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Stemming girls’ chronic poverty 
Catalysing development change by building just social institutions

Addressing gender inequalities is often among the 
more intractable policy and political issues of our 

time, not least in countries where many women and girls 
are absolutely poor, and is a critical aspect of the struggle 
against chronic poverty. Teenage girls and young women 
are a key group, whose experience and progress, or lack 
of it, at this point in their lives not only shapes their own 
adulthood but also the life chances of their children.  

Beyond 2015, the chronically poor must certainly be better 
included in the world’s efforts to eradicate poverty. To 
do this, it is important to learn the lessons from practice 
on what works in the more difficult policy areas that 
must be tackled during the coming period. The richness 
of this report lies in the many examples of programmes 
and policies that address the institutional barriers faced 
by teenage girls and young women in the realisation 
of their potential. It will be different combinations of 
such approaches that will make a difference in the 
widely varied contexts where girls and women face 
discrimination and disadvantage, and that will ultimately 
play a role in changing social norms and institutions. 

 
 

Andrew Shepherd 
Director, CPRC

T           his report is an excellent resource for all who seek 
transformative and lasting progress in eradicating chronic 

poverty, and it will be of real value in getting the social 
dynamics of poverty better understood. Adolescent girls are 
usually invisible in development programmes, even those 
designed specifically for youth and women. By ignoring 
the social dynamics, which systematically undermine girls’ 
ambition and agency, we are missing a huge opportunity to 
solve poverty before it reaches the next generation. 

The report explains how social norms, beliefs and institutional 
barriers rob girls and young women of their potential. It 
provides an evidence-based analysis of why teenage girls’ 
vulnerabilities in relation to poverty are different to those of 
boys and to those of adult women. By the time she reaches 
puberty, a girl living in poverty has to negotiate multiple 
traps. She faces a far higher chore burden than her brother, 

restrictions on her mobility, the probability of dropping out 
of school with limited literacy and skills, of being married 
as a child to alleviate her family’s poverty. She is likely to be 
socially isolated and at danger of sexual violence, teenage 
pregnancy and HIV/AIDS. This has a huge cost. Babies born 
to girls under 15 are twice as likely to die before reaching their 
first birthday than those born to women over 20. Girls under 
15 are five times as likely to die of pregnancy related causes 
than those in their 20s. Among girls aged 15 to 19, pregnancy 
is the leading cause of death. HIV prevalence is 3 to 5 times 
higher for teenage girls than for teenage boys. Abuse of girls is 
commonplace, especially in conflict zones, even by the people 
who are supposed to protect them.

The good news is that the reform of discriminatory social 
institutions is possible. In fact, social norms and beliefs are 
constantly changing. We can enable positive change by 
encouraging social mobilisation, bringing girls together with 
peers and mentors to build their assertiveness, their capacity 
to voice their own problems and to negotiate for themselves. 
We can support conversations across the generations and 
with men and boys, and community leaders, to reshape laws, 
beliefs and behaviour. We can integrate girls’ perspectives 
and priorities into international legal and human rights 
frameworks, as well as bringing them into the design and 
evaluation of development programmes. In order to make 
girls visible in monitoring and evaluation, we have to use data 
disaggregated by both age and sex.  

This report is rich in examples of programmes and policies 
to address the barriers faced by girls – and these can have 
dramatic results. A girl who completes secondary education 
can increase her lifetime earnings by 30 percent, helping her 
family, community and nation. Investing in girls stimulates 
multiplier effects, and is central to achieving broader 
development goals. Money and technology, however, are 
not enough. As this report so ably illustrates, sustainable 
progress requires communities, governments, the private 
sector, religious leaders, development activists and agencies 
to reform the social institutions that otherwise perpetuate 
chronic poverty at immense economic and social cost. 

 
 
 

Ellen Wratten 
Deputy Managing Director, Girl Hub, Nike Foundation/ UK DFID 
Former Head of Profession for Social Development, UK DFID



Executive Summary

Girls, chronic poverty and social institutions
Childhood, adolescence and early adulthood remain for many 
girls and young women a period of deprivation, danger and 
vulnerability, resulting in a significant lack of agency and 
critical development deficits. In many cases, overlapping 
and intersecting experiences of deprivation, foregone human 
development opportunities and abuse or exploitation serve 
to perpetuate and intensify poverty for girls and women over 
the life-course. Girls’ vulnerabilities in relation to poverty 
dynamics are different to those of boys and to those of adult 
women. This is in part because of their relative powerlessness 
and the particularities of their life stage. What happens at this 
critical time in their lives can reinforce their poverty status and 
that of their offspring, or influence their movement into or out 
of poverty.

Poverty research has historically focused on material 
manifestations of poverty (measured by income and basic 
human development indicators such as educational enrolment 
and nutritional status). However, the role that social risks 
and vulnerabilities play in perpetuating chronic poverty 
and propelling people into poverty has gained recognition 
over the past decade. Accordingly, in this report we focus on 
social institutions – the collection of formal and informal laws, 
norms and practices that have an effect on human capabilities 
by either limiting or enabling individual and collective agency. 
These social institutions, we suggest, have far greater influence 
on developmental outcomes than is generally appreciated.

Social institutions are part of the wider culture that informs 
multiple aspects of our behaviour and our societies. They 
play a key role in determining girls’ and young women’s life 
opportunities and capabilities, by either limiting or enabling 
individual and collective agency. Social institutions are not 
inherently good or bad, but when they result in processes 
that lead to inequality, discrimination and exclusion, they 
generate a myriad of development deficits and physical and 
psychological trauma. These barriers to human development 

can lead to and perpetuate 
chronic poverty and 
vulnerability over the 
course of childhood and 
adulthood, and potentially 
inter-generationally. 

In this report, we 
identify five critical social 
institutions, broadening 
and modifying the Social 
Institutions and Gender 
Index of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD).  Within this set of institutions, we 
pay particular attention to how gender intertwines with other 
forces of exclusion (class, caste, ethnicity, urban/rural locality, 
disability, etc). We also highlight the importance of local 
context, which matters both in the analysis of constraints and 
in the identification of solutions. 

Our key modifications to the SIGI are as follows: first, we 
extend the SIGI range to cover girls rather than just women. 
Second, we consider a broader definition of well-being beyond 
the economic, one which captures a range of capabilities and 
outcomes as well as the complexities of supporting girls and 
women to both avoid and exit chronic poverty. Third, we give 
our own labels to the institutions, and also modify some of 
the component variables, in order to better capture the range 
of norms and practices that underpin them. Below is a brief 
overview of each of the characteristics of the five institutions 
we cover.

Discriminatory family codes
Family code is taken to mean formal and informal laws, 
norms and practices that influence the capabilities and related 
decision-making power of women and men, boys and girls 
in the household. Family codes include parental authority, 

Investing in girls is 
one of the smartest 
moves a country 
can make: today’s 
girls will be half of 
tomorrow’s adults, 
but investing in 
them offers returns 
that will go to all of 
humanity.
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inheritance laws, marriage practices and family structure and 
resulting rights and responsibilities. In their negative form, 
these have particularly significant impacts by preventing girls 
from developing their capabilities and agency, leading to 
poverty. 

In particular, discriminatory family codes can result in: 
early marriage; separation of girls from maternal presence, 
influence and authority; lack of decision-making influence 
by girls themselves; denial of vital material assets through 
ownership and inheritance; and, in some cases, physical harm. 
The ensuing negative development outcomes include: reduced 
capabilities, educational attainment, employment potential 
and job quality; increased fertility and maternal and infant 
mortality rates; increased ill-health and physical harm; and 
increased poverty and potential for increased incidence of life-
course and intergenerational poverty. 

Son bias
Amartya Sen (1990) hypothesised that international distortions 
in sex ratios equated to as many as 100 million ‘missing 
women’, explained by female foeticide and ‘gendercide’ – the 
systematic and often lethal neglect of and underinvestment in 
girls and women. 

We conceptualise son bias more broadly, to refer to unequal 
investments in the care, nurture and resources allocated to 
sons and daughters within the household. This encompasses a 
spectrum of negative developmental outcomes, from mortality 
through to human capital development deficits, time poverty 
linked to labour roles and psychosocial ill-being. These general 
intra-household differentials between sons and daughters are 
widespread, and there is good evidence that they exist across 
regions. Son bias is not shaped by poverty alone, but there are 
important linkages between poverty, vulnerability and son 
bias over the life-course and in intergenerational terms. 

Limited resource rights and entitlements 
Under this social institution, we focus on girls’ and young 
women’s access to and control over land, microfinance, 
property and natural resources, in order to examine the causes 
and consequences of girls’ lack of entitlements, rights and 
access to resources. 

Discriminatory inheritance systems and particular practices 
of bride wealth and dowry, as well as legislation which 
defines and limits married women’s property rights, have 
historically disadvantaged women. Family and community 
norms may contribute to this, particularly if they are founded 
on patriarchal value systems. Meanwhile, gender disparities 
in education, along with unequal access to and preparation 
for productive employment opportunities, segmented labour 
forces, lower wages, poor access to financial services and 

tensions between reproductive and productive work impinge 
on young women’s ability to accumulate wealth and achieve 
economic empowerment. 

Physical insecurity
Physical insecurity is a harrowing reality for millions of 
girls, of all ages, ethnicities and religions. This institution 
encompasses laws, norms and practices which condone or 
fail to challenge gender-based violence in the household, 
school, workplace and community. Physical insecurity as a 
consequence of gender-based violence is also a particular risk 
in times of conflict and social upheaval.  

Physical insecurity is manifested in unchallenged norms 
and practices of domestic and school-based violence, sexual 
abuse, harmful traditional practices such as female genital 
mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) and traditional practices of  
‘honour’ killings and ‘femicide,’ among others. Violence 
against girls causes long-term and often irreversible physical 
and psychological harm. It deprives girls of their human 
capabilities as well as their agency – suppressing their voices, 
constraining their choices and denying them control over their 
physical integrity and future. It also increases girls’ risk of 
sliding into, and remaining trapped in, chronic poverty.

Restricted civil liberties
This institution includes laws, norms and practices which 
result in restrictions vis-à-vis freedom of movement, freedom 
of association and participation in collective action. 

Practices which limit girls’ ability to claim an independent 
identity through birth registration have knock-on effects 
with regard to other civil rights and liberties. Restrictions on 
mobility, linked to deeply rooted traditions and customs, can 
perpetuate gender disparities in access to social and economic 
resources and contribute to processes of disempowerment 
of women. In addition, girls’ and young women’s limited 
voice in family matters can lead to a particular gender-based 
experience of the poverty trap of limited citizenship in their 
own societies. This is characterised by limited opportunities to 
participate in associative groups, leisure activities, educational 
programmes and/or extra-curricular activities and both 
political and economic development processes 

Is social transformation possible?
Culture is constantly being shaped by human interaction, 
which means that transformative social change to enable 
equitable development and social justice is possible. Promising 
policy and programme approaches that are emerging globally  
give evidence to this. However, girls and young women are 
currently weakly incorporated within international legal and 
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human rights frameworks, and there is limited availability 
of gender- and age-disaggregated data, impeding social 
transformation efforts. Debates about chronic poverty also 
need to be enriched by more systematic attention to gender 
dynamics throughout the lifecycle, both within and outside 
the household, and in particular the role that discriminatory 
social institutions play in constraining girls’ life opportunities 
and the exercise of their full human agency.

This report underscores the importance of taking social 
institutions and culture seriously and making them more 
visible components of development debates to better tackle 
the poverty traps facing girls and young women – not only 
in childhood and early adulthood, but also potentially across 
their life-course and that of their children. Although it is 
widely accepted that gender is a social construct imbued with 
power relations, too often there is a disconnect with policy 
and programme development. In other words, if we want to 
promote progressive social change, we need to think carefully 
about how best to reform or reshape discriminatory social 
institutions which structure the realm of the possible for girls, 
their families and communities. Along with our strengthened 
focus on girls and young women, we must also consider in 
more depth the specific poverty and vulnerability experiences 
of boys and young men, and the role they can play in reshaping 
and reforming gender discriminatory social institutions. 

There is compelling evidence that progressive social change 
is possible, although much more needs to be done to take 
promising initiatives to scale, as well as to effectively monitor, 
evaluate and learn from such experiences cross-nationally.  
Because of the context specificity of social institutions, different 
models of change will be essential in different places and at 
different times. Nonetheless, the report identifies a number 
of crosscutting findings about the linkages between gendered 
social institutions and girls’ and young women’s experiences of 
chronic poverty. These inform the report’s recommendations 
for action, which are inspired by some of the effective policy, 
programming and advocacy approaches discussed in the 
individual chapters.

The recent focus in development circles on girls and young 
women is clearly very positive. It does, however, present a 
number of analytical and programming challenges. 

•	 Gender- and age-disaggregated data on girls’ poverty 
experiences over time in developing country contexts 
are very limited, constraining well-tailored policy and 
programme interventions.  

•	 Within international legal and human rights 
frameworks, female youth in particular are not well 
covered (either in the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) or in the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Violence Against 
Women (CEDAW)), limiting the specific measures that 
need to be developed or strengthened to protect them 
from the poverty traps besetting them at this stage of 
the life-course.

•	 Definitions and understandings of childhood, 
adolescence and youth vary considerably according 
to cultural context, with important implications for 
development interventions.   

•	 It is also important to consider in more depth the 
specific poverty and vulnerability experiences of boys 
and young men, and in particular the role that they 
can play in reshaping gender discriminatory social 
institutions. 

Given these complexities, a multipronged, long-term 
commitment is essential, involving strategic partnerships with 
state and non-state actors alike. Approaches that overlook 
the  multi-dimensionality of gendered and generational  
experiences of chronic poverty and vulnerability are more 
likely to flounder and to fail to support girls and young 
women in new pathways to empowerment. Moreover, 
families and wider communities are likely to miss out on the 
potential multiplier effects of investing in girls and achieving 
development goals more broadly.

To more effectively tackle chronic poverty and promote 
progressive social change, six key recommendations for action 
are highlighted. More details on these can be found within the 
main report. 

1.	 Develop and enforce context-sensitive legal provisions 
to eliminate gender discrimination in the family, school, 
workplace and community.

2.	 Support measures to promote children’s and especially 
girls’ right to be heard and to participate in decisions in 
areas of importance to them.

3.	 Invest in the design and implementation of child- and 
gender-sensitive social protection.

4.	 Strengthen services for girls who are hard to reach, 
because of both spatial disadvantage as well as age- 
and gender-specific socio-cultural barriers.

5.	 Support measures to strengthen girls’ and young 
women’s individual and collective ownership of, access 
to and use of resources. 

6.	 Strengthen efforts to promote girls’ and women’s 
physical integrity and control over their bodies, 
especially in conflict and post-conflict settings.
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 © Giacomo Pirozzi / Panos Pictures (2007) 
Rwanda, Kigeyo. A Grade 4 student writes on the blackboard during an English class in the primary school in the village of Kigeyo in Western province.


