by conflict.141

 Moreover, because emergencies often render 
schools inaccessible and structurally unsound, 
and those that are operational often do not provide 
sufficient sanitation facilities for menstrual hygiene 
management, many girls drop out of school during 
crises never to return. There are also dangers for 
girls in schools in conflict situations, for example, 
the disproportionate targeting of girls’ schools 
during the Afghanistan war or the kidnapping of 200 
Nigerian schoolgirls in April 2014.142 

14

“Somebody touched me with 
bad intention during night 
time, offering me food. 
Someone wanted to take 
me away and tempted me, 
offering money and relief. 
I could not share all this 
with my parents as they 
were also stressed.” Shiuly, 
16, Bangladesh135

Despite the overwhelming 
worldwide need, less than 
2 per cent of humanitarian 
aid goes to education.143
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What are the solutions?

Traditionally adolescent girls in humanitarian 
crises have been assisted through either 
responses for children or responses for women. 
New evidence suggest that this ‘one size fits 
all’ approach fails to address the specific needs 
of adolescent girls during emergencies and 
protracted crises, and girls fall through the 
cracks.149

Instead, a comprehensive, multi-sectoral and 
gender transformative approach is needed 
that places adolescent girls at the centre 
of investment, design and delivery. With 
donors, UN agencies and Non Government 
Organisations (NGOs) working together to find 
a better way to address girls’ rights and needs 
as ‘core business,’ rather than an add-on to 
programs targeted at other groups.150 

Meeting with adolescent girls to gain their 
views on their needs, fears and protection 
concerns is an important first step and can be 
useful in recording vital information, skills and 
assets they need to overcome the negative 
consequences of displacement and to mitigate 
their risks of experiencing violence.151

Mobile clinics and mobile outreach teams can 
reach girls who are isolated and whose freedom 
of movement is restricted – providing girls with 
‘dignity kits,’ contraceptives and sexual and 
reproductive health services that they would not 
otherwise be able to access.152 

Creating gender and age specific safe 
spaces for adolescent girls can support 
girls to build their networks and connections, 
provide essential age appropriate 
psychosocial counselling and sexual and 
reproductive health information. Safe spaces 
can be used to provide adolescent girls 
with access to education, life skills and 
vocational training and other economic 
empowerment measures that will assist them 
in the transition after an emergency.153

Providing security for women and girls at the 
camps and ensuring that the law enforcement 
agencies tasked with responding to incidents 
of sexual violence receive the necessary 
training to respond appropriately to reported 
cases of sexual violence and provide the 
necessary security to the camps, such as the 
lighting of bathroom facilities and latrines.

Increasing adolescent girls’ agency and 
leadership in climate change related 
initiatives can have a life changing effect 
for adolescent girls before, during and after 
crises. With climate change related disasters 
increasing in frequency and impact, it is 
critical that programs and policies recognise 
the different ways in which adolescent girls 
are affected by climate change.154 Climate 
change adaptation programs must not only 
tackle the root causes of gender inequality 
but empower girls to play an active role in 
driving their community’s efforts to prepare for 
disaster and when disaster strikes.155 

Girls carry home water canisters on their backs in Amhara Region, Ethiopia

Girls taking part in Community Outreach training at their school in Juba, South Sudan

CLIMATE CHANGE IS A GLOBAL 
THREAT TO GENDER EQUALITY 
FOR ADOLESCENT GIRLS 

“Climate change and local environmental change 
may destroy all my dreams and aspirations.” Girl, 
15, Philippines.144

The gender dimension of climate change is gaining 
a greater profile in the global debate. Yet the double 
jeopardy brought by gender and age remains largely 
ignored.145 Climate change can disproportionately 
affect adolescent girls, exposing them to very 
specific risks related to their age and gender.

As crops and livelihoods are destroyed by climate 
change related droughts and flood, girls are at a 
heightened risk of child marriage. The connection 
between climate change and poverty is increasingly 
understood to be a powerful driver of child marriage 
in countries such as Malawi, Mozambique and 
Bangladesh.146 

Climate change can increase the burden of 
domestic chores for adolescent girls. When there is 
drought or little rain fall over shorter periods of time, 
or when water sources are contaminated or wells 
are flooded, girls have to walk longer distances to 
collect clean drinking water.147 This also increases 
their risk of gender based violence as girls are 
isolated and alone:

“I know two girls who were raped going to fetch 
water. When you go far and there are not many 
people around, it happens.” Endager, 16 year old, 
girl, Lasta District, Ethiopia.148 

A lack of clean water can impact the ability of girls 
to maintain good menstrual hygiene, forcing girls to 
drop out of school or be absent during their period.

Climate change is driving displacement and 
migration and girls are at greater risk of trafficking 
and other challenges associated with displacement, 
for example vulnerability to violence, exploitation 
and poor working and living conditions. 

“The cyclones are creating another dimension – 
migration – which creates its own problems such as 
trafficking. After Cylones Sidr and Aila, there was 
a lot more trafficking due to economic problems. 
It’s a crisis period after cyclones. Indeed most of 
the sex workers in Dhaka come from this part of 
Bangladesh.”

Addressing these challenges requires adolescent 
girls to be part of the solution, active in decision 
making and political processes. Given the space and 
voice, girls can be leaders and take actions that will 
protect themselves and their communities. Gender 
transformative climate change adaptation programs 
are essential to addressing the root causes of 
inequality that increase girls’ vulnerability to climate 
change. 

The commitment to developing a Gender Action 
Plan at the 2017 Conference of Parties is an 
important starting point for the international climate 
discussions, but a strong “adolescent girls lens” is 
needed, especially at the national and local level, to 
ensure that their specific needs and challenges are 
not overlooked.

At the heart of the 
response must be 
adolescent girls – as 
first responders, changes 
agents and leaders who 
are consulted with and 
engaged in the planning 
and implementation of 
responses. 
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How will the world be different 
with girl-focussed humanitarian 
responses?

When adolescent girls’ views, experiences and 
needs are placed at the centre of humanitarian 
responses, we can create the conditions for girls 
to thrive both during and after emergencies. 
With nearly 90 per cent of adolescent girls more 
likely to be out of secondary school than their 
counterparts in countries not affected by conflict, 
investing in education and vocational training for 
girls can unlock girls’ potential, providing them 
with the skills that they need to gain financial 
independence and economic stability.156 

Effective, adolescent girl targeted 
humanitarian responses can create an 
environment where adolescent girls are 
confident, safe and active members of 
their communities. 

A three country study by the Women’s 
Refugee Commission in Ethiopia, Tanzania 
and Uganda found that adolescent girl 
safe spaces, where targeted interventions 
were provided to strengthen girls skills and 
confidence, had real impacts; increasing girls’ 
confidence, safety planning and skills.157 

Are my daughters safe  
in this camp?

Senowara’s father died in a road accident in 
Mayanmar and when the violence broke out, she 
and her mother Jaheda, 35, and sister Zohara, 
10, were forced to flee with her uncle’s family to 
Bangladesh, arriving in Balukhali Camp, Cox’s 
Bazar in September 2017.

Camp life is very difficult for Senowara who  
never imagined she would find herself living in 
such difficult circumstances. 

“There is no toilet here and no open places, 
so you have to go to the loo in front of people. 
The tube-well doesn’t work, the water is 
stinky and there is nowhere to get washed.” 
Senowara says quietly.

“During menstruation, I sit in the same 
place for 6 or 7 days because we don’t 
have any sanitary pads, cotton or clothes. 
At night, I go to the bushes and my 
mother wraps a tarpaulin around me so I 
can change my clothes.” 

An interim evaluation found that in as little as 
ten months, over 80 per cent of girls in Tanzania 
felt they could make a positive impact in their 
community and 78 per cent of girls had safety 
plans, demonstrating that girls had gained 
critical skills in navigating safety routes around 
their communities and increased strategies to 
protect themselves.158 

Adolescent girls can be catalysts for change 
if they are at the centre of climate change 
initiatives. Providing adolescent girls with the 
opportunity to learn new climate resilience 
skills and technologies and granting them a 
greater role in efforts towards community-based 
disaster risk reduction and the protection of 
natural resources will provide adolescent girls 
with leadership opportunities – transforming 
gendered and cultural norms in families and 
communities. 

Senowara’s mother Jaheda fears for her 
daughter’s safety in the camp. “I am always 
scared about my daughter’s security. They 
are growing up and people always stare 
at them. I fear something bad will happen 
to my daughters in the camp. My worries 
never end.” 

Plan International have been working with 
adolescent girls in Cox’s Bazar, meeting their 
health and hygiene needs by constructing over 
200 bathing spaces for 20,000 women and girls, 
running menstrual hygiene sessions, distributing 
11,000 dignity kits and 10,000 hygiene kits.159 

Girl watching Clowns without Borders perform at refugee camp in Tanzania Senowara, 18, and her friend Monira, 18, are concerned for their safety in camp, Bangladesh 
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Adolescent girls can be powerful agents of 
social change. They have the desire and the 
capacity to transform the world and are looking 
for opportunities to do so. In fact, young people 
have played an important role in every social 
movement in modern history.160 

Providing adolescent girls with the 
opportunities to be leaders and change 
agents is essential to accelerating progress 
towards achieving gender equality. 
Adolescent girls can be leaders in their 
homes, their communities, their schools, 
through business and work, in peace and 
security and at a national and global level 
through political and public life. 

Despite this potential, women and girls 
continue to be invisible in places of power. 
Globally, only 23 per cent of all national 
parliamentarians are women.161 The Asia and 
Pacific regions, where Australia invests the 
most in aid and development, have some of the 
lowest representation of women in Parliament 
in the world, women make up 18 per cent of 
representative in both houses of Parliament 
in the Pacific and they are only 19 per cent of 
Parliamentary representatives in Asia.162 

We need to do more to bridge the gender gap 
in leadership and it starts with adolescent 
girls. Traditionally Australia’s overseas aid 
and development program has focussed on 
strengthening women’s movements and women’s 
leadership. When girls have a political voice, they 
can demand action to strengthen and protect their 
human rights. Empowerment is not enough: we 
need a political and social revolution that places 
girls front and centre of Australia’s approach to 
gender equality. 

Creating the 
conditions for 
adolescent girls  
to be change agents  
and leaders 
The President of the country thanking Sajju after presenting the girls' plan at the mock parliamentary session, Nepal

Globally, only 23% of all national 
parliamentarians are women

Women make up only 18%  
of Parliamentarians in the Pacific 

Women make up only 19% of 
Parliamentarians in the Asia region

"Girls are not allowed to 
participate fully in decision 
making. The community 
believes women don’t have 
good ideas; rather they 
are good at housekeeping. 
Boys participate fully in 
decision making, they also 
play a role in influencing 
decisions because the 
community values the boys’ 
ideas [more] compared to 
that of a girl.”163
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What are the solutions? 

Adolescent girls, if given the tools, the opportunities and the confidence 
to lead, can be powerful agents of social and political change. 
Adolescent girls’ individual and collective leadership can progressively 
challenge discriminatory gender norms.169

As a starting point, adolescent girls must be recognised as a priority target 
group that can drive change in communities and at a systemic level in aid 
and development policy and practice. Building girls’ power requires them 
to be involved in the design and development of programs in communities. 
Adolescent girls should have opportunities and the skills training to be leaders, 
trainers and peer educators delivering programs and achieving change. 

Supporting girls’ leadership is essential to foster women leaders. A 
supportive family environment, the presence of role models and formal education 
are important interventions.170

Leadership skills, such as decision making and negotiation equip girls with the 
knowledge that allows them to confidently express their views, negotiate power 
dynamics and influence and motivate others. Working with girls to strengthen their 
voices is crucial to unlocking their potential.

Girl led hubs and networks have also proven to be an important part of 
strengthening girls’ power. These networks are spaces where girls can share 
their views and their experiences, learn new skills and collectively identify 
approaches to solve the problems they identify. 

A global snapshot  
of the problem

Around the world, girls are held back from being 
change agents and leaders because of gendered 
attitudes and norms of behaviour and patriarchal 
power structures which they encounter in their 
homes, their schools, their communities, in business 
and in politics. These attitudes and behaviours 
can hold girls back by limiting their control over all 
aspects of their lives – limiting their choice of when 
and who they marry, their access to education, their 
freedom of movement and their ability to participate 
fully in decision making. 

The absence of female role models can have 
a detrimental impact on girls’ aspirations of 
leadership. Adolescent girls need female role 
models at all levels of society in order for them to 
see themselves as leaders and change agents. 
A study of the effect of female political leadership 
on adolescent girls in India found the presence 
of women on village councils, through affirmative 
action measures, had a positive influence on girls’ 
career aspirations and educational attainment.164 
Mentorship is a key part of strengthening girls and 
young women’s motivation to participate and lead 
in areas such as business and innovation.165 

Australia’s Gender Equality Strategy focuses 
on strengthening women led organisations and 
coalitions in countries where women’s formal 
participation is low, however there is no mention 
of the importance of strengthening adolescent girl 
movements in these countries, particularly amongst 
communities that are most disadvantaged. 

The Pacific Young Women’s Leadership Alliance 
Dialogue Series identified that leadership 
opportunities were often limited to the ‘elite’ 
classes of well educated and well connected girls 
in the Pacific.166 Girls that faced intersectional 
discrimination due to poverty, disability, sexual 
orientation or other barriers were not able to 
take part in decision making or leadership 
opportunities.167 

Adolescent girls are often excluded from conflict 
prevention, peace negotiations and peace-
building and are rarely invited to participate in 
such forums. In situations of conflict and fragility 
adolescent girls are powerful change agents yet 
do not have an opportunity to contribute to efforts 
to build a more lasting peace. 

Karen, 18, learning at school in Zambia

“a young woman with 
a degree or highly paid 
work is more likely to be 
part of a decision making 
body, whereas a young 
LBT [lesbian, bisexual or 
transgender] woman who 
is a high school dropout 
and has no form of 
work experience will be 
disregarded.”168
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Girl Support Networks

Plan International Netherland’s Girl Power 
Programme is encouraging girls in Moyamaba, 
Sierra Leone, to form their own girl led support 
networks. These groups provide a safe environment 
where girls can share experiences which help 
protect them from violence and discrimination.

Christiana*, now 17, underwent female genital 
mutilation and was married at the age of 14. As a 
result, she was forced to drop out of school and has 
suffered from violence. The Girl Power Programme 
helped her get back into school, where she was 
voted president of the Girl Power group. She is using 
her position to help others reach their potential.

“I feel confident that women can achieve all the 
things that men do” 

If we fostered girls’ leadership the 
world would be different 

Girls are our next generation of women leaders. If 
the world is serious about achieving gender equality 
across public, private and political spheres, we must 
be working with adolescent girls now so that they 
can be leaders and change agents. 

There is growing evidence that communities, 
business and economies reap the benefits of 
women and girls taking active part in leadership and 
decision making at all levels.171 Women in leadership 
roles are more likely than men to champion issues 
of gender equality and drive reforms to tackle 
gender based violence, paid parental leave and 
electoral reform.172 Similar evidence exists in 
business. A recent study found that companies that 
had strong female leadership generated a return on 
equity of 10 per cent per year versus 7.4 per cent for 
those without women leaders.173 It also found that 
companies that lacked board diversity suffered more 
governance-related controversies than average.174 
In India, research on local councils (panchayats) 
has found that the number of drinking water projects 
in areas with women led councils was 62 per cent 
higher than those in male led councils.175

Indigenous girls leading change

At 16, Brisa has already made up her mind about 
her future. 

“I want to change my community,” she said. “I want 
to change the lives of indigenous girls.”

An indigenous Miskito, Brisa is all too familiar with 
the extreme challenges girls face in the Miskito 
communities dotted all along the Atlantic coast in 
Nicaragua’s North Caribbean Coast Autonomous 
Region.

Marked by acute poverty and low levels of 
development, the region is home to the indigenous 
Miskito people an Afro-descendent groups grappling 
with economic and social marginalisation. Abject 
poverty and generational exclusion have combined 
in the region as indigenous communities find 
themselves beset with challenges ranging from 
disaffected youth and the narco-trade, to violence, 
drug addiction, human trafficking, and widespread 
sexual violence.

Brisa, however, is determined the status quo can’t 
continue. Supported by Plan International, she is 
championing girls’ rights in Miskito communities and 
challenging gender stereotypes. 

“I go door to door in my community and speak 
to teenage girls and boys about sexual abuse, 
teenage pregnancies, and many other issues,” 
she said. “We have now formed a small youth 
group and hold regular informal discussions with 
young men on how to treat girls with respect and 
how to act responsibly.” 
 

Brisa knows this effort alone is not enough. 
Encouraged by the response and the impact she 
has had in her community, she has now hit the radio 
waves. She now presents a dedicated program 
targeting youth on a local radio station hugely 
popular among local indigenous communities. 
“From teen pregnancy to domestic violence, human 
trafficking and sexual and reproductive health – the 
show tackles a range of social issues affecting my 
people and community,” she said.

“We strongly feel that youth advocates like Brisa 
can reach and inspire other young people beyond 
their community,” said Pilar Mueller, Plan’s program 
unit manager in Brisa’s region. “Brisa can inspire a 
disaffected generation, and radio was the best way 
to overcome the distance barrier and reach out to 
Miskito youth across the region.”

The impact is all evident. Brisa’s program is listened 
to by thousands of young people.

For a Miskito girl, Brisa’s success is nothing short 
of a miracle. From a shy introverted girl growing up 
among nine siblings in a hostile community, Brisa 
has transformed into a forceful champion of girls’ 
rights. Brisa knows she has set a monumental goal 
for herself, but she is confident she will achieve it.

"I want a change in the lives of indigenous girls,” 
she said. “I want them to have the power to say no 
and to decide for themselves.”

Christiana* with the girls group at a school in 
Moyamba raising their hands, Sierra Leone

Girl taking part in IDG celebrations in Peru

Brisa, 16, learning in class at her school in indigenous Miskito community
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We know that between the ages of 10 and 
19, girls’ lives are marked with extraordinary 
challenges. Precisely because they are 
girls, they are abused, mistreated, denied 
an education, stigmatised and left behind. 
Responses designed to reach adult women or 
younger children simply do not take account of 
the specific and unique needs of adolescent 
girls in these vital years.

But there’s another side to this story. One of 
hope and optimism. By investing in adolescent 
girls, we can change the world.

By protecting every girl’s right to be free from 
gender based violence and harmful practices, 

By promoting health, well-being and rights 
through access to sexual and reproductive 
health information, education and services,

By fighting poverty by giving adolescent girls 
access to quality, inclusive and equitable 
education,

By unlocking the economic power of adolescent 
girls and young women, 

By empowering and protecting adolescent girls 
affected by humanitarian emergencies and 
climate change,

And by recognising that adolescent girls are 
change agents and our future leaders.

We can positively transform the lives of girls, 
boys and entire communities. We can unlock 
countries’ economic prosperity. We can 
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals 
for all. And we can build a world where every 
girl grows up with equality, justice and full 
access to her rights. 

The positive news is that girls are already 
leading this change. In their homes, their 
classrooms, their communities and their 
countries, girls are taking on power structures, 
demanding an education, challenging harmful 
practices and proving that they can do anything. 
It’s time for all of us to stand with girls and help 
them succeed in this revolution.

Conclusion 
To individuals, we call on you to stand 
with girls. To call out injustice and inequality 
wherever it occurs. To lend your voice to girls, 
so that they can be heard loud and clear by 
those with the power to create change. We call 
on you to ask your friends and family, women 
and men, girls and boys, to join us as allies.

To donors, we call on you to invest in girls. 
To help us unlock their extraordinary potential. 
To recognise that as supporters, businesses, 
philanthropists and institutions, you have the 
power to end inequality, violence and fear, 
and replace them with education, safety and 
economic empowerment for the world’s next 
generation of leaders. 

To parliamentarians from all parties, we 
call on you to promote gender equality for 
adolescent girls in Australia’s aid, trade and 
foreign policy. To work across parties and help 
keep the Government on course. To ensure your 
party platform prioritises adolescent girls in 
overseas aid and development. 

To the Australian Government, we call on 
you to turn your commitment to gender equality 
into real change for girls, particularly in our 
region where adolescent girls continue to face 
some of the world’s highest rates of violence, 
inequality and disadvantage. We call on you to 
develop a standalone Adolescent Girls Strategy 
that sets out your action plan for increasing 
investment in girls and championing their rights 
internationally.

And to girls across the world, we call on you 
to stand strong, to keep learning and leading 
and fighting for a better future. Together, we will 
change the world.

Stand with us.  
Stand with girls.  
Stand for equality.

Girl laugh together at a Plan International supported school in Epworth, Zimbabwe
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