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Foreword

In today’s dynamic global landscape, investing in adolescent girls is not 
just a moral imperative, but a sensible economic decision. Evidence-based 
interventions tailored to adolescent girls’ unique needs have the power to 
catalyze transformative change that reverberates across generations and 
communities. Because adolescence is a time when key decisions are made that 
have long-lasting impacts, relatively small investments can change the whole 
trajectory of a life and thus can have high returns.

At this pivotal moment, with 23 percent of the world’s 1.2 billion adolescents 
residing in Sub-Saharan Africa, the need to act is urgent: millions of 
adolescent girls across the continent are at crucial turning points in their 
lives. Despite Africa’s vast potential for prosperity, a stark reality remains: 
26 percent of adolescent girls ages 15 to 19 in Africa are neither working 
nor in school, and 27 percent are married or have a child. In comparison, 
9 percent of African boys in the same age range are neither working nor in 
school, and fewer than 3 percent are married or have a child. 

Recognizing the multifaceted nature of the challenges presented by this 
reality, the Center for Global Development, the Population Council, and 
the World Bank Group have come together to help countries forge a path 
forward. The rigorous analysis in this report provides clear routes to evidence-
based policy that will not only bolster girls’ human capital but also empower 
them economically, laying the groundwork for sustainable progress.

Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls in Africa offers hope by distilling 
actionable recommendations based on rigorous evidence of impact. By 
delineating various pathways to success and examining the implications for 
policy and practice, this report charts a course toward tangible, lasting change. 

At its core, this endeavor is about unleashing the untapped potential 
of adolescent girls as catalysts for Africa’s economic development. 
The report recommends a set of strong, yet affordable actions to ensure 
girls’ success, such as:
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•	 Promoting girls’ economic success through proven and promising 
multisectoral interventions.

•	 Focusing on the most vulnerable girls.
•	 Adopting a holistic approach in the design of interventions.
•	 Addressing data and evidence gaps to enable stakeholders to better 

understand what works.
Illuminating the crucial journey toward achieving empowerment for 
adolescent girls, this report calls upon policy makers, practitioners, 
researchers, community leaders, and global partners to turn vision into reality. 
We invite you to join us in helping countries usher in a future in which every 
African girl can thrive. Together, let us harness the power of data-driven 
investment to shape a brighter tomorrow for generations to come.

Rachel Glennerster
President
Center for Global Development

Thoai D. Ngo
Vice President, Social and 
Behavioral Science Research
Population Council

Victoria Kwakwa
Vice President, 
Eastern and Southern Africa
World Bank

Ousmane Diagana
Vice President, 
Western and Central Africa
World Bank
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Key Messages

•	 Africa holds the key to its own prosperity: investing in the untapped 
economic potential of adolescent girls.

•	 To succeed, adolescent girls must obtain the skills, resources, and agency 
they need for autonomy and prosperity in adulthood.

•	 The reality, however, is different for adolescent girls in Africa. Currently, 
40 percent of 15- to 19-year-old girls in Africa are out of school and not 
working or are married or have children, compared with 12 percent of boys 
in the same age range, highlighting the urgent need for action.

•	 This report recommends six strong but affordable sets of actions to ensure 
adolescent girls succeed: 

1.	 Improve adolescent girls’ health and education by reducing out-of-
pocket costs, expanding access, and providing youth-friendly services. 

2.	 Promote their economic success through proven and promising 
multisectoral interventions that integrate technical and life skills 
training with employment support, tailored to labor market demands 
and contextual factors.

3.	 Make the most vulnerable girls the priority, ensuring that no one is 
left behind.

4.	 Adopt a holistic approach to the design of interventions for adolescent 
girls, recognizing the multidimensional nature of empowerment.

5.	 Address data and evidence gaps to inform effective policies and 
programs. 

6.	 Foster collaboration and mobilize support from diverse stakeholders 
to achieve sustainable impact.

•	 By implementing these recommendations between now and 2040, African 
countries could unlock an additional $2.4 trillion in income. With the right 
investments and support, adolescent girls could be the drivers of Africa’s 
economic transformation.
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Executive Summary

A reproducibility package is available for this book in the Reproducible Research 
Repository (https://reproducibility.worldbank.org).

Why Prioritize Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls 
in Africa?

Africa is the world’s youngest region.1 It holds the key to its own prosperity: 
investing in the untapped economic potential of its adolescents, particularly 
its adolescent girls. More than one-fifth of the world’s adolescent girls (ages 
10 to 19)—145 million—reside in Africa, and this share is expected to 
increase to more than one-third by 2050 (United Nations Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 2024). For Africa to win 
the battle against poverty and achieve sustained economic growth, strategic 
investments are imperative. These investments must flow to adolescent girls, 
equipping them with the human capital fundamentals, enabling resources, 
and agency essential to live economically prosperous adult lives.

Despite their potential, adolescent girls in Africa face distinct gender-specific 
challenges that significantly affect their economic prospects. The region has 
the highest incidence of child marriage for girls globally, with one in three 
African girls marrying before the age of 18. Notably, West and Central 
Africa are home to 7 of the 10 countries with the highest prevalence of 
child marriage worldwide (UNICEF 2022). Furthermore, although some 
progress has been made in the past 25 years, these improvements have 
primarily benefited the wealthiest households; child marriage rates continue 
to rise among the poorest in Africa (UNICEF 2023). Child marriage is 
often associated with early childbearing and a higher fertility rate over a 
girl’s lifetime, with significant negative consequences for both girls and their 
children across various domains, including health and their future labor 
market outcomes (Petroni et al. 2017; Wodon et al. 2017). 

https://reproducibility.worldbank.org�
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Gender gaps in Africa emerge before adolescence and widen during 
the transition to adolescence and then adulthood. Although there are 
relatively small gender gaps in schooling among 10- to 14-year-olds in 
most African countries, girls are typically more likely to participate in 
household work and boys are more likely to participate in paid work. In the 
older-adolescent group (ages 15 to 19), a significant number of girls in 
Africa (26 percent) are neither working nor in school, compared with about 
9 percent of boys. Additionally, about 22 percent of these girls are married, 
compared with only 1 percent of boys. As these older adolescents transition 
into young adulthood (ages 20 to 24), the gender disparity becomes even 
more pronounced. Among young women in this age group, 56 percent are 
married with children, whereas fewer than 16 percent remain in school. 
In contrast, young men are more likely to continue their education or 
enter the labor force, and 71 percent remain unmarried without children 
(figure ES.1). 

Adolescent girls’ empowerment is not just a matter of human rights; it is 
also a valuable investment. This report reveals that every dollar invested 
in adolescent girls’ empowerment can generate more than a tenfold 
return in economic impact. The net benefit of such investments amounts 
to approximately $2.4 trillion. This stands in contrast to the total cost of 
investing in the next two generations of girls across all countries, which 
amounts to less than $200 billion (Rossouw et al. 2024).

How can countries—in particular, African countries—build a pathway 
to prosperity for adolescent girls? This report seeks to answer this key 
question. Drawing on recent initiatives and rigorous research geared 
toward identifying and addressing the distinct challenges faced by 
adolescent girls in Africa, the report presents new analyses and a 
comprehensive conceptual framework for understanding, measuring, 
and improving adolescent girls’ empowerment. This approach considers 
the diverse range of experiences and needs among adolescent girls, 
taking into account factors such as their educational status, marital 
status, and whether they have children. The report concludes by 
charting a course of policy action to build pathways to prosperity for 
adolescent girls.
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FIGURE ES.1  �The Transition from Adolescence to Adulthood Is Starker for 

Girls Than for Boys
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FIGURE ES.1  �The Transition from Adolescence to Adulthood Is Starker for 

Girls Than for Boys (continued)
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from USAID’s Demographic and Health 

Surveys (DHS), accessed March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com.
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What Does Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Mean?

Empowering adolescent girls holds critical importance for poverty reduction 
and economic growth in Africa. However, achieving this goal demands 
a departure from the conventional business-as-usual approach. Women’s 
empowerment frameworks have laid the foundation for conceptualizing the 
dimensions of empowerment for both women and girls. However, what it 
means to be empowered is different for girls and women. Adolescent girls 
differ from women in significant ways within and across the main dimensions 
of empowerment: resources, agency, and achievements. Relative to women, 
girls’ access to resources, such as financial institutions or sexual and 
reproductive health services, is constrained, as is their capacity for making 
decisions and setting goals.

Even among adolescent girls, pathways to future empowerment vary 
considerably. Some adolescent girls may develop skills, resources, and 
agency, leading to better job prospects as adults. For others, the path to 
empowerment may be steeper because of life transitions like dropping out of 
school, early marriage, or childbearing.

This report introduces an adapted framework for understanding adolescent 
girls’ empowerment, emphasizing four key components:

•	 Human capital fundamentals: Education and health provide the bedrock 
for adolescent girls’  future economic success.

•	 Enabling resources: These include knowledge and skills, financial capital, 
physical and digital capital, social capital, and time available for productive 
activities.

•	 Agency: Girls must be able to exert their voices, set goals, and make 
decisions.

•	 Context: This includes fragility, conflict, and violence; statutory laws; formal 
institutions; social norms and religion; labor market opportunities; and 
household context. 

Together, these four components of adolescent girls’ empowerment combine and 
interact to make up a fifth component, long-term economic achievements, such 
as income and participation in age-appropriate paid work (table ES.1).
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TABLE ES.1  �Components of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Influence Their Long-Term 

Economic Achievements

Component Indicator Specific measures for indicator

HC

Human capital fundamentals

Educational progress  Educational enrollment, attainment, and attendance; grade 

progression; literacy skills; numeracy skills 

Health  Survival/mortality; sexual and reproductive health rights; 

mental health; nutrition 

EN

Enabling resources

Knowledge and skills Life skills (including socioemotional skills); financial literacy 

Financial capital  Access to economic resources: bank accounts, loans; 

economic assets: savings 

Physical and digital 

capital 

Household assets; personal assets; access to digital spaces; 

cell phones 

Social capital  Peer networks; access to safe spaces 

Time  Time for engaging in productive activity 

AG

Agency

Goal setting Aspirations for education, work, marriage, and childbearing 

Sense of agency  Self-efficacy; self-esteem; locus of control; gender attitudes

Control  Control over decision-making and time use 

CO
Context

Fragility, conflict, and 

violence

Prevalence and duration of conflict and violence 

Statutory laws/legal 

framework 

Laws relating to gender, resources, work, minimum age for 

marriage, minimum age for work, gender-based violence, 

and access to identification documents 

Formal institutions  Presence and characteristics of other formal institutions: 

schools; health; vocational, legal, and financial services 

(including banks and rotating savings and credit associations) 

Norms and religion  Expectations regarding gender roles, resource access and 

use, work, age of marriage, and gender-based violence; 

religious beliefs 

Labor market 

opportunities 

Sector-specific access to jobs; quality of available job 

opportunities 

Household context Parental and household members’ gender attitudes; parental 

aspirations for girls’ education and work; relationship 

dynamics in households (cooperation among household 

members, discussions among household members on 

various topics, etc.); household structure and composition 

EA

Economic achievement

Labor market 

outcomes 

Job quality; income; paid work; formal or informal sector; 

salaried or self-employment; age-appropriate work

Source: Original table for this report.

Note: AG = agency; CO = context; EA = economic achievement; EN = enabling resources; HC = human capital fundamentals.
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BOX ES.1  Measuring Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment: Challenges and Path Forward

Why does measuring adolescent girls’ empowerment matter? 
Measuring adolescent girls’ empowerment is crucial for informed policy and program design 

but remains challenging. Existing frameworks primarily focus on women’s empowerment, and 

empowerment-specific measurement guidance for adolescent girls is limited. Measurement gaps in 

surveys include a lack of questions on digital capital, on agency aspects like control over time use, 

and on job quality. Additionally, surveys show little variation in question types across demographic 

groups, limiting understanding of subgroup nuances.

Key measurement challenges

1.	 Lack of theoretical framework: The absence of a clear theoretical framework for measurement 

of adolescent girls’ empowerment leads to inconsistent measures across studies and surveys.

2.	 Limited differentiation: Measurement tools do not adequately differentiate among diverse 

demographic groups, making it hard to understand disparities.

3.	 Survey variation: Surveys vary significantly in wording and aspects measured, making 

comparisons regarding adolescent girls’ empowerment difficult.

The path forward
These measurement challenges highlight the need for comprehensive and standardized 

measurement of adolescent girls’ empowerment through three critical next steps.

1.	 Prioritizing conceptualization: Develop a clear and standardized conceptual framework for 

adolescent girls’ empowerment. Ensure inclusivity by consulting with diverse stakeholders and 

practitioners to accommodate the varied needs and aspirations of adolescent girls.

2.	 Coordinating efforts: Standardize and harmonize key measures of adolescent girls’ 

empowerment to enhance comparability and reliability, drawing inspiration from relevant 

successful practices for measuring women’s economic empowerment.

3.	 Developing new measures: Create new tools, including community-level instruments, to cover 

underrepresented dimensions of adolescent girls’ empowerment. 

The conceptual framework presented in the report differs from existing 
frameworks in the African context (for example, Calder and Huda 2013; 
Jones et al. 2019; Moll 2018), not only in emphasizing components such 
as context and enabling resources, but also in considering the fact that girls 
may follow diverse paths to empowerment, whether a particular girl’s path 
may be pursuing education exclusively without getting married or having 
children, or an alternative path that navigates transitions such as school 
dropout, early marriage, and childbearing. For a discussion of the challenges 
in measuring adolescent girls’ empowerment and potential solutions, refer to 
box ES.1.
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Each component of empowerment will evolve during adolescence, preparing 
girls to be economically prosperous in adulthood (figure ES.2). However, 
the evolution of these components and their relative prominence at different 
ages depend on girls’ initial endowment in each component at the beginning 
of adolescence (age 10) and the various transitions they experience as they 
progress through adolescence. 

The key components of adolescent girls’ empowerment also differ by 
demographic group. To illustrate this diversity of experiences and their 
relationship with the components of empowerment, the report presents 
five profiles of adolescent girls residing in various parts of Africa, each 
represented by a distinct line in figure ES.2.

FIGURE ES.2  �Adolescent Girls Can Follow Alternative Pathways toward Empowerment 

in Adulthood 
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Rural, out of school, married,
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Source: Original figure for this report.

Note: AG = agency; EA = economic achievement; EN = enabling resources; HC = human capital fundamentals. 

Refer to table ES.1 for additional information about each component.
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The framework employed in this report demonstrates that girls’ pathways 
to empowerment in adulthood vary depending on their starting point in 
adolescence and the timing of interventions (figure ES.3). Throughout 
the report, this framework serves as a guide for evaluating the design and 
effectiveness of programs and policies, with a recognition that no single 
intervention will adequately meet the needs of all adolescent girls in Africa.

While not explicitly part of the framework, two cross-cutting experiences 
that interact with pathways to empowerment are important to consider 
for a more holistic view of adolescent girls’ empowerment: gender-based 
violence and disabilities. Experiences of gender-based violence or harmful 
practices perpetrated at home, in school, in public spaces, within marriage, 

FIGURE ES.3  �Appropriately Designed Interventions to Support Adolescent Girls 

Can Boost Their Empowerment at Any Age, Whether They Are Still 

in School or Already Out of School, Are Married or Not, or Do or Do 

Not Have Children
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helping with family business
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Urban, not working, 
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Age 18
Rural, out of school, married,
parent, seeking work

Chantal
Age 19
Rural, out of school, working,
in a relationship

Context

Source: Original figure for this report.
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or in the workplace can affect multiple aspects of empowerment, including 
school attendance and performance, girls’ sense of agency, and their ability 
to make decisions that affect their well-being. Girls often face a higher risk 
of violence during adolescence—more than at any other time in their lives. 
However, they may be less likely to report experiences of violence, given 
potential threats to their personal or family reputation. These risks of gender-
based violence, combined with more limited access to services and support 
for survivors, present an important barrier to empowerment for adolescent 
girls. Physical and mental disabilities may also affect girls’ ability to fulfill 
their educational and economic goals and minimize agency depending on the 
presence of societal norms and resources related to disabilities. 

How Diverse Are Adolescent Girls’ Experiences in Africa, and 
How Does the Diversity Matter for Their Prosperity?

A common policy aspiration in African countries is to ensure that adolescent 
girls remain in school, delay childbearing, and delay marriage. School 
enrollment rates for younger adolescent girls (ages 10 to 14) have reached more 
than 80 percent in many of these countries. However, by the time they get to 
older adolescence, less than half of 15- to 19-year-old girls are still exclusively 
in school, without having gotten married or having had children (figure ES.4). 

Whereas regional trends in schooling and work have generally been positive, 
regional trends in marriage and childbearing have been mixed. Over the 
past 20 years, the percentage of 15- to 19-year-old girls in school increased 
in most African countries. Most African countries, but not all, also saw a 
decline in the share of girls who are out of school and exclusively working. 
Marriage rates generally fell across countries over this time frame. However, 
some countries saw increases, including Madagascar, Niger, Tanzania, and 
Zimbabwe. Additionally, the percentage of adolescent girls with children 
largely declined, except in a few countries, including Burundi and Zambia. 
In Comoros, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe, both rates of marriage and having 
children among adolescent girls increased over the past 20 years.

Adolescent girls’ experiences vary not only across countries, but also within 
them, partly reflecting the countries’ cultural, social, legal, and economic 
environments. Although country-level indicators provide valuable insights, 
they tend to mask subnational variation. Within individual countries, 
variations in outcomes such as rates of school enrollment, marriage, and 
childbearing, as well as gender attitudes, can be just as substantial as 
variations across countries. For a deeper exploration of the complexity of 
adolescent girls’ empowerment and insights from impact evaluation surveys 
across African countries, refer to box ES.2.
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While recognizing the diversity of experiences within countries, this 
report categorizes countries into five distinct groups, each characterized 
by common features that reflect the intersections among rates of 
schooling, work, marriage, and childbearing (figure ES.5). Notably, these 
country categories correlate with the prevalence of gender-related laws in 
each type of context, which suggests the importance of the legal context 
in shaping adolescent girls’ experiences (table ES.2). These five categories 
provide an instructive tool for understanding patterns in the experiences 
of adolescent girls and offer insight into approaches for supporting 
empowerment.

FIGURE ES.4  �Over Half of 15- to 19-Year-Old Girls in Africa Are Out of School 

or Married or Have a Child
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Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com.
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BOX ES.2  �Exploring the Complexity of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment: Insights from 

Impact Evaluation Surveys in Africa

Why is a holistic approach necessary to effectively empower adolescent girls? 
Empowering adolescent girls in Africa requires recognizing that empowerment is inherently 

multidimensional. Although interventions focusing on education and health are crucial for laying the 

foundation of success in adulthood, they are not sufficient to improve all dimensions of empowerment. 

Additionally, life transitions such as marriage and childbearing often significantly hinder girls’ 

acquisition of human capital and agency, further constraining their ability to realize their full potential. 

Key insights from selected African countries
This report uses data from impact evaluations of programs targeting adolescent girls across 

11 countries in Africa to shed light on the complex interrelationships among various dimensions of 

empowerment and how these dimensions manifest themselves across different life stages: 

1.	 Multidimensional empowerment: Empowerment among adolescent girls is multidimensional. 

Girls may exhibit empowerment in one domain while lacking it in another. Recognizing these 

variations is essential for designing effective empowerment programs.

2.	 Weak correlations between empowerment dimensions: There are generally weak 

correlations between human capital fundamentals (education and health) and other dimensions of 

empowerment, suggesting a need for holistic interventions that go beyond basic education and 

health to effectively enhance empowerment. 

3.	 Impact of life transitions and contextual factors: Life transitions, like marriage and childbearing, 

and contextual factors deeply affect girls’ empowerment. Married girls and young mothers face 

substantial challenges in maintaining their educational pursuits and pursuing their career aspirations, 

although some manage to retain or even enhance certain resources and achievements.

The path forward
These findings carry significant implications for shaping policies and programs aimed at 

empowering girls in Africa. The key points underscored by the analysis include the following:

1.	 Broadening empowerment strategies: Policies and programs should extend beyond just 

education and health to encompass a broader spectrum of empowerment strategies, prioritizing 

comprehensive support, including skills development and social protection.

2.	 Tailored interventions: Tailoring interventions to the specific needs of different demographic 

groups of girls, especially vulnerable ones such as young mothers balancing work or schooling 

with childcare responsibilities, is essential for effective empowerment.

3.	 Harnessing digital tools: Leveraging digital technologies can be a powerful means for reaching 

and supporting adolescent girls. However, it is crucial to ensure that girls have the necessary 

resources and skills to make the most of these opportunities.

4.	 Continuous evaluation: Constant monitoring and evaluation are vital to understand the evolving 

challenges and opportunities faced by adolescent girls in Africa, ensuring that policies and 

programs remain responsive and effective. 
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FIGURE ES.5  �There Are Systematic Cross-Country Differences in Adolescent Girls’ 

Experiences
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from USAID’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed 

March 17, 2024, https://www​.dhsprogram.com.

Note: Figure shows percentages of 15- to 19-year-old unmarried girls with no children who are enrolled in school 

(horizontal axis) and are exclusively working (vertical axis). The size of each country marker reflects country 

population size.
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TABLE ES.2  �Cross-Country Differences in Adolescent Girls’ Experiences Correlate with 

Countries’ Legal Environments

Country category Key country characteristics Relevant country laws

Marriage and childbearing delayers The most successful at delaying 

marriage and childbearing among 

adolescent girls. Relatively high 

levels of schooling and work among 

adolescent girls.

All countries in this category have 

laws ensuring that a woman can 

get a job, a bank account, and 

national identification documents in 

the same way as a man. 

Educators Highest levels of school enrollment 

among adolescent girls, yet 

relatively low levels of employment, 

even for girls who are out of school. 

All countries in this category 

have laws promoting education 

(free postprimary schooling and 

marriage ages above 18).

Generalists Moderate levels among adolescent 

girls in regard to all characteristics: 

marriage and fertility delay, 

schooling, and work.

Countries in this category have 

a mix of legal environments and 

are not leaders in any domain of 

gender legal reforms.

Laborers Highest levels of work among 

adolescent girls, with relatively low 

levels of schooling and moderate 

rates of marriage and childbearing.

Countries in this category are more 

likely to have employment-related 

laws (for example, ensuring women 

can get a job in the same way as 

men, equal pay for equal work, 

14 weeks of paid leave for mothers) 

and laws prohibiting gender 

discrimination in credit access.

Survivors Highest levels of vulnerability 

among adolescent girls. All 

countries in this category are 

low-income countries classified as 

fragility, conflict, or violence settings 

by the World Bank, with the highest 

rates of marriage and childbearing 

among adolescent girls, the lowest 

levels of schooling, and a high share 

who are not in work or schooling.

All countries in this category have 

laws that women and men can 

access national identification 

documents in the same way, 

presenting a foundation for access 

to social services.

Source: Original table for this report, based on data from USAID’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed 

March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com, and World Bank 2020.
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What Do We Know about What Works to Build Human 
Capital Fundamentals and Enhance Economic Success for 
Adolescent Girls? 

A strong foundation in human capital is crucial for achieving success in 
today’s world and ensuring a smooth transition to a productive and healthy 
adulthood. Adolescence is a period in which girls experience rapid physical, 
emotional, social, and cognitive changes. Making investments in education 
and health during girls’ adolescent years a priority can profoundly influence 
girls’ adulthood and even shape the trajectory of the next generation. 
Such investments align with the promotion of a life path in which 
adolescent girls can educate themselves, adopt healthy lifestyles, and delay 
family formation. For girls pursuing alternative life paths, human capital 
fundamentals also play a crucial role in skills development and broader 
capital accumulation. However, it is essential to recognize that improving 
girls’ human capital fundamentals doesn’t automatically guarantee a 
successful transition into productive, safe, and dignified employment or a 
significant reduction in gender gaps in economic achievement in adulthood. 
Several factors, including marriage, childbearing, gender roles, and norms 
related to women’s employment and household dynamics, also come into 
play (see, for example, Carvalho and Evans 2022; Elder and Kring 2016; 
Klasen 2019).

To empower adolescent girls to realize their economic potential and thrive 
in adulthood, it is crucial to expand beyond establishing human capital 
fundamentals. This involves promoting enabling resources, including 
socioemotional skills, financial literacy, and access to networks; fostering 
agency; and creating an environment conducive to their economic 
achievements. This report reviews the evidence on interventions addressing 
each of these areas and categorizes them as follows: (1) effective: at least 
three rigorous studies show the intervention has positive and statistically 
significant effects; (2) promising: one or two rigorous studies show the 
intervention has positive and statistically significant effects; (3) mixed: 
rigorous studies yield a mix of positive and negative statistically significant 
effects for the intervention or show it has no statistically significant effects; 
(4) no effect: at least two rigorous studies show the intervention has no 
statistically significant effects; (5) unknown or little evidence: fewer than 
two rigorous studies investigate the intervention and assess its effects 
(table ES.3).
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The successful implementation of these interventions requires careful attention 
to design and execution. A notable example is the increasing adoption of 
girls’ groups, or “safe spaces,” as platforms to reach adolescent girls, especially 
those out of school. However, the evidence on their impact on adolescent 
girls’ outcomes is mixed, calling for careful consideration of the key factors 
necessary to ensure their successful implementation. Box ES.3 provides 
detailed insights into the critical elements for effectively designing and 
implementing safe spaces programs.

TABLE ES.3  Evidence-Based Interventions Can Build Pathways to Prosperity

Intervention Improving 
human capital 
fundamentals

Enhancing 
economic 
success

In-kind transfers for schooling Effective Effective

Comprehensive economic empowerment programs Unknown Effective

School fee reduction or elimination Effective Promising

School feeding Effective Promising

Improving quality of instruction Effective Unknown

Health services Effective Unknown

Sexual and reproductive health education Effective Unknown

Cash transfers Effective Mixed

Employment opportunities for women Promising Promising

Engaging boys, parents, and community Promising Promising

Information on return to education or on training Promising Promising

Child marriage ban Promising Unknown

Edutainment programs Promising Unknown

Inheritance law reform Promising Unknown

School construction Promising Unknown

Girls’ group empowerment programs Mixed Mixed

Other life skills training, mentoring, and empowerment programs Mixed Mixed

Financial inclusion programs Unknown Mixed

Traditional vocational and business skills training Unknown Mixed

Source: Original table for this report.
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BOX ES.3  Key Considerations for Successful Implementation of Safe Spaces

Since the mid-2010s, the girls’ groups—“safe spaces”—approach has gained prominence in 

programming for adolescent girls, supported by a growing evidence base and practical guidance 

tools.

Key insights on safe spaces
Safe spaces are often referred to as a type of program for adolescent girls, but they should be 

viewed as a flexible platform for delivering a wide range of interventions. Safe spaces typically 

include three core features: a group of girls, regular meetings at a designated location, and a 

mentor who leads the group. Importantly, safe spaces are not limited to specific thematic areas 

and are adaptable to address diverse needs. They can also be implemented alongside additional 

interventions that engage girls’ households, schools, and communities.

Critical factors for successful implementation
Implementers and experts have reached a consensus on critical factors for successful safe spaces 

implementation along the program delivery chain, as shown in table BES.3.1.

(continued)

TABLE BES.3.1  �Each Step in the Program Delivery Chain Necessitates Critical Factors 

for Successful Implementation

Step in program 
delivery chain 

Critical factors

Community outreach Involving the community during program preparation is essential for 

building ownership and trust in the program. Effective outreach methods 

include organizing family days, celebrations, and home visits by mentors. 

Leveraging peer networks and influential community members can encourage 

participation, and tailoring messaging to respect local customs is crucial.

Recruiting and 

supporting mentors

Mentors are critical to program quality, and their preferred qualifications 

depend on the context. Positive mentor performance is associated with 

characteristics such as being female, coming from the same communities as 

beneficiaries, speaking the local language, and having basic literacy and good 

social and leadership skills. Mentors need training, ongoing supervision, and 

support.

Targeting Achieving change requires working with a critical mass of girls in a given 

area. Making it a priority to reach more girls in the same community before 

expanding to additional communities is important.

Recruiting girls Outreach efforts should be inclusive and tailored to reach vulnerable, younger, 

out-of-school, and at-risk girls. Strategies like door-to-door recruitment and 

surveys or censuses can help identify potential beneficiaries and their specific 

needs.
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BOX ES.3  Key Considerations for Successful Implementation of Safe Spaces (continued)

Beyond the design of interventions themselves, it is imperative to pay 
attention to political economy factors that can impede program and policy 
development and implementation and legal reforms. Key considerations 
include securing government support, underscoring the economic benefits 
of adolescent girls’ empowerment initiatives, engaging with influential 
community leaders, and fostering regional coordination and collaboration. 

Step in program 
delivery chain 

Critical factors

Finding a location Locations of safe spaces should be identified in consultation with communities, 

ensuring they are easily accessible, are private, and meet basic needs. 

Investing in making the spaces pleasant environments is essential.

Forming groups Consideration should be given to segmenting groups based on characteristics 

like age, marital status, and educational enrollment status. Special 

considerations are needed for working with migrants or refugees and local 

populations in the same communities, and girls with disabilities should be 

included.

Defining content Curriculums should align with participants’ aspirations and address key 

challenges. Topics should be sequenced carefully, starting with foundational 

topics like life skills and basic literacy.

Delivering services Program intensity is crucial; meetings should be regular and frequent. 

Sessions should be long enough to cover training and allow for feedback. 

Various participatory techniques can be used, and material should avoid 

reinforcing gender stereotypes.

Engaging with key 

stakeholders

Identifying key stakeholders and potential champions in the community can be 

helpful. Parallel safe spaces can be set up to provide information and training 

to strategic stakeholders like parents and boys, although this approach carries 

some risks.

Monitoring and 

evaluation

Access to good monitoring data and understanding program success and 

challenges are essential. Purposeful monitoring, evaluation, and learning 

measures should provide actionable information. Qualitative feedback 

mechanisms can improve program quality.

Scaling up Challenges related to scaling up include program cost, implementing capacity, 

mentor availability, coordination with similar programs, and embedding within 

a national system.

Source: Original table for this report.

TABLE BES.3.1  �Each Step in the Program Delivery Chain Necessitates Critical Factors 

for Successful Implementation (continued)



Executive  Summary xliii

The achievement of successful legal reforms, such as those targeting child 
marriage, relies on these considerations as well as on building extensive 
coalitions of partners and active engagement with the legal community. 

How Should the Path Forward Be Forged? 

The path forward in the journey to empower adolescent girls for success in 
Africa is clear and multifaceted. This report outlines six primary areas for 
policy and targeted programmatic action:

1.	 Building human capital fundamentals through improved health and 
education. Establishing core education and health resources during 
adolescence matters not only for its intrinsic value, but also for enhancing 
girls’ agency and their accumulation of other resources. Strategies should 
aim to reduce households’ out-of-pocket schooling costs through proven 
strategies like fee elimination, school feeding, and cash transfers to 
boost school enrollment and learning; expand access through school 
construction and transport; promote the use of promising strategies such as 
comprehensive interventions that combine sexual and reproductive health 
education with youth-friendly services and micronutrient supplementation 
to further improve girls’ health and education outcomes; and leverage 
the mutually reinforcing connection between building a robust human 
capital foundation and delaying marriage and childbearing to yield 
multiplicative effects.

2.	 Complementing human capital investments with interventions 
that provide girls with essential resources, agency, and a supportive 
environment conducive to their success. Empowering adolescent 
girls for success goes beyond establishing human capital fundamentals. 
Strategies should foster integration of market-aligned vocational training, 
business support, life skills training, and other employment support 
into comprehensive economic empowerment programs to boost girls’ 
employment and income, especially for those who are out of school; support 
investment in promising approaches aiming to expand and improve the 
services and opportunities to which girls have access, including employment 
opportunities for women; promote adoption of a nuanced approach to 
interventions like cash transfers and girls’ clubs, adapting their design 
to local needs to enhance effectiveness and cost-efficiency at scale; and 
encourage customization of interventions to address contextual factors 
such as relevant legal frameworks, labor market structures, fragility and 
conflict, and community and household contexts, to ensure sustainable 
improvements in girls’ empowerment outcomes. 
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3.	 Tailoring interventions to address the diverse circumstances and needs 
of girls, putting a priority on the most vulnerable. Strategies should 
identify and assign priority to various groups of girls, particularly the most 
vulnerable ones, including those from the poorest households, rural areas 
with limited resources, or areas affected by violence, bearing in mind that 
definitions of vulnerability may extend to many other circumstances and 
characteristics, such as ethnicity, religion, or disabilities. Girls managing dual 
roles of working and being in school, or working and taking care of children, 
require tailored programs to support their needs for continuing education, 
accessing childcare, and earning income. Young mothers and married girls 
face unique obstacles to continuing their education and need support to 
enhance their human capital fundamentals and accumulate other resources.

4.	 Adopting a holistic approach in the design of interventions. Policies 
should anticipate potential challenges that may arise at different stages of 
program development and implementation. Factors such as program costs, 
implementation capacity, and alignment with existing initiatives must be 
carefully considered. Additionally, leveraging digital tools and platforms can 
be beneficial for reaching girls who are out of school, marry early, or reside 
in rural areas, given evidence of expanding digital access across different 
countries, with different demographics, and across different socioeconomic 
groups. Technological innovations can also lower costs, given the challenges 
of tight fiscal space.

5.	 Addressing data and evidence gaps. Strategies should encourage 
development and testing measures in areas in which measurement is lacking, 
such as aspects of context, digital capital, and job quality, and promote 
generation of evidence and design of programs that allow an assessment of 
not only what works, but what works for whom, in particular for married 
adolescents and girls with children, who have often been overlooked. 
Policies should also make a priority of measuring program quality from the 
outset, using detailed indicators for assessing implementation effectiveness. 
Additional insights about cost-effectiveness are needed to understand the 
trade-offs among promising interventions. Effective avenues for scale-up are 
necessary to expand the scope of proven approaches. 

6.	 Mobilizing key stakeholders and fostering collaboration. Strategies 
should aim to rally support from a diverse range of stakeholders, including 
community, national, and regional leaders; governmental bodies; the private 
sector; civil society; nongovernmental organizations; and other development 
partners. They should emphasize both the social and economic benefits of 
empowering adolescent girls, supported by a robust analytical framework, 
and facilitate collaboration among stakeholders to effectively implement 
evidence-based interventions, encompassing both programs and policy or 
legal reforms.
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In contemplating the future of empowering adolescent girls for economic 
and overall success, it is essential to recognize that adolescent girls are a 
diverse group. Tailored approaches that consider diversity among them must 
be developed, and any efforts at scaling up should account for costs, capacity, 
and contextual factors, including those related to political economy, that 
may influence the effectiveness of interventions in different areas. Policy 
makers should ask themselves: What are the specific challenges confronted 
by, for instance, Aya, our 18-year-old married mother in a rural community? 
What resources and support does she require? Similarly, what does Imani, 
our 15-year-old in a semiurban setting, need to thrive? What are the most 
effective and cost-effective ways to put these girls and others like them, as 
well as others with different but equally valid needs, on a path to success? 
Box ES.4 summarizes the key innovations and contributions of this report to 
the ongoing dialogue on adolescent girls’ empowerment in Africa.

The dialogue this report seeks to initiate should not revolve around whether 
policy makers act to improve girls’ empowerment, but rather how they can 
effectively, equitably, and urgently do so. The cost of inaction is high. The time 
for change is now.

BOX ES.4  What Is New in This Report

Quantifying the return on investment
This report presents a compelling case for investing in adolescent girls in Africa by calculating 

the economic gains to be realized from crucial investment of this type. Incorporating estimates 

of effects of interventions to empower adolescent girls and associated implementation costs, it 

concretely demonstrates the potential for achieving a tenfold return from investments over the 

next 15 years.

Conceptual framework
Taking a comprehensive view, this report proposes a fresh conceptual framework that highlights 

a path toward the realization of empowerment for adolescent girls at different ages—pursuing 

education exclusively without marriage or childbearing. Additionally, it acknowledges alternative 

paths that reflect the reality that many adolescent girls in Africa have already dropped out of 

school, gotten married, started childbearing, or any combination of these.

New analysis
The report presents a novel overview of key facts about adolescent girls in Africa that matter for 

defining and measuring empowerment, drawing on data from a number of sources, including 

the Demographic and Health Surveys, the United Nations Children’s Fund’s Multiple Indicator 

Cluster Surveys, the World Bank’s Global Financial Inclusion Index (Findex) database and Women, 

Business, and the Law database, and data from impact evaluation surveys of programs for 

(continued)
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Note

1.	 Throughout the report, “Africa” refers to the 48 countries included in the 
World Bank’s regional classification for Sub-Saharan Africa. For details, see 
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank​
-country-and-lending-groups.
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Key Messages

•	 Africa has the world’s largest youth population, with adolescent girls 
playing a pivotal role in shaping the region’s future.

•	 Investing in adolescent girls’ empowerment is not just a moral obligation, 
but a smart economic decision, with potential returns exceeding 10 times 
the initial investment.

•	 Adolescent girls in Africa face disproportionate obstacles, including high 
risks of child marriage and early childbearing and limited access to 
education and employment opportunities.

The Path to Africa’s Prosperity Lies in Investing in Its 
Adolescent Girls

Adolescent girls in Africa represent a pivotal demographic group with the 
potential to transform the continent’s social and economic landscape. This 
report delves into the complex challenges Africa’s adolescent girls face and 
highlights the transformative impact of targeted investments in their lives. 
By examining effective policies, analyzing successful programs, and offering 
evidence-based recommendations, this report aims to illuminate pathways 
to empower adolescent girls across Africa. To anchor this report’s analysis 
in real-world experiences, this report begins with the story of Malindi—an 
adolescent girl whose life exemplifies both the profound challenges and the 
remarkable potential of Africa’s adolescent girls.

Malindi is 19 years old and currently in twelfth grade. She has been a 
beneficiary of the Keeping Girls in School (KGS) Education Program in 
Zambia since eighth grade, which has played a critical role in enabling her 
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to continue her education. Malindi is an engaged student, and in tenth and 
eleventh grades, she was the vice president of the girls’ club established by the 
program. She speaks enthusiastically about the club:

We were talking about [in the club] how to take care of ourselves and 
what words to use when talking to our friends, even if they upset us. 
We also talked about the dangers of early marriages. We even wanted 
to make plays that show the consequences of early marriage, and the 
challenges and consequences of pregnancies. . . . We also talked about 
cleaning our environment, and also to behave as pupils.

In eleventh grade, she became pregnant but was able to take maternity leave for 
two months when she gave birth. With the support of the education program, 
she was able to return to school. She explains how the program helped her 
during her pregnancy, particularly highlighting the role of the guidance and 
counseling teacher, which Malindi explained made a significant difference:

She [the guidance and counseling teacher] advised me that if you get 
educated, especially now that you have a baby, you will have a good 
future, and your child will live a good life. . . . She would also encourage 
me to stay on KGS as I would see the benefits in the future. She 
encouraged me to continue with school and not be discouraged by 
anything until I finish my education and go to college. The guidance 
and counseling teachers really assist us, especially us girls with children; 
otherwise, we wouldn’t have managed to be in school. . . .

We are grateful for the help they [the program] give us because 
[without it] we wouldn’t manage to get an education. Like in my case, 
my family is poor. My young sister stopped coming to school because 
my father couldn’t pay the user fee. That is how she got married. 

This is just one example of the challenges faced by girls in Africa, and 
how tailored initiatives that consider their unique experiences can create a 
substantial positive influence in their lives, setting them on a path toward 
economic success. The example also offers insight into the fact that adolescent 
girls constitute a diverse group with distinct experiences, underscoring the 
importance of considering these differences in any attempt to effectively reach 
and support all of them. These are key points that this report will emphasize. 

Africa boasts the largest youth population of any region in the world, holding 
the key to its own prosperity: investing in the untapped economic potential of its 
adolescents, particularly girls.1 In 2021, a staggering 42 percent of the population 
in Africa was below the age of 15 (UNDESA 2024a), and nearly half of those 
living in poverty fell within this age group (Beegle and Christiaensen 2019). 
In 2023, approximately 145 million adolescent girls (ages 10 to 19) lived in the 
region, making up more than one-fifth of the world’s adolescent girl population 
(figure I.1). This proportion is expected to increase to more than one-third by 
2050, according to the Population Division of the United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA 2024a).
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FIGURE I.1  �By 2050, More Than One-Third of the World’s Adolescent Girls Will Live in Africa
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demographic variability over time (UNDESA 2024b).

The number of adolescents in Africa and their pivotal role in shaping the 
region’s future and global dynamics must be understood within the broader 
context of the complex nature of this life stage. Adolescence represents a 
critical transition marked by physical, psychological, social, and cultural 
changes. To unlock the full potential of Africa’s youth, enabling them to 
thrive and contribute significantly to their economies, critical investments 
must be made, with a central focus on adolescents ages 10 to 19. These 
investments should promote these adolescents’ empowerment (Weny, 
Snow, and Zhang 2017) while ensuring inclusivity. Developing innovative 
policies and programs aimed at enhancing the empowerment of adolescents 
is imperative in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
including those related to gender equality (SDG 5), poverty eradication 
(SDG 1), quality education (SDG 4), decent work and inclusive growth 
(SDG 8), and reducing inequality (SDG 10).

This report emphasizes that focusing on adolescent girls and their economic 
prosperity is a sensible choice for shaping Africa’s future. Investments 
directed specifically toward adolescent girls have the potential to shift the 
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trajectory of their lives and ensure that they enter adulthood empowered to 
thrive. However, it is crucial to recognize the diversity in adolescent girls’ 
experiences and to adapt to the contexts that shape their unique paths.

Why Prioritize Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent 
Girls in Africa?

Adolescent girls’ empowerment is foundational to women’s empowerment 
and holds the promise of long-term economic gains for Africa, especially 
amid economic challenges and forecasts of sluggish growth (World Bank 
2023). A vision for a more prosperous future based on this premise can be 
realized when women and girls are included and equipped to achieve their 
full potential from adolescence onward.

Moreover, focusing on girls is imperative because they often face unique 
obstacles that set them on considerably different trajectories from their 
male peers. Africa has the highest risk of child marriage for girls in the 
world, with one in three girls marrying before the age of 18. Notably, 
West and Central Africa is home to 7 of the 10 countries with the 
highest prevalence of child marriage globally (UNICEF 2022). Moreover, 
25 percent of young African women (ages 20 to 24) give birth before 
the age of 18 (UNICEF 2024). Additionally, an estimated one in four 
girls ages 15 to 19, compared with nearly one in seven boys, is not in 
school, employed, or in training (ILO 2020). These gender disparities 
are entrenched within systems that perpetuate gender inequality into 
adulthood, leaving young women with lower educational attainment and 
poorer employment outcomes than young men.

The situation becomes even more challenging when the impact of crises is 
taken into consideration. Recent events such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 
internal conflicts, and violent extremism, as well as shifts in the economic 
landscape, have the potential to exacerbate existing gender disparities, further 
disadvantaging girls (Lundberg and Wuermli 2012; Schady et al. 2023). For 
instance, recent studies have shown that the COVID-19 pandemic, while 
generally affecting girls and boys similarly in terms of education outcomes,2 
has led to an increased likelihood of child marriage and unintended 
pregnancies (Briggs et al. 2020; Dessy et al. 2021; Kadzamira et al. 2024; 
Zulaika et al. 2022). Incidents of gender-based violence and violence 
against children have also increased (Bhatia et al. 2021; Mbushi et al. 2022; 
Peterman et al. 2020). Furthermore, research indicates that women and 
girls, particularly those in informal employment, faced severe labor market 
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consequences during the COVID-19 pandemic and experienced a slower 
recovery compared with their male counterparts. For instance, increased 
caregiving responsibilities due to school closures and economic fragility have 
compromised older adolescent girls’ access to employment opportunities and 
their prospects of returning to work after job losses (Nieves, Gaddis, and 
Muller 2021; Torres et al. 2021; World Bank 2022). 

Simultaneously, digital technology is reshaping African economies, 
providing opportunities to expand businesses in both the formal and 
informal sectors (Choi, Dutz, and Usman 2020). Yet the gender gap in 
digital skills and access to digital technologies may prevent girls from fully 
realizing related economic benefits and limit their ability to engage with 
programs designed to facilitate empowerment. A recent analysis of eight 
countries in Africa showed that girls have lower levels of digital skills 
compared with boys, even when girls have access to a computer at home 
(Amaro et al. 2020). 

Given these multifaceted challenges and opportunities, investing in 
adolescent girls’ empowerment emerges as not just a moral imperative, but 
also a smart economic decision. Each dollar invested in adolescent girls’ 
empowerment can yield a return more than 10 times that in economic 
impact. The cost of inaction—that is, the cost of delaying or failing to 
implement suitable, effective programs and policies to empower adolescent 
girls (estimated over 15 years)—is substantial. The present value of increased 
income from scaling up adolescent girls’ empowerment programs in Africa 
is estimated at approximately $2.4 trillion, and the total cost of investing 
in the next two generations of girls across all African countries amounts 
to approximately $200 billion. These two factors result in a net benefit-to-
cost ratio of about 10 to 1, emphasizing the significant economic impact of 
investing in adolescent girls’ empowerment (Rossouw et al. 2024).3

What Does This Report Do?

This report, motivated by the need to advance adolescent girls’ empowerment 
in Africa, comprehensively examines policies and programs designed to foster 
the empowerment of adolescent girls ages 10 to 19, taking into account the 
significant diversity in their life experiences. The report presents new analyses 
and a comprehensive conceptual framework for understanding, measuring, 
and enhancing adolescent girls’ empowerment. This approach embraces the 
diverse range of experiences among adolescent girls, offering a comprehensive 
perspective on their journey toward empowerment. 
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The work presented here builds upon earlier efforts that laid the groundwork 
for understanding and addressing the unique challenges adolescent girls 
face on their path to economic success in Africa. For instance, Lloyd (2005) 
emphasizes the need to consider both the productive and reproductive 
aspects of adolescent girls’ experiences. The Adolescent Girls Initiative, 
supported by the World Bank from 2008 to 2015, made significant advances 
in exploring interventions to improve adolescent girls’ transition from 
school to work in eight countries (Afghanistan, Haiti, Jordan, the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, Liberia, Nepal, Rwanda, and South Sudan), 
including three in Africa. Also, the Gender and Adolescence: Global 
Evidence Consortium4 has played a pivotal role in expanding the concept of 
adolescent girls’ empowerment. It defines six “capability domains” relevant 
for adolescent girls as they go through this phase of their lives: education and 
learning, bodily integrity (including freedom from sexual and gender-based 
violence and child marriage), physical and reproductive health and nutrition, 
psychosocial well-being, voice and agency, and economic empowerment 
(GAGE Consortium 2017).

Additionally, this report builds on insights and lessons from the rich history 
of many African societies that emphasize traditional practices that have 
historically supported the empowerment of adolescent girls. For example, 
among the Ijebu in Nigeria, the practice of organizing young people into 
age sets around the time of adolescence provided a platform for cultivating 
educational training and nurturing social capital (Williams and Ogunkoya 
2021). Inheritance has also played a significant role in building assets for girls 
in specific societies. Adolescent girls in many African societies traditionally 
retained the right to inherit property from their family of birth, which was 
equal to their male siblings’ share. This practice provided them with lifelong 
access to their families’ resources as a means of production, along with social 
identity and support (Oyěwùmí 1997).

Similarly, several recent reviews enhanced understanding of what works in 
programs and policies aimed at fostering adolescent girls’ empowerment in 
Africa. For instance, Evans, Mendez Acosta, and Yuan (2024) focus on the 
impact of large-scale programs and policies on final education outcomes, 
addressing questions related to how education systems can help achieve 
gender equality in education at scale. Additionally, reviews like those by 
Stavropoulou (2018) and Haberland et al. (2021) often delve into specific 
types of interventions aimed at empowering adolescent girls economically. 
Bergstrom and Özler (2023) provide a comprehensive narrative review of 
interventions targeting adolescent well-being in low- and middle-income 
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countries, focusing on those that aim to increase educational attainment, 
delay childbearing, or delay marriage (or any combination of the three). 
Despite these valuable contributions, a broader consensus is still required 
to inform evidence-based recommendations for future programs and 
policies aimed at creating pathways to prosperity for adolescent girls. 
This report offers a unique contribution by providing a comprehensive 
understanding of the topic. The analysis in this report examines evidence 
across all domains of empowerment, as defined in the report’s conceptual 
framework.

The report has four core chapters and four “spotlights” inserted between 
these chapters to shed light on different aspects related to adolescent girls’ 
empowerment.5 Chapter 1 sets the stage by introducing a conceptual 
framework for the realization of empowerment for adolescent girls at 
different ages. Simultaneously, it explores alternative paths, recognizing 
the reality that many adolescent girls must navigate diverse trajectories. 
Chapter 2 turns to an analysis of trends and subnational differences (within 
and across countries) and profiles the experiences of adolescent girls in 
various demographic groups, based on their schooling, work, marriage, and 
childbearing status. Chapter 3 reviews the evidence regarding interventions 
aimed at improving adolescent girls’ human capital fundamentals, namely, 
education and health. Chapter 4 provides an overview of recent evidence 
regarding interventions aimed at improving other crucial domains of 
empowerment, including enhancing resources and agency, while examining 
the context in which adolescent girls live. Both chapters 3 and 4 outline 
evidence-based approaches for supporting girls in Africa.

In addition to the core chapters, the report illuminates four key areas 
through spotlight sections. Spotlight 1 sheds light on the challenges 
involved in measuring adolescent girls’ empowerment. Spotlight 2 explores 
the multidimensionality of adolescent girls’ empowerment. Spotlight 3 
presents key considerations for quality implementation of “girls’ groups” 
programs, and finally, spotlight 4 explores the political economy of adolescent 
girls’ empowerment. 

Chapter 5 concludes with evidence-based recommendations for researchers, 
policy makers, and practitioners. These recommendations are aimed at 
fostering continued dialogue and collaboration, with the overarching goal 
of enhancing the lives of adolescent girls not only in Africa, but also in 
other contexts.



Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls in Africa8

Annex IA. Calculating the Cost of Inaction

Introduction

This annex calculates a range of values for the “cost of inaction” in the 
policy area of adolescent girls’ empowerment in Africa. Inaction means that 
suitable, effective programs and policies to empower adolescent girls that 
could be implemented in 2025 might instead be delayed until 2040. The cost 
of 15 years of inaction, then, is the difference in benefits, net of costs, for 
adolescent girls ages 10 to 19 in 2025 and each subsequent cohort reaching 
adolescence by 2040. In 2022, there were about 139 million adolescent girls 
in 48 African countries, and in the coming 15 years another 150 million girls, 
at least, will become adolescents. The potential gains from empowerment are 
thus very large.

The benefits for adolescent girls are measured as the increase in their 
“private” lifetime earnings, since the broader concept of well-being is difficult 
to quantify at present, as are the indirect impacts on extended families. 
Adolescent girls may go on to play a role in supporting not only themselves, 
but also their extended families. An earlier World Bank report (Milazzo 
and Van de Walle 2015) showed that households in Africa are increasingly 
likely to be headed by women. Combined with the fact that women are often 
the primary caregivers to their immediate and extended families, there is 
increasing reliance on girls and women, relative to male family members, as 
the important providers in their households (Gambe et al. 2023), affecting 
the lives and opportunities of all household members. It is therefore 
important to note the difference in the private and social returns to investing 
in adolescent girls. Private returns are the improved well-being for the girls 
themselves, whereas social returns include, among other effects, the extended 
impact on the well-being of their families. This annex focuses on the private 
returns to empowerment.

The approach employed has five steps. The first step is to build a conceptual 
model of key determinants of the outcome of higher earnings (as a lower 
bound for well-being). This model considers several interrelated factors: 
education attainment, age at marriage, fertility decisions, migration choices, 
occupational selections, labor force participation, and life expectancy. 
The second is to populate the model’s parameters using estimates from 
the available social science research literature for African countries. For 
example, Mincer earnings equations are used to estimate the current returns 
to education for women in Africa. Estimating the likely wage profiles of 
girls is key to translating the values from the model into lifetime earnings. 
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The third step is to draw from the distribution of parameters and calculate 
the difference in earnings between an inaction scenario and an empowerment 
scenario. The calculation is replicated many times, and the average of the 
calculations reported. The fourth step entails calculating the potential costs 
of implementing suitable, effective programs and policies to empower 
adolescent girls. The fifth and final step involves calculating the benefits 
minus costs and comparing the results to other cost-benefit calculations for 
other large-scale interventions aimed at improving well-being.

The following procedure is employed to calculate the cost of inaction:

•	 For each of the 48 countries in Africa, a data set of 30 adolescent girls of 
each age, 10 to 16, in 2025 is simulated (it is assumed that 17- to 19-year-
olds cannot be treated, at scale), plus 30 adolescent girls age 10 in 2026, plus 
30 age 10 in 2027, and so on, with the last “potentially untreated” cohort age 
10 in 2040, so that a total “sample” or “draw” for each simulation round is 
660 adolescent girls. The assumption is that cohorts who are age 10 in 2041 
and after will be “treated,” that is, they will all benefit from empowerment 
programs.

•	 Each girl in the simulation sample is randomly assigned an initial level of 
primary education, a variable indicating whether she is still enrolled in 
school, and an urban-rural designation, with probabilities given by the 
most recent Demographic and Health Survey for that country—or for an 
average of all survey countries, for countries with no Demographic and 
Health Survey data. It is assumed that for each age cohort, there is a 
modest increase over time in mean primary school attainment, at both 
the extensive margin (more girls in school) and intensive margin 
(more attainment for those who enroll), for each new birth cohort after 
the initial group of girls. Chapter 2, with its profiles of adolescents in 
Africa, discusses in depth many of these distributions from the 
Demographic and Health Surveys.

•	 Each girl is randomly assigned an initial empowerment or agency score, 
correlated with urban-rural residence and primary education level.

•	 Each girl is assigned an empowerment treatment effect, indicating how 
much her agency score rises as a result of empowerment interventions for 
adolescent girls. It is assumed that all girls in the country are treated and 
the interventions have the same positive effect.

•	 Whether the girl is married as an adolescent and the number of children 
she has as an adolescent are drawn from a joint distribution that depends 
on education, agency, and urban-rural residence.
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•	 Both are reduced if the girl receives treatment in an empowerment 
program.

•	 Secondary school attainment is modeled as depending on whether the girl 
marries before turning 19, how many children she has before 19, agency, 
urban-rural residence, and whether she was still enrolled in school as an 
adolescent. A separate education effect is presumed to come from 
adolescent girls’ empowerment programs.

•	 The likelihood of migration from a rural to an urban area is drawn from a 
probability distribution that depends on age at marriage, age at first 
childbirth, secondary education attainment, agency, and urban-rural status.

•	 Fertility, occupational choice (formal or microenterprise), and longevity 
are drawn from a probability distribution that depends on age at marriage, age 
at first childbirth, level of education, empowerment, and urban-rural status.

•	 Annual earnings are determined by Mincer equations that vary with 
education, experience, and urban-rural status. Currently, for robustness, 
parameters are applied from seven different Mincer earnings equations 
(country-specific estimates, continent-wide estimates, separate estimates 
for urban and rural, separate estimates for high- and low-income wage 
earners, and estimates for men applied to women wage earners). In future 
simulations, earnings might depend on occupational choice (formal 
employment, small or medium enterprise, or low-productivity informal).

•	 A small exogenous mortality rate is assumed, for each country, that 
determines whether a girl in the sample might die before completing 
her expected working life.

•	 The present discounted value of lifetime earnings is calculated, using a 
discount rate of 3 percent.

•	 The average individual present discounted value of earnings is calculated 
by estimating the number of present, and likely future over the subsequent 
10 years, adolescent girls of each age in each country.

•	 The total national increase in the present discounted value of earnings is 
computed as the difference between action and inaction.

•	 Costs are estimated for programs and policies for each country, under 
certain scaling assumptions.

•	 The cost of inaction for each country is calculated as the present value of 
the net benefit of empowerment programs minus the costs of 
interventions.

Although the analysis sheds light on the potential economic impact 
of empowering adolescent girls, it is important to understand its 
methodological context. The approach employed, which focuses on private 
monetary returns, provides a conservative estimate that likely understates 
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the full benefits, including broader social and nonmonetary gains. The 
methodology uses historical earnings profiles and simplified modeling 
assumptions that, while providing a solid foundation, may not fully capture 
the complex dynamics of changing economic conditions. Future research 
could improve this model by incorporating general equilibrium effects and 
feedback loops. Although the parameter estimates, drawn from existing 
studies, offer a strong starting point, refining these estimates with more 
long-term data and evaluating larger-scale interventions will enhance their 
applicability across diverse contexts. These considerations highlight the 
need for ongoing research to provide a better understanding of the true 
cost of inaction and the substantial impact of investing in adolescent girls’ 
empowerment.

Simulation Intermediate Output

Since many of the parameters in the model are probabilities and are 
random draws from reasonable ranges of possible values, the model is 
simulated 50 times for each parameter selection (seven Mincer equations, 
three education effects, and three agency effects from adolescent girls’ 
empowerment programs) to determine the mean net total present value, as 
well as the range of variation.

Table IA.1 reports mean values across the 3,150 simulations. 
Each simulation includes 660 simulated observations from each of 
48 countries. Countries are grouped by income category according 
to their 2020 real gross domestic product per capita at purchasing-power 
parity, as given in the World Bank’s World Development Indicators for 
that year.

TABLE IA.1  �Mean Values, Across Simulations, for Key Variables for Individual Women in 

Different Countries Vary as Expected by Country Income Level

Country income  
level

Share of women 
marrying early 

(percent)

Number of 
children

Final years 
of schooling

Age at 
death

Probability 
of having a 
formal job

Probability 
of migrating

Low income 24.50 5.27 8.30 66.24 0.19 0.032

Lower-middle income 19.10 4.29 10.00 65.44 0.20 0.028

Upper-middle income 13.50 3.36 12.20 64.55 0.22 0.022

High income 16.20 2.41 13.58 62.49 0.24 0.023

Source: Original table for this report.

Note: The table shows mean values of variables calculated for each income classification group by taking the 

average of all girls in the simulations (unweighted by the actual population sizes of countries) who are members of 

that income group.



Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls in Africa12

The table presents the share of women marrying early, the number of 
children born to each woman, her final level of education attainment in 
years of schooling, whether the woman holds a formal sector job, whether 
the woman migrates to an urban area if she is a rural resident, and her 
average age at death. The values are roughly in line with actual values 
and vary in the expected way by country income group. For example, the 
number of children a woman has declines with country income level, her 
level of education attainment rises, and the probability she has a formal 
job also rises.

Economic Gains from Adolescent Empowerment

Figure IA.1 presents the potential economic impact of adolescent 
girls’ empowerment interventions across African countries from 2025 
to 2040. Each bar represents a country’s mean increase in the present 
discounted value of lifetime earnings for adolescent girls who could 
benefit from these interventions. The calculations are based on multiple 
simulations, each of which draws initial conditions and parameters from 
probability distributions for each girl. The height of each bar shows the 
country-specific mean across all simulations. Error bars indicate the 
range of possible outcomes based on variations in parameter values and 
initial conditions. The cumulative height of all bars, totaling $2,402 
billion, represents the estimated Africa-wide economic gain if these 
empowerment interventions are implemented.

The calculations in figure IA.1 exclude simulations with “large effect” 
scenarios; that is, the bar for each country is a conservative estimate, in that 
it uses the smallest assumed education and agency effect from the assumed 
adolescent girls’ empowerment program implemented in every country. 
The estimate is also conservative because it addresses only a few effects 
of empowerment. A more comprehensive strategy that targets multiple 
outcomes could produce even larger effects. Chapters 3 and 4 present a 
comprehensive discussion of policies and programs targeting the various 
dimensions of empowerment. These include policies that increase girls’ 
access to schooling, improve their sexual and reproductive health, and delay 
marriage and childbearing.
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FIGURE IA.1  �Simulated Total Net Increased Lifetime Earnings from Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Vary by Country, with an 

Estimated Africa-wide Total Gain of $2,402 Billion
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programs in each country. Error bars indicate the standard error of this estimated mean, calculated from multiple simulations.
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To provide insights into how much different assumed effects contribute to 
aggregate increases in the present value of earnings for women, the total 
increase in earnings for each of the simulations is calculated; figure IA.2 
shows a histogram of the total summed effects. As the figure shows, there is 
considerable variation in potential outcomes depending on the magnitude of 
program effects.

FIGURE IA.2  �Distribution of Simulated Total Net Increased Lifetime 

Earnings from Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Shows 

Considerable Variation Across All African Countries
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Source: Original figure for this report.

Cost of Investing in Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment

An array of interventions, policies, and programs will likely lead to significant 
empowerment of adolescent girls, setting off a chain of changes in decisions 
about schooling, marriage, fertility, labor force participation, and health 
choices. Although potentially transformative, these interventions come 
with substantial costs, including program staffing, materials, and policy 
implementation expenses, among other costs.

The cost estimates in this analysis are based on the Adolescent Girl Initiative 
program in Kenya (Austrian et al. 2022). This program was costed over a 
two-year period from 2016 to 2017, and the costing included microcosting of 
the line items for each of four intervention arms targeting the empowerment 
of adolescent girls: violence prevention, education (including a conditional 
cash transfer, school fee subsidy, and schooling kit, conditional on enrollment 
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and attendance), health (including safe spaces for girls where health and life 
skills topics were discussed), and wealth creation (which included financial 
education and saving tools). For more comprehensive information on these 
interventions, refer to Austrian et al. (2020), Austrian et al. (2021), and 
Austrian et al. (2022).

Table IA.2 presents estimates of the unit cost per girl per year for country 
groups according to income level. These costs differ for girls in primary and 
secondary school, as well as for those residing in urban or rural areas.

TABLE IA.2  �Estimates of Direct Economic Cost of Empowerment Programs Vary by School 

Level and Urban-rural Location

(2022 dollars)

Country income level Urban primary Rural primary Urban secondary Rural secondary

Low income 180.89 335.24 216.51 374.64

 (10.99) (28.62) (12.89) (30.61)

Lower-middle income 258.96 520.52 334.13 611.76

 (13.54) (33.47) (21.52) (32.89)

Upper-middle income 464.31 1048.39 727.90 1361.21

 (43.56) (106.07) (99.29) (115.30)

High income 820.61 1810.55 1668.85 2793.31

 (156.50) (499.40) (126.37) (229.15)

Source: Original table for this report.

Note: Standard errors are provided in parentheses. Cost estimates are from Austrian et al. (2022) and are scaled to 

country-specific settings.

The Kenya cost estimates provided in the table are adjusted for each country 
context. Extrapolating from a single country intervention to all African 
countries included in the analysis, however, is not ideal. Evans and Popova 
(2016) suggest that costs might differ substantially from country to country. 
For instance, they find that transportation costs per school in rural Kenya are 
27 times higher than those in urban India. Similarly, they find that differing 
community teacher salaries across countries can result in an 88 percent 
variation in cost-effectiveness estimates.

The annual cost per year per girl is next multiplied by the number of girls 
per year benefiting from the empowerment program. All costs incurred after 
2025 are discounted to their present value using a discount rate of 3 percent 
(Hollingworth et al. 2023). Figure IA.3 displays the present value of offering 
each adolescent girl in the 20 birth cohorts in every African country the 
opportunity to participate in an empowerment program. The total cost, 
summed across all countries, is about $198 billion.



Pa
t

h
w

a
y

s
 to

 P
r

o
s

p
e

r
it

y
 f

o
r

 A
d

o
le

s
c

e
n

t
 G

ir
ls

 in
 A

f
r

ic
a

16

FIGURE IA.3  �Projected Present Discounted Value of Costs of Empowerment Programs for Adolescent Girls Totals Approximately 

$198 Billion Across All African Countries
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Source: Original figure for this report. 

Note: The height of each bar represents the present value of having each adolescent girl for the 20 birth cohorts described in annex 1A be reached by an 

empowerment program.
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Notes

1.	 Throughout this report, Africa refers to the 48 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
based on the World Bank’s regional classification.

2.	 Although learning losses for girls and boys have generally been similar, a review 
of studies suggests that the pandemic exacerbated factors contributing to 
school dropout rates for girls in specific areas, for example, rural areas in Kenya 
and areas where child marriages are more prevalent in Nigeria (Moscoviz and 
Evans 2022). Conversely, another study using representative data from six 
African countries suggests similar rates of school attendance for boys and girls 
(Kis et al. 2023).

3.	 Annex IA includes the detailed calculations.
4.	 The Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence Consortium is a global study of 

20,000 girls and boys in six countries, including Ethiopia and Rwanda in Africa.
5.	 Although this report aims to address adolescent girls’ empowerment 

comprehensively, certain topics beyond its scope should be acknowledged. 
First, the focus here is solely on adolescent girls in Africa, given the unique 
obstacles they face, such as early marriage and childbearing during 
adolescence. Boys (in Africa and elsewhere) face distinct challenges in their 
journey to empowerment that warrant a deeper examination but are beyond 
the scope of this report. Second, this report exclusively focuses on adolescent 
girls’ empowerment and does not encompass empowerment as a general 
concept or pertain to other domains like political empowerment. Third, this 
report does not provide detailed coverage of outcomes that are not a direct 
part of the components of empowerment but may be important parallel 
outcomes critical to girls’ well-being, such as experiences of violence. 
Similarly, although certain key domains of empowerment such as adolescent 
girls’ mental health have gained attention, especially since the COVID-19 
pandemic, the existing evidence, though increasing, remains too scarce to 
enable meaningful conclusions to be drawn and therefore is not reviewed in 
this report. Lastly, while recognizing the social construction of gender and 
the importance of acknowledging multiple identities, this report employs a 
binary definition of gender for the purposes of analysis and discussion, owing 
to data availability and the predominant criteria used for empowerment 
programs in the region.
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Key Messages 

•	 Adolescent girls differ from women across multiple dimensions, which 
highlights the need for an alternative conceptualization of empowerment 
that acknowledges these differences. 

•	 For some adolescent girls, the aspirational goal of empowerment is to 
obtain the skills, resources, and agency necessary to be autonomous and 
prosperous during adulthood. 

•	 For others, the pathway to empowerment and prosperity may be steeper 
because of life transitions like dropping out of school, getting married, and 
having children, which have an impact on how they obtain skills, resources, 
and agency. 

•	 Four key components of adolescent girls’ empowerment (human capital 
fundamentals, enabling resources, agency, and context) interact to influence 
a fifth component: their long-term economic achievements. 

•	 Appropriately designed interventions to support adolescent girls can boost 
their empowerment at any age, whether they are on a path of staying in 
school, delaying marriage, delaying childbearing, or facing different 
circumstances.

This Report Presents a New Framework to Conceptualize 
Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment 

Adolescent girls differ from women across multiple dimensions of 
empowerment. Women’s empowerment frameworks have laid the 
foundation for conceptualizing the dimensions of empowerment, which 
include resources, agency, and achievements (Dandona 2015; Kabeer 1999; 
Mosedale 2005). However, adolescent girls differ in critical ways within and 
across these dimensions. Relative to women, girls’ access to some resources, 

CHAPTER 1

What Does Adolescent Girls’ 
Empowerment Mean?
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such as financial institutions or sexual and reproductive health services, is 
constrained by age and other factors. Cognitively, girls develop the ability to 
set goals and engage in complex decision-making as they age, an ability that 
women typically possess to a greater extent. Moreover, paid work, a common 
indicator of economic achievement for women, constitutes child labor for 
younger adolescent girls and may be detrimental to their accumulation of 
human capital. Therefore, what it means to be empowered is different for girls 
and women. 

Even among adolescent girls, pathways to empowerment and prosperity will 
vary. Some adolescent girls may have the opportunity to grow their skills, 
resources, and agency and consequently have access to better-quality jobs as 
adults. However, other adolescent girls—when faced with poverty, gender 
norms, and other barriers—may leave school and assume adult roles, such as 
getting married and having children early. These transitions may affect their 
ability to acquire skills and resources, exercise agency, and access paid work, 
making their pathways to empowerment and prosperity distinct from those 
of girls who do not experience these transitions. Whether they are on a path 
of pursuing education exclusively without getting married or having children, 
or on a divergent path toward empowerment, it is important to recognize and 
address the varying obstacles and opportunities faced by adolescent girls. 

Based on these considerations, this chapter introduces an adapted framework 
for adolescent girls’ empowerment, with key components including human 
capital fundamentals, enabling resources, agency, context, and economic 
achievements (table 1.1). These components build on previous conceptual 
frameworks for adolescent girls’ empowerment, particularly in the African 
context (Calder and Huda 2013; Jones et al. 2019; Moll 2018), which have 
considered education and skills training to be central to adolescent girls’ 
empowerment. These previous frameworks also emphasize the importance of 
resources such as market-appropriate skills, savings, and income-generating 
opportunities; highlight agency as critical to the process of adolescent girls’ 
empowerment; and are explicit about including norms and institutions as a 
component that shapes adolescent girls’ empowerment. However, previous 
frameworks do not distinguish among adolescent girls’ experiences across 
critical life transitions. The framework presented in this report, by contrast, 
incorporates the diversity of adolescent girls’ experiences, allowing a deeper 
examination of adolescent girls’ empowerment from a conceptual and policy 
perspective.



What Does Adolescent Girls’  Empowerment Mean? 25

TABLE 1.1  �Components of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Influence Their Long-Term Economic 

Achievements 

Component Indicator Specific measures for indicator

HC

Human capital fundamentals

Educational progress  Educational enrollment, attainment, and attendance; grade 

progression; literacy skills; numeracy skills 

Health  Survival/mortality; sexual and reproductive health rights; 

mental health; nutrition 

EN

Enabling resources

Knowledge and skills Life skills (including socioemotional skills); financial literacy 

Financial capital  Access to economic resources: bank accounts, loans; 

economic assets: savings 

Physical and digital 

capital 

Household assets; personal assets; access to digital spaces; 

cell phones 

Social capital  Peer networks; access to safe spaces 

Time  Time for engaging in productive activity 

AG

Agency

Goal setting Aspirations for education, work, marriage, and childbearing 

Sense of agency  Self-efficacy; self-esteem; locus of control; gender attitudes

Control  Control over decision-making and time use 

Context

Fragility, conflict, and 

violence

Prevalence and duration of conflict and violence 

Statutory laws/legal 

framework 

Laws relating to gender, resources, work, minimum age for 

marriage, minimum age for work, gender-based violence, 

and access to identification documents 

Formal institutions  Presence and characteristics of other formal institutions: 

schools; health; vocational, legal, and financial services 

(including banks and rotating savings and credit associations) 

Norms and religion  Expectations regarding gender roles, resource access and 

use, work, age of marriage, and gender-based violence; 

religious beliefs 

Labor market 

opportunities 

Sector-specific access to jobs; quality of available job 

opportunities 

Household context Parental and household members’ gender attitudes; parental 

aspirations for girls’ education and work; relationship dynamics 

in households (cooperation among household members, 

discussions among household members on various topics, and 

so on); household structure and composition 

EA

Economic achievement

Labor market 

outcomes 

Job quality; income; paid work; formal or informal sector; 

salaried or self-employment; age-appropriate work

Source: Original table for this report.
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This New Framework Outlines Five Core Components of 
Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment

The framework  developed for this report, illustrated in figure 1.1, shows that 
each component of adolescent girls’ empowerment evolves during adolescence, 
preparing girls to be prosperous in adulthood. However, the evolution of these 
components and their relative prominence at different ages depends on girls’ 
initial endowment in each component at the beginning of adolescence (age 
10) and the various transitions they experience over time. This diversity of 
experiences and their relationship with the components of adolescent girls’ 
empowerment is highlighted through five profiles, which are represented 
with five distinct lines in the figure. This section describes the components of 
adolescent girls’ empowerment, and the following section elaborates on the five 
profiles. 

FIGURE 1.1  Adolescent Girls Follow Different Paths Toward Empowerment in Adulthood

10 11 12 13 14
Age

15 16 17 18 19 Adulthood

Empowerment

Context
Grace
Age 10
Urban, not working, 
in primary school

Mariam
Age 12
Rural, out of school,
not working, at risk of early marriage

Imani
Age 15
Semiurban, in secondary school,
helping with family business

Aya
Age 18
Rural, out of school, married,
parent, seeking work

Chantal
Age 19
Rural, out of school, working,
in a relationship

Chantal

Imani

Aya
Mariam

Grace
HC

HC

EN

AG

AG

HC

EN

EA

Source: Original figure for this report. 

Note: AG = agency; EA = economic achievement; EN = enabling resources; HC = human capital fundamentals. 

Refer to table 1.1 for additional information about each factor.
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Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Consists of Five Core Components

Human capital fundamentals are a core component of girls’ empowerment. 
They include educational progress and health, both of which are critical to 
labor market outcomes in adulthood, including better earnings (Branson 
and Leibbrandt 2013; Hanushek et al. 2017). The importance of resources in 
the area of human capital fundamentals, education in particular, aligns with 
findings from consultations with adolescent girls in various settings. These 
resources serve as the foundation for an individual’s future economic success, 
as they not only constitute resources on their own but also influence the 
accumulation of other essential resources and agency. 

Enabling resources relevant to the process of adolescent girls’ empowerment 
include knowledge and skills, physical and digital capital, financial capital, 
social capital, and time. Beyond human capital fundamentals, complementary 
knowledge and skills (such as financial literacy, socioemotional skills, 
and other life skills) are critical resources for enabling economic success. 
Examples of girls’ physical and digital capital include household assets, 
personal assets, and access to and ownership of digital technology. Social 
capital encompasses peer groups and other beneficial relationships with 
specific members within an adolescent girl’s community or social network. 
Lastly, time refers to the time available for productive activity or any other 
activities that adolescent girls deem to be empowering. Although these 
examples are not exhaustive, they are grounded in prior conceptual and 
empirical work on adolescent girls’ empowerment (Calder and Huda 2013; 
Jones et al. 2019; Moll 2018). In addition, with regard to each type of 
resource, both access to the resource and a girl’s existing stock of that resource 
must be considered. For instance, financial capital can include access both to 
financial resources such as loans through banks and to savings accumulated 
through girls’ income or other sources as well. 

Agency comprises girls’ ability to exert their voices, set goals, make choices, and 
act upon these choices. This includes their educational, occupational, marital, 
or childbearing aspirations (Hitlin and Johnson 2015) and decision-making 
with regard to various aspects of their lives (Zimmerman et al. 2019), such as 
how they use their time or whether they can continue going to school or access 
public spaces. Girls who have a sense of agency have confidence in their ability 
to assert control over their lives; this sense of agency is often measured through 
self-efficacy, locus of control, or similar constructs (Sidle 2019). 

Context includes elements of adolescent girls’ environments—including 
laws, norms, and religion; labor market opportunities; formal and 
informal institutions; household context; and fragility, conflict, and 
violence—that may either enable or constrain their empowerment. Norms 
can be domain specific, including those related to girls’ work, resources, 
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or age, as well as marriage or gender-based violence. Laws encompass 
both customs and formal laws, including those regarding access to 
resources (for example, whether pregnant girls can attend school or 
whether girls can operate financial accounts, work, or register businesses). 
Formal and informal institutions include those providing services in 
girls’ environments, such as schools, health care facilities, and financial 
services. In addition, household context comprises parents’ or adult 
caregivers’ preferences, attitudes, and behaviors, along with the structure 
and dynamics of the households in which girls live. These elements of 
the environment are also affected by local labor market opportunities 
and the broader political environment, as in the case of settings affected 
by fragility, conflict, and violence. In the framework employed in this 
report, context represents the canvas upon which other components of 
empowerment rest and is therefore presented as a yellow background 
(figure 1.1). Context influences the resources to which girls have access, 
their ability to set goals and exercise agency, and the types of job 
opportunities that allow them to achieve their economic goals. 

Together, these four components of adolescent girls’ empowerment interact 
to influence their long-term economic achievements, such as income 
and participation in age-appropriate paid work. For instance, financial 
literacy may enable girls to make decisions about how they invest or 
use their savings. In addition, the presence of secondary schools and of 
prominent women working outside of gender-stereotypical occupations 
in a community may influence girls’ aspirations. Lastly, digital literacy and 
access to digital technology may enable girls to access better-quality jobs 
beyond their immediate community. Although the interactions between the 
components of adolescent girls’ empowerment are complex, these examples 
of the potential implications of financial literacy, digital inclusion, access 
to education, and exposure to role models illustrate how components of 
adolescent girls’ empowerment might interact with each other in practice. 
Additionally, cross-cutting factors (such as experiences of gender-based 
violence or disabilities) can also substantially influence pathways to 
adolescent girls’ empowerment (box 1.1).

BOX 1.1  Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment and Cross-Cutting Experiences

Although not explicitly part of the framework employed in this report, there are 

some cross-cutting experiences that interact with pathways to empowerment 

and are important to consider for a more holistic view of adolescent girls’ 

empowerment. This box highlights two of these experiences. 

(continued)
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First, experiences of gender-based violence and harmful practices perpetrated at 

home, in school, in public spaces, within marriage, or at the workplace can affect 

multiple aspects of girls’ empowerment, including their school attendance and 

performance (Psaki, Mensch, and Soler-Hampejsek 2017), their sense of agency, 

and their ability to make decisions that affect their well-being. Girls are often 

more at risk of violence during adolescence than at any other time in their lives. 

However, they may be less likely to report experiences of violence, given potential 

threats to their personal or family reputation. These risks associated with gender-

based violence, combined with more limited access to services and support for 

survivors, present an important barrier to empowerment for adolescent girls. 

Second, physical and mental disabilities may affect girls’ ability to fulfill their 

educational (Mizunoya, Mitra, and Yamasaki 2018) and economic goals and 

minimize their agency, depending on societal norms and available resources 

related to disabilities. Disabilities may also affect whether girls marry and their 

experiences with marriage and motherhood.

Adolescent Girls Follow Diverging Pathways to 
Empowerment 

The key components of adolescent girls’ empowerment also differ by 
demographic group and geographies. This section begins with stylized, data-
informed descriptions of the lives of five girls residing in various parts of 
Africa (table 1.2). It also reviews how well-timed interventions and services 
can positively alter their paths toward empowerment. The examples presented 
are intended to be illustrative and are not an exhaustive overview of the 
pathways to empowerment for distinct groups of girls. (Chapter 2 presents 
details on the experiences of adolescent girls in each country.)

BOX 1.1  �Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment and Cross-Cutting Experiences 

(continued)

TABLE 1.2  �Five Stylized Profiles of Adolescent Girls in Africa Illustrate 

Diverging Pathways to Empowerment

Name Age General description

Grace 10 Urban, in primary school, not working for pay

Mariam 12 Rural, out of school, not working for pay, at risk of early marriage

Imani 15 Semiurban, in secondary school, helping with family business

Aya 18 Rural, out of school, married, parent, seeking work for pay

Chantal 19 Rural, out of school, working for pay, in a relationship

Source: Original table for this report.
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Grace is a 10-year-old student (figure 1.2). Her primary school is in the 
capital city of her country. She studies hard and is inspired by her favorite 
teacher. She wants to become a teacher when she grows up. After school, she 
is mostly busy with household chores, looking after her younger siblings, and 
cooking meals with her mother. Her mother completed secondary school, 
but because of household responsibilities, does not have time for a formal 
job. Grace is the oldest of the four children in her family, and her parents 
would like her to stay in school so that she can find a decent job and support 
the rest of the family. She lives in an urban, middle-class community with 
few job opportunities and in an environment with strong gender norms that 
assign responsibilities for household chores and care work primarily to girls 
and women.

In the framework introduced in the previous section (figure 1.1), Grace is 
on a path toward fulfilling common policy aspirations. She is in school at 
age 10, and on this trajectory, she will continue to make educational progress 
throughout adolescence and will be allowed to invest time in establishing 
strong human capital fundamentals. Along the way, she will gather enabling 
resources such as digital literacy skills and social capital by building networks 

FIGURE 1.2  The Pathway to Empowerment for Grace Diverges With and Without Intervention
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Grace
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InterventionPathway to empowerment with intervention
Pathway to empowerment without intervention Context

Source: Original figure for this report.
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with friends and mentors. Since she lives in an urban area and her family 
supports her aspirations, she will be able to access services and household 
resources. When she is ready to look for a job, the availability of good-quality 
jobs may be a critical factor in her transition to work and her ability to 
achieve her economic goals. 

As indicated by the solid circle (which represents an intervention) along the 
graph line in figure 1.2, Grace may still benefit from interventions that enhance 
other resources to which she may not readily have access—for instance, life skills 
training, mentoring, or job training to aid her transition between school and 
work, or access to a savings account and financial literacy. Grace’s story shows 
that empowerment is a process that begins when girls are young and evolves 
through adolescence. Even when girls remain in school and have a supportive 
home environment, they may require other resources and contextual enablers to 
achieve their desired economic outcomes when they are older. 

Mariam is a 12-year-old girl living in a rural area (figure 1.3). She has been out 
of school since the age of 10, when violent conflict broke out in her community. 

FIGURE 1.3  The Pathway to Empowerment for Mariam Diverges With and Without Intervention 
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Source: Original figure for this report.
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She does not talk about what she saw during the conflict but has expressed 
that she is afraid to leave her family. She is not working for pay and stays at 
home attending to household chores. Her parents are considering sending her 
away to live with an extended family member in the closest city as a domestic 
worker, so that she can make some money to support them. She has also 
started to receive marriage proposals.

Mariam’s context drives the human capital, enabling resources, and agency 
she can develop over adolescence. The violence around her restricts her ability 
to continue school, constrains her family’s access to resources, removes any 
sense of control and agency, and can spur her involvement in precarious 
work. She is at risk of early marriage and thus early childbearing, which 
may solidify the cycle of poverty. Mariam’s story demonstrates the critical 
importance of context in girls’ ability to accumulate the necessary skills and 
agency to be prosperous in adulthood. 

For girls like Mariam, intervening early, perhaps with cash transfers to 
facilitate a return to school and programs that help enhance multiple 
resources, including safety through safe spaces, may be beneficial. Given their 
challenging start to adolescence, it is important to recognize that pathways to 
future empowerment for these girls may remain heavily dependent on lasting 
safety and an increase in the availability of resources and opportunities for 
employment. 

Imani is a 15-year-old girl living in a semiurban area (figure 1.4). 
She recently completed primary school and has transitioned to secondary 
school but must now travel an hour every day to get to the closest 
secondary school in her district. She attends school when she can but 
sometimes cannot make the journey if she cannot afford the transport 
fare. Before and after school, she has started helping her mother sell 
food in the local market. She has also started selling used clothing to 
her friends to help pay for her school fees, and she is hoping to be able 
to find a place as a boarding student so that she can live close to school. 
The criteria for accessing a boarding school in her district include school 
attendance and student achievement, with no consideration for household 
income. Many of her friends dropped out after primary school and are 
struggling to find work. 

Imani, now entering her late teens, has established a solid educational 
foundation but faces challenges in continuing her schooling as a result of her 
limited financial means. Her need to work for pay or sell clothes could limit 
the time she can devote to her studies, even though she has high educational 
aspirations and believes in her academic abilities. Moreover, the cost of 
transportation and the policies around support for boarding school present 
additional hurdles in achieving her aspirations. 

FIGURE 1.4  The Pathway to Empowerment for Imani Diverges With and Without Intervention
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She does not talk about what she saw during the conflict but has expressed 
that she is afraid to leave her family. She is not working for pay and stays at 
home attending to household chores. Her parents are considering sending her 
away to live with an extended family member in the closest city as a domestic 
worker, so that she can make some money to support them. She has also 
started to receive marriage proposals.

Mariam’s context drives the human capital, enabling resources, and agency 
she can develop over adolescence. The violence around her restricts her ability 
to continue school, constrains her family’s access to resources, removes any 
sense of control and agency, and can spur her involvement in precarious 
work. She is at risk of early marriage and thus early childbearing, which 
may solidify the cycle of poverty. Mariam’s story demonstrates the critical 
importance of context in girls’ ability to accumulate the necessary skills and 
agency to be prosperous in adulthood. 

For girls like Mariam, intervening early, perhaps with cash transfers to 
facilitate a return to school and programs that help enhance multiple 
resources, including safety through safe spaces, may be beneficial. Given their 
challenging start to adolescence, it is important to recognize that pathways to 
future empowerment for these girls may remain heavily dependent on lasting 
safety and an increase in the availability of resources and opportunities for 
employment. 

Imani is a 15-year-old girl living in a semiurban area (figure 1.4). 
She recently completed primary school and has transitioned to secondary 
school but must now travel an hour every day to get to the closest 
secondary school in her district. She attends school when she can but 
sometimes cannot make the journey if she cannot afford the transport 
fare. Before and after school, she has started helping her mother sell 
food in the local market. She has also started selling used clothing to 
her friends to help pay for her school fees, and she is hoping to be able 
to find a place as a boarding student so that she can live close to school. 
The criteria for accessing a boarding school in her district include school 
attendance and student achievement, with no consideration for household 
income. Many of her friends dropped out after primary school and are 
struggling to find work. 

Imani, now entering her late teens, has established a solid educational 
foundation but faces challenges in continuing her schooling as a result of her 
limited financial means. Her need to work for pay or sell clothes could limit 
the time she can devote to her studies, even though she has high educational 
aspirations and believes in her academic abilities. Moreover, the cost of 
transportation and the policies around support for boarding school present 
additional hurdles in achieving her aspirations. 

FIGURE 1.4  The Pathway to Empowerment for Imani Diverges With and Without Intervention
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For girls who are in similar circumstances to Imani’s, support for continuing 
education may be a critical intervention to ensure they can complete 
secondary school. In addition, providing vocational training after secondary 
school, as well as tailored mentoring and empowerment programs, may be 
beneficial to their future success in the labor market. 

Aya is an 18-year-old married mother of a 2-year-old girl and lives in a rural 
area (figure 1.5). She dropped out of school at age 16 when she got pregnant 
and later married her child’s father as a second wife, at age 17. Her husband is 
much older and travels a lot. She occasionally gets money from him but wants 
her own source of income, especially now that her child is getting older. She 
was selected to receive cash transfers through a government social safety net 
program but is getting to the end of the six-month program. She is, however, 
eligible for a government-subsidized childcare facility that could be beneficial 
for her and her child, since she moved away from her village after marriage and 
has limited caregiving support. Girls in her village are not allowed to return to 
school after they become pregnant, and access to reproductive health care is 
limited. The women who work in her community are usually self-employed.
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Aya is in the final years of her adolescence and has already experienced critical 
transitions, including leaving school on account of pregnancy, marriage, 
and childbearing, which, along with social norms, restrict her ability to 
return to school and the time she is able to invest in acquiring any other 
resources. Access to government programs like cash transfers has allowed 
greater financial freedom and flexibility for some girls, but Aya’s occupational 
aspirations depend on access to support for childcare, gendered norms 
regarding work and childbearing, and the labor market opportunities available 
to her. Receiving additional support may increase her sense of agency in 
making decisions that are best for her and her family. 

For older girls like Aya, who are in situations in which they must juggle 
many responsibilities and their return to school is unlikely, the provision 
of resources and skills that are directly linked to improving their access to 
work is critical. Such interventions may include comprehensive economic 

FIGURE 1.5  The Pathway to Empowerment for Aya Diverges With and Without Intervention 
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empowerment programs that combine vocational training with grants, 
on-the-job training, or ongoing mentoring; extended support for childcare 
and parenting; and access to bank accounts. 

Chantal is a 19-year-old girl living in a rural area (figure 1.6). She completed 
secondary school when she was 18 and shortly afterward began working 
as a contract worker on a farm, where the hours are long and most of the 
employees are men. She is part of a rotating savings and credit association 
with some of her coworkers at the farm. She has been thinking about starting 
a home-based enterprise so she has time to manage household tasks and 
attend information technology courses that will help her make more money. 
She has a boyfriend, with whom she has been in a relationship for two years. 
He repeatedly asks her for money to support his carpentry business. She also 
has her own mobile phone and a national identification card. 

Chantal has entered adulthood with the necessary educational resources and 
agency to help her start her first job, and she is trying to increase her earnings 

FIGURE 1.6  �The Pathway to Empowerment for Chantal Diverges With and Without Intervention
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by acquiring skills in an industry that may provide access to higher pay and 
better job quality. She has high occupational aspirations and a strong sense 
of agency in her ability to make changes that will help her move closer to the 
life she desires for herself and her partner. 

Equipped with a foundation that has helped them invest in the requisite 
human capital fundamentals, along with enabling resources, agency, and the 
context necessary to fulfill labor market aspirations, girls like Chantal will 
benefit most from additional economic empowerment interventions and 
employment opportunities that are tailored to their goals and needs. 

This Framework Provides a Guide for Understanding and 
Supporting Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment

The framework employed in this chapter (and throughout this report) shows 
that girls’ pathways to empowerment in adulthood vary, depending on how 
and where they begin adolescence and the point in their lives at which they 
require support from intervention programs. Discussions with adolescent 
girls have validated the components of the framework (box 1.2). 

(continued)

BOX 1.2  �Empowerment as Perceived by Adolescent Girls in Benin and Kenya

This report draws on workshops conducted with adolescent girls from a range of contexts and 

backgrounds. The workshops were conducted in Nairobi, Kenya, and two rural communities, Atomey 

and Perma, situated in the south and north of Benin, respectively. These communities differ in terms 

of the available economic opportunities, their accessibility, and the quality of the communities’ 

infrastructure. The aim in conducting the workshops was to gain insights into how adolescent girls 

view empowerment and whether the components in the framework employed in this report align 

with these views. Diverse settings were intentionally chosen to enable the researchers to understand 

the influence of context on girls’ views of empowerment. To adequately capture the diversity of girls’ 

experiences, girls participating in these workshops were divided into three groups: girls ages 10 to 14 

who were in school and living with their parents; girls ages 15 to 19 who were unmarried and without 

children, some of whom were working; and girls ages 15 to 19 who were married or unmarried 

mothers, some of whom were also working. Below are key workshop findings. 

Kenya 

	• All girls perceived education as vital to future success and to being able to access jobs that have 

higher pay. 

	• Older girls defined power as the ability to earn money and be self-driven and independent. 

For most girls, regardless of age, being respectful, obedient, humble, and helpful to their 



What Does Adolescent Girls’  Empowerment Mean? 37

families and community were common traits used to describe someone their age who would be 

considered a role model. 

	• Views of dating and relationships varied considerably between girls without children 

(regardless of age) and adolescent mothers. 

	• For the former, partners were largely seen as a source of support, with similar ambitions for 

education and employment. 

	• By contrast, adolescent mothers said girls who become pregnant when young may be 

left with unsupportive partners and struggle to meet their own and their children’s needs. 

These mothers further highlighted their own stress and poor mental health, but also their 

resilience in trying to find work, save, and become more independent over time. 

	• Most girls described inadequate educational support and facilities, food insecurity, poverty, and 

lack of familial support as key challenges in being able to fulfill their goals. Among adolescent 

mothers, lack of education was cited as an additional challenge. 

	• Context was key in girls’ descriptions of types of jobs girls with or without education would be 

able to access. In addition to the support of family, friends, and mentors, whom most girls cited 

as important sources of support and advice, adolescent mothers also underscored the role of 

institutions like the government and nongovernmental organizations in helping them find work. 

Benin

	• “A powerful girl is a girl who excels in school,” says a 10-year-old unmarried schoolgirl in Atomey. In 

both Atomey and Perma, education was perceived as critical to the accumulation of personal and 

business assets, as well as to success in future economic activities. In addition, doing well at school, 

obtaining a high school degree, and sending children to good schools were viewed as powerful on 

their own. These views may have been influenced by nongovernmental organizations in Atomey and 

proximity to an urban center, including the associated economic opportunities, in Perma. 

	• “A powerful girl is a girl who becomes what she wants to be,” says a 15-year-old unmarried 

secondary school student in Atomey. The characteristics perceived as embodying power varied 

by girls’ circumstances, though some were common to all. Girls described a powerful girl as 

someone who is ambitious, is fearless, desires success, is self-determined, is independent, is 

zealous in the pursuit of a career, and has good financial management skills. Such a girl would 

not depend on her husband for support and would have her own income-generating activity, 

control over her income, and the requisite skills to grow her business. In addition, work was 

not seen as incompatible with success in school, especially in Perma, where it was viewed as a 

means of covering small expenses while in school.

	• Furthermore, girls described an empowered girl and young woman as someone who is 

obedient, respectful, serious, submissive, and committed to her domestic chores as well as her 

work outside the home, thus upholding traditional gender norms. 

BOX 1.2  �Empowerment as Perceived by Adolescent Girls in Benin and Kenya (continued)

(continued)
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	• Girls in both communities described a lack of skills and information, specifically financial literacy 

and business skills; a lack of financial and physical capital, agency, and time; and low aspirations 

as key challenges in being able to fulfill their goals. They also discussed other challenges such 

as witchcraft and jealousy. Lastly, they mentioned early pregnancy as an impediment to reaching 

present and future economic goals. 

	• Girls emphasized the significance of social capital, community support, and, more specifically, 

support from role models and individuals involved in the activities they aspire to conduct. They 

further highlighted the importance of good communication skills and empathetic behaviors to gain 

this support.

FIGURE 1.7  �Appropriately Designed Interventions to Support Adolescent Girls Can Boost 

Their Empowerment at Any Age, Whether They Are Still in School or Already 

Out of School, Are Married or Unmarried, or Have or Do Not Have Children
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BOX 1.2  �Empowerment as Perceived by Adolescent Girls in Benin and Kenya (continued)
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Appropriately designed interventions to support adolescent girls can boost 
their empowerment at any age, whether they are still in school, unmarried, and 
without a child, or facing different circumstances (figure 1.7). The rest of this 
report uses this framework as a guide for evaluating the design and effectiveness 
of programs and policies for empowering adolescent girls, recognizing that no 
single empowerment program or intervention will adequately meet the needs 
of all adolescent girls in Africa. Additionally, developing and applying measures 
that accurately capture girls’ experiences and progress is crucial (spotlight 1). 
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SPOTLIGHT 1

The Challenges of Measuring Girls’ 
Empowerment
Henrietta Asiamah, Estelle Koussoubé and Fatima Zahra

Key Messages

•	 Significant measurement gaps exist in assessing context and diverse capital 
types that are essential components and indicators of adolescent girls’ 
empowerment, particularly digital resources.

•	 Widespread variation in the wording of questions and in aspects of adolescent 
girls’ empowerment captured across different surveys hampers comparison 
and synthesis, requiring further effort to standardize core measures.

•	 Tools for measuring adolescent girls’ empowerment typically do not differ 
based on demographic groups and life transitions, highlighting the need for 
developing new measures that reflect disparities in empowerment 
experiences among girls.

The Importance of Measuring Progress in Adolescent Girls’ 
Empowerment

Investing in adolescent girls’ empowerment is increasingly recognized by 
policy makers and practitioners as a key driver for economic growth and 
development in Africa. However, measuring progress toward this goal 
remains a challenge.

The measurement of adolescent girls’ empowerment is important because 
it helps identify the specific needs and challenges faced by various groups 
of adolescent girls and informs the development of effective policies and 
programs to support their empowerment. It also allows tracking of progress 
and assessment of the impact of interventions aimed at promoting adolescent 
girls’ empowerment, which is critical for evidence-based decision-making and 
resource allocation by policy makers and practitioners.

Whereas there is a vast literature on measuring empowerment for women 
(for example, Buvinic et al. 2020; Donald et al. 2020; and Glennerster, 
Walsh, and Diaz-Martin 2018),1 guidance on measuring adolescent 

A reproducibility package is available for this book in the Reproducible Research 
Repository at https://reproducibility.worldbank.org.

https://reproducibility.worldbank.org�
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girls’ empowerment remains limited, particularly in the case of younger 
adolescents. Given the critical importance of adolescent girls’ empowerment, 
it is essential to develop and apply measures that accurately capture girls’ 
experiences and progress. It is also important to recognize that adolescent 
girls’ empowerment differs from women’s empowerment and that different 
aspects of the components of adolescent girls’ empowerment may be more 
relevant to measure for some groups of adolescent girls than for others.

This spotlight examines survey tools from recent impact evaluations of 
programs aimed at improving girls’ empowerment outcomes. The objective is to 
identify gaps in the measurement of key empowerment outcomes and provide 
guidance to researchers and other stakeholders regarding the measurement of 
adolescent girls’ empowerment. This analysis focuses on these specific surveys, 
instead of large-scale surveys like the Demographic and Health Surveys and 
United Nations Children’s Fund’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys, for 
two main reasons. First, the components of empowerment covered in these 
two surveys predominantly emphasize empowerment as it applies to women, 
without differentiation between older adolescent girls and women. Second, 
these large-scale surveys cover limited components, such as education and 
time use, for younger adolescents. Thus, identifying measurement gaps through 
surveys tailored specifically to adolescent girls’ empowerment programs allows 
for a clearer examination of these gaps compared with using surveys that aim to 
measure human development or reproductive health more broadly. 

To identify gaps in the measurement of girls’ empowerment outcomes, this report 
examines survey tools, including adolescent girls’ questionnaires, household 
questionnaires, and community questionnaires where available, from 10 impact 
evaluation studies conducted by the World Bank’s Africa Gender Innovation 
Lab and the Population Council in collaboration with other partners. These 
studies focus on programs aimed at empowering adolescent girls in Africa. 
Table S1A.1 in annex S1A provides a brief description of these studies, including 
information on the interventions undertaken by the programs under study. For 
each study, the annex maps the empowerment indicators measured in the surveys 
across the components outlined in the report’s conceptual framework (presented 
in chapter 1).2 This mapping exercise offers a deeper understanding of gaps 
in measuring adolescent girls’ empowerment, as it permits an examination of 
whether key empowerment indicators and measures identified in the conceptual 
framework were included in the surveys, how they were measured, and for which 
subpopulations (for example, younger versus older adolescent girls or married 
versus unmarried girls). It also allows the specific questions used to measure 
these indicators to be reviewed. Although the report does not aim to discuss the 
strengths and limitations of each question extensively, this analysis permits the 
variation in measures within and across surveys to be assessed. 
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Gaps in the Measurement of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment 
from Recent Survey Tools

Broad Gaps

After the survey tools and specific questions used in the surveys are mapped, 
this analysis reveals significant gaps in the measures of empowerment 
captured by these tools and questions, compared with the key components 
and indicators highlighted in this report’s conceptual framework. These gaps 
are particularly pronounced within the context, resources, and economic 
achievement components.

As expected, given the nature of the studies analyzed—that is, impact 
evaluations designed to assess the effectiveness of specific programs and 
interventions—a significant measurement gap is found to exist across all 
surveys in regard to the context component. For instance, none of the 
surveys examined included any questions related to statutory laws or legal 
frameworks. However, although it is understandable that these surveys 
did not collect data on laws that would have little variation for analytical 
purposes, only one survey captured information on the availability and 
characteristics of services and facilities that are essential for adolescent 
girls’ empowerment, such as schools, health facilities, facilities for training 
in technical skills, legal services, financial services, and labor market 
opportunities. Furthermore, only two surveys measured the prevalence or 
duration of conflict and local violence, which are crucial contextual factors 
affecting adolescent girls’ empowerment.

When indicators of adolescent girls’ empowerment are examined 
(figure S1.1), it is found that questions on access to digital capital and 
knowledge related to digital skills, both of which are important for current 
and future livelihood opportunities, were also limited to two to four surveys. 
The analysis also finds that questions on control over time use as an indicator 
of agency were covered in only one survey. Additionally, only four surveys 
included questions about job quality, and none included questions about 
age-appropriate work.3 While specific measures such as earnings, time spent 
at work, and being engaged in paid work are often used to capture economic 
achievement, it is worth noting that not all types of work are associated 
with increased empowerment. For instance, precarious jobs, jobs with long 
working hours and low pay, and risky jobs are not considered desirable forms 
of employment. Measuring job quality and age-appropriate work is therefore 
key to offering a more comprehensive understanding of adolescent girls’ 
empowerment. This can help inform the design of programs and policies to 
create favorable working conditions.
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FIGURE S1.1  �Survey Tools Capture Indicators of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment
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Specific Gaps

Table S1.1 provides a detailed overview of the gaps in measures associated 
with each indicator of adolescent girls’ empowerment, as defined in the 
conceptual framework. It focuses on three factors:

1.	 Is an indicator poorly covered (defined here as being measured in fewer 
than seven of the surveys examined)?4 

2.	 Do the questions used across surveys capture different aspects of an 
indicator (for example, do questions measure aspects such as cell phone 
ownership or cell phone usage)? 

3.	 Are questions related to the same aspect of an indicator asked in different 
ways (for example, are questions about time spent on work asked with 
reference to different recall periods)? 

TABLE S1.1  �Measurement of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Using Existing Survey Tools Has 

Numerous Gaps

Components and indicators Is the indicator 
poorly covered 
(that is, included 
in fewer than 
seven surveys)?

Do questions 
cover different 
aspects across 
surveys?

Are there 
major 
differences 
in question 
wording?

Human capital fundamentals

Educational progress (attainment, enrollment, grade 

repetition, attendance) 

No Yes Yes

Health (sexual and reproductive health, mental 

health, nutrition)

Yes Yes Yes

Physical and digital capital 

Household assets No No No

Personal assets Yes No No

Access to digital spaces and cell phones Yes Yes No

Financial capital 

Access to economic resources (bank accounts, 

loans) 

No Yes No

Economic assets (savings) No Yes No

Knowledge and skills 

Life skills and financial literacy No Yes No

Social capital 

Peer networks No Yes No

Access to safe spaces No Yes No

(continued)
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Components and indicators Is the indicator 
poorly covered 
(that is, included 
in fewer than 
seven surveys)?

Do questions 
cover different 
aspects across 
surveys?

Are there 
major 
differences 
in question 
wording?

Time 

Time for productive activity No No Yes

Goal setting 

Aspirations for education, work, marriage, and 

childbearing 

No Yes No

Sense of agency 

Self-efficacy, self-esteem, and locus of control No No Yes

Gender attitudes No Yes Yes

Control 

Control over decision-making No No Yes

Control over time use Yes No No

Fragility, conflict, and violence

Prevalence of conflict Yes No No

Statutory and customary laws

Laws on gender, resources, work, age, and 

acceptability of violence 

Yes N/A N/A

Formal institutions 

Presence and characteristics of formal institutions, 

including schools and health, vocational, legal, and 

financial services 

Yes No No

Norms and religion 

Norms on gender, access to and use of resources, 

work, age of marriage, and acceptability of violence 

Yes No No

Religious beliefs No No No

Labor market opportunities 

Sector-specific access to jobs Yes No No

Quality of available job opportunities Yes No No

Household context 

Parental and household members’ gender attitudes Yes No No

Parental aspirations for girls’ education and work Yes No No

Relationship dynamics in households: discussion and 

cooperation among household members

Yes Yes No

Household structure and composition Yes No No

TABLE S1.1  �Measurement of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Using Existing Survey Tools Has 

Numerous Gaps (continued)

(continued)
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In most cases, questions cover different aspects of specific indicators, making 
comparisons of specific measures across surveys difficult. Moreover, the 
statements used to construct subjective and composite measures, such as those 
related to self-efficacy, locus of control, and gender attitudes, show major 
differences across surveys. Although some level of variation is to be expected—
especially in regard to composite measures—given the different survey contexts, 
this variation may also reflect other aspects of instrument development. These 
aspects may include unfamiliarity with existing measurement tools and a lack 
of consensus on how to measure certain empowerment outcomes, including 
control over time use and job quality, as well as a lack of validated tools that can 
be used for creating new surveys. Additionally, attempts to reduce the survey 
length, to the detriment of capturing certain components of empowerment, 
could contribute to this variation. Moreover, the absence of a clear theory of 
change or conceptual framework when survey tools are being designed could 
explain why some specific indicators are not well covered.

Gaps by Demographic Groups

Across all components and indicators covered in the surveys, very little 
variation is found in the types of questions asked of girls across different 
demographic groups, including younger (ages 10 to 14) and older (ages 
15 to 19) girls, girls in and out of school, married and unmarried girls, 
girls with and without children, and girls who reside in rural and urban 
areas. Specifically, some surveys administered questions about sexual and 

Components and indicators Is the indicator 
poorly covered 
(that is, included 
in fewer than 
seven surveys)?

Do questions 
cover different 
aspects across 
surveys?

Are there 
major 
differences 
in question 
wording?

Labor market outcomes 
Income No Yes No

Job quality Yes No No

Paid work No No Yes

Salaried or self-employment No No Yes

Age-appropriate work Yes No No

Source: Original table for this report.

TABLE S1.1  �Measurement of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Using Existing Survey Tools Has 

Numerous Gaps (continued)
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reproductive health only to older adolescent girls. Similarly, some surveys 
restricted questions about reproductive health to married girls or girls 
known to be in relationships. Girls who were not enrolled in school were 
asked questions about their reasons for dropping out, their intentions 
in regard to returning to school, and their educational attainment, 
whereas girls enrolled in school were asked about absenteeism and school 
performance in some surveys. No differences are noted in questions across 
empowerment components based on childbearing status or location. It is 
important to note, however, that not all surveys represented different groups 
of girls, and therefore comparisons are limited to surveys in which both 
subgroups within a particular demographic group (for example, younger 
versus older girls) were present. The lack of significant variation in question 
type across different demographic groups suggests a potential limitation 
in conceptualizing and capturing the specific nuances and experiences of 
diverse subgroups of girls.

Advancing the Measurement of Adolescent Girls’ 
Empowerment is Feasible and Should Prioritize Addressing 
Existing Gaps

This spotlight illuminates the challenges involved in measuring adolescent 
girls’ empowerment and highlights several key findings. It finds that surveys 
tend to focus on specific components and indicators of empowerment, such 
as human capital, sense of agency, social capital, labor market outcomes, and 
control. However, there is variation in the selection and coverage of indicators 
within these components, making comparisons across studies challenging. 
Furthermore, the spotlight identifies significant gaps in the measurement 
of indicators of empowerment, particularly in areas such as context and 
digital capital and certain aspects of economic achievement. The lack of 
standardized questions and the variation in the statements used for subjective 
and composite measures further complicate comparability and synthesis of 
analytical results.
To address these challenges, it is crucial to focus on conceptualization, 
improved standardization, and harmonization of some key measures and 
approaches. Prioritization within these efforts is also necessary. Notably, 
significant progress has been made in developing validated measures 
for women’s empowerment, exemplified by initiatives such as the 
World Bank’s Measures for Advancing Gender Equality initiative and the 
International Food Policy Research Institute’s Women’s Empowerment 
in Agriculture Index, among others. Key components of adolescent girls’ 
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empowerment such as agency—including indicators related to goal 
setting and sense of agency—and context, including household context, 
can leverage progress made in women’s empowerment measurement. 
There is a substantial conceptual overlap between women’s empowerment 
and adolescent girls’ empowerment in these domains. However, certain 
aspects of agency for adolescent girls, such as control over decision-
making and economic achievements, differ significantly from those in 
women’s empowerment. These areas warrant prioritization in efforts 
toward conceptual refinement and the development of new measures. 
Efforts should also ensure that frameworks and measures can capture the 
differences in girls’ empowerment outcomes based on their demographic 
characteristics and circumstances.

Furthermore, there is a need for the development of measurement tools 
capable of capturing components of empowerment that are not well 
covered by the existing tools. This includes developing community-level 
instruments that allow the examination of context-related indicators 
of adolescent girls’ empowerment in areas in which there is little 
overlap with similar women’s empowerment measures. Clear guidelines 
for researchers and other stakeholders, guided by strong conceptual 
frameworks, are required to increase the comparability and reliability of 
findings.

It is recommended that these guidelines be prepared through a 
thorough consultation process with multiple stakeholders to produce 
a comprehensive compendium of measures that have broad support 
within the field. Although not all measures may be included in all 
surveys, given considerations regarding the budget and the time burden 
on respondents, having a repository of measures to choose from would 
contribute to enhancing understanding of the factors influencing 
adolescent girls’ empowerment and facilitate the design of targeted 
interventions that effectively support the diverse needs and aspirations 
of adolescent girls.

Annex S1A. Impact Evaluations of 10 Programs Aiming at 
Improving Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment in Africa

Table S1A.1 provides a brief description of the 10 impact evaluations 
analyzed in this spotlight.
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TABLE S1A.1  Impact Evaluations of Programs Aiming at Improving Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment in Africa

Program (Citation) Program objective Program description and outcomes measured Age range Country Rurality/urbanicity

Economic 

Empowerment of 

Adolescent Girls and 

Young Women (Adoho 

et al. 2014)

Increase the employment and 

income of young women by 

providing livelihood and life 

skills training and facilitating 

their transition to productive 

work. 

	• Trained girls in business development skills, job skills, or 

both, targeted to sectors with high demand for workers; 

consisted of six months of classroom training followed by 

six months of placement and support. 

	• Outcomes measured included economic outcomes 

(employment, earnings, and savings and investment 

behaviors), indicators of social empowerment (including 

mobility, decision-making, and self-confidence), and 

household-level indicators (such as food security and 

attitudes of the household head toward gender norms).

16–27 Liberia Urban and rural

Rwanda Adolescent 

Girls Initiative (Botea, 

Chakravarty, and 

Haddock 2015)

Improve employment, 

incomes, and empowerment 

of disadvantaged adolescent 

girls and young women and 

test two integrated models for 

promoting this goal. 

	• Provided vocational training to girls in culinary skills, arts 

and crafts, food processing, and agriculture. The training 

was offered in nine vocational training centers across four 

districts. 

	• Outcomes measured included participation in nonfarm 

employment, participation in wage employment or 

internships, cash income from an income-generating 

activity, having a savings account, and the amount saved. 

16–24 Rwanda Urban and rural

(continued)
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Program (Citation) Program objective Program description and outcomes measured Age range Country Rurality/urbanicity

Sisters of Success 

(Koroknay-Palicz, 

Montalvao, and Seban 

2017)

Foster girls’ adoption of healthy 

behaviors, building their 

confidence and self-esteem, 

knowing and exercising their 

rights, developing savings and 

financial literacy habits, and 

increasing their community 

participation and involvement, 

and help them work toward their 

own personal development goals. 

	• Matched mentors randomly with girls; the mentors 

followed a precise curriculum targeting various aspects 

of girls’ development.

	• Outcomes measured included girls’ likelihood of dropping 

out of school; risky sexual behavior and likelihood of 

becoming pregnant as minors; voice and influence; 

occupational choice; earnings and savings; attitudes and 

aspirations; access to resources (time, money, and social 

support); life skills; peer influences and access to role 

models; and self-efficacy, self-confidence, and self-esteem.

12–15 Liberia Urban

Adolescent Girls 

Empowerment 

Program (Austrian 

et al. 2020)

Build the health, social, and 

economic assets of vulnerable 

girls; reduce child marriage and 

unintended pregnancy. 

	• Provided weekly girls’ group meetings led by mentors 

on health, life skills, and financial education over two 

years. Additional program components included a health 

voucher for general wellness and reproductive health 

services and an adolescent-friendly savings account.

	• Outcomes measured included self-esteem, social 

networks, attitudes and behaviors related to gender, 

work and saving activity, nutrition status, literacy 

and numeracy skills, cognitive function, sexual and 

reproductive health knowledge, and sexual behavior. 

10–19 Zambia Urban and rural

Empowerment 

and Livelihood for 

Adolescents (Bandiera 

et al. 2020)

Empower adolescent girls 

against economic and sexual 

and reproductive health 

challenges.

	• Provided life skills training to build knowledge and 

reduce risky behaviors and vocational training to enable 

girls to establish small-scale enterprises. 

	• Outcomes measured included HIV- and pregnancy-related 

knowledge, establishment of small-scale enterprises, 

likelihood of girls being engaged in income-generating 

activities, and participation of girls in self-employment.

14–20 Uganda Urban and rural

TABLE S1A.1  �Impact Evaluations of Programs Aiming at Improving Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment in Africa (continued)

(continued)
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Program (Citation) Program objective Program description and outcomes measured Age range Country Rurality/urbanicity

Girl Empower 

(Özler et al. 2020)

Equip adolescent girls with the 

skills to make healthy, strategic 

life choices and to stay safe 

from sexual abuse. 

	• Invited adolescent girls to join local mentorship groups led 

by trained mentors to learn about life skills and financial 

literacy and to open savings accounts with seed money.

	• Outcomes measured included the incidence of sexual 

violence, school enrollment and completion, delayed 

marriage and fertility, self-esteem, self-confidence, 

self-efficacy, financial and health knowledge, and gender 

attitudes. 

13–14 Liberia Rural

Adolescent Girls 

Initiative—Kenya Equip 

(Austrian et al. 2021)

Improve adolescent girls’ 

education, health, and 

economic outcomes.

	• Delivered multisectoral interventions, including community 

dialogues on the role and value of girls, a conditional cash 

transfer for education, weekly group meetings for girls with 

health and life skills training, and financial literacy training 

and incentives for savings activities.

	• Outcomes measured included the experience of violence, 

gender-equitable attitudes, grade attainment, knowledge 

and behaviors related to sexual and reproductive health, 

knowledge and behaviors related to finance and income 

generation, and decision-making skills. 

11–15 Kenya Urban and rural

TABLE S1A.1  �Impact Evaluations of Programs Aiming at Improving Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment in Africa (continued)

(continued)
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TABLE S1A.1  �Impact Evaluations of Programs Aiming at Improving Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment in Africa (continued)

Program (Citation) Program objective Program description and outcomes measured Age range Country Rurality/urbanicity

Promoting Safe Sex 

Among Adolescents in 

Tanzania (Shah et al. 

2022)

Motivate girls’ adoption of safe 

behaviors to improve their 

sexual and reproductive health 

outcomes. 

	• Leveraged ELA clubs, where adolescent girls were 

offered life skills and sexual and reproductive health 

education; offered a goal-setting intervention in which 

girls were asked to commit to remaining free of HIV and 

sexually transmitted infections and to develop three 

specific strategies to accomplish this goal. Additionally, 

offered girls’ male partners a soccer intervention that 

educated and inspired young men to make better sexual 

and reproductive health choices.

	• Outcomes measured included female reports of intimate-

partner violence, reported sexual activity, pregnancies, 

and knowledge of contraception methods; health 

behaviors (including drinking, smoking, socializing, and 

self-reported mental and physical health); and economic 

behaviors (including savings and employment status, 

along with other behavioral indicators, including risk 

taking and optimism).

12–24 Tanzania Urban and rural

Kenya Micro-

Franchising 

(Brudevold-Newman 

et al. 2023)

Promote female 

entrepreneurship.

	• Provided business-specific training, capital, supply chain 

links, life skills training, and ongoing mentoring; offered 

women an unrestricted one-off cash transfer without any 

additional services.

	• Outcomes measured included the likelihood of being 

self-employed and improvement in income levels and 

overall well-being (living conditions index, food security 

index, current well-being, and future well-being). 

18–19 Kenya Urban

(continued)
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Program (Citation) Program objective Program description and outcomes measured Age range Country Rurality/urbanicity

Sahel Women’s 

Empowerment and 

Demographic Dividend 

(Boulhane et al. 2024) 

Empower girls and women at 

the individual, community, and 

societal levels. 

	• Provided adolescent girls safe spaces where they could 

gain life skills and receive sexual and reproductive health 

information.

	• Outcomes measured included participation in an 

income-generating activity, aspirations, fertility, marriage, 

self-esteem and self-efficacy, gender attitudes, decision-

making, and sexual and reproductive health knowledge 

and behavior. 

10–19 Côte 

d’Ivoire 

Urban and rural

Source: Original table for this report.

Note: ELA = Empowerment and Livelihood for Adolescents; HIV = human immunodeficiency virus.

TABLE S1A.1  �Impact Evaluations of Programs Aiming at Improving Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment in Africa (continued)
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Notes

1.	 The increase in measurement efforts has been bolstered by the launch of 
initiatives such as the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index, launched by 
the International Food Policy Research Institute; the Oxford Poverty and 
Human Development Initiative; and the US Agency for International 
Development’s Feed the Future. Additionally, the World Bank’s Measures for 
Advancing Gender Equality initiative, in collaboration with the International 
Food Policy Research Institute, the International Rescue Committee, and 
researchers at Oxford University, as well as the Center for Global Development 
and Data2X’s Women’s Economic Empowerment Measurement Learning 
Collaborative and the Evidence-based Measures of Empowerment for Research 
on Gender Equality initiative at the University of California San Diego, have 
contributed to this effort.

2.	 The report’s conceptual framework identifies a number of key components that 
collectively contribute to adolescent girls’ empowerment: human capital 
fundamentals, which include educational progress and health; enabling resources, 
which focus on knowledge and skills development, financial capital, physical and 
digital capital, social capital, and time allocation; agency, which includes aspects 
like goal setting, sense of agency, and control; context, which includes fragility, 
conflict, and violence, statutory laws and legal frameworks, formal institutions, 
norms and religion, labor market opportunities, and household context; and 
economic achievement, which focuses on labor market outcomes.

3.	 The International Labour Organization’s Minimum Age Convention 
(Convention 138) sets the minimum working age in member states that have 
ratified the convention at 15 years for ordinary work (13 years for light work). 
Developing countries have the option of setting an age of 14 years for ordinary 
work and 12 years for light work. Light work is defined as work not likely to be 
harmful to children’s health or development that does not prejudice children’s 
attendance at school, their participation in vocational orientation or training 
programs approved by the competent authority, or their capacity to benefit from 
the instruction received. For hazardous work, the minimum age is set at 18. 

4.	 If a lower threshold is employed for an indicator’s being well covered (five rather 
than seven surveys), important gaps in terms of indicator coverage are still 
identified. 
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Key Messages

•	 Although school enrollment rates for younger adolescent girls (ages 10 to 14) 
have surpassed 80 percent in many African countries, over half of 15- to 
19-year-old girls in Africa are out of school or married or have a child. 

•	 Adolescent girls are more likely than adolescent boys to be married, have 
children, be out of school, and not be working. Girls also experience more 
drastic increases in marriage, childbearing, and school dropout rates than 
boys do as they transition from adolescence to adulthood. 

•	 While school enrollment rates for girls have substantially increased in 
Africa over the past decade, regional trends in adolescent marriage and 
childbearing have been mixed.

•	 The distribution of adolescent girls’ experiences varies across and within 
countries, partly reflecting these girls’ cultural, social, legal, and economic 
environments. The differences in adolescent girls’ experiences have 
important implications for levels of their empowerment as well as for the 
design of programs and policies to enhance it. 

•	 Adolescent girls in settings involving fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV) 
are more likely to be married, have children, and be out of school 
compared with girls in non-FCV settings. They are also less likely to 
have a financial account. 

Adolescent Girls Are a Diverse Group

A common policy aspiration is to ensure that adolescent girls remain in 
school, delay childbearing, and delay marriage.1 In most African countries, 
school enrollment rates for younger adolescent girls (ages 10 to 14) have 
surpassed 80 percent. However, by the time they reach older adolescence, 
barely half of 15- to 19-year-old girls are still exclusively schooling, without 
getting married or having children (figure 2.1).

CHAPTER 2

What Do We Know 
about Adolescent Girls’ 
Experiences in Africa?
Kehinde Ajayi and Vrinda Sharma

A reproducibility package is available for this book in the Reproducible Research 
Repository at https://reproducibility.worldbank.org.
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FIGURE 2.1  �Over Half of 15- to 19-Year-Old Girls in Africa Are Out of School 

or Married or Have Children
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International 

Development’s Demographic and Health Surveys for adolescent girls ages 15 to 19, accessed 

March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com. 

Note: The Demographic and Health Surveys provide statistics on adolescent girls that 

are comparable across multiple countries, but with incomplete regional coverage. Data 

are available for 37 of the 48 countries in the region. This report used the most recent 

Demographic and Health Surveys samples available when analysis for the report began 

(Annex 2A reports the countries and years covered). The study population, adolescent 

girls, is segmented along four demographic dimensions: in or out of school, working or not 

working, with or without children, and married or unmarried, highlighting the intersections 

among these four experiences. Working is defined as being “currently employed” based 

on responses to the survey question. The Africa regional estimate uses denormalized 

weights.

In many countries, the typical 15- to 19-year-old girl is on a divergent 
path to adulthood. Adolescent girls ages 15 to 19 are almost equally split 
between attending and not attending school. Among the 48.7 percent who 
are still in school, unmarried, and not mothers, over one in five are already 
working. Thus, designing interventions for adolescents both in and out of 
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school is critical to achieve comprehensive impacts. Furthermore, ensuring 
access to safe and dignified work is crucial for girls who are already working. 
Finally, adjusting interventions for impacts of childbearing and marriage 
is necessary for the more than 25 percent of older adolescent girls who are 
married, have children, or both.

Acknowledging these diverse pathways to adulthood is a key step toward 
designing tailored interventions to improve the well-being of adolescent 
girls with varying life circumstances. Identifying patterns in experiences 
generates insights for policy making. For example, for adolescent girls, 
marriage is more strongly associated with being out of school than is 
childbearing. Altogether, 4.4 percent of older adolescent girls in Africa 
have a child and are unmarried. Nearly 30 percent of these girls are still 
enrolled in school. By contrast, 9 percent of older adolescent girls in 
Africa are married without a child. Less than 10 percent of these girls are 
still enrolled in school. Among the 13.2 percent of 15- to 19-year-old girls 
in Africa who are married and have a child, only 5 percent are enrolled in 
school. Moreover, married adolescent girls are more likely than unmarried 
adolescent mothers to be out of school and not working. These correlations 
suggest that marriage and childbearing present differing obstacles to 
schooling and to empowerment. 

Differences in Life Trajectories of Adolescent 
Girls and Boys Widen as They Age

Gender differences in life experiences are observable among young 
adolescents, and these differences increase with age. Although there are 
relatively small gender gaps in schooling among 10- to 14-year-olds in 
most African countries (with notable exceptions in some settings involving 
FCV, like Burkina Faso, Burundi, and the Republic of Congo), gender gaps 
in participation in household work and economic work persist (figure 2.2). 
Girls consistently perform housework at higher levels than boys (or in a 
few countries, levels equal to those of boys). By contrast, when it comes 
to participation in economic work, countries are almost evenly split 
among those with equal or close-to-equal participation, those with higher 
participation for boys, and those with higher participation for girls. The 
largest gender participation gaps are found in countries where girls are 
more likely to participate in economic work than boys (The Gambia and 
Lesotho).
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FIGURE 2.2  �Gender Gaps in Schooling Are Small for Young Adolescents, 

but Participation Gaps in Housework and Economic Work 

Persist
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Boys Girls

Country
c. Participating in economic work (10- to 14-year-olds)
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the United Nations Children’s Fund’s 

Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys, accessed November 28, 2023, https://mics.unicef.org/. 

Note: Gray bars in the figure represent the difference between rates for boys and those for girls.

* = data not available.

Adolescent girls’ experiences increasingly diverge from those of adolescent 
boys as they age. Older adolescent girls (ages 15 to 19) are more likely than 
adolescent boys to be married, to have children, or both (figure 2.3). About 
22 percent of girls in this age group are married, compared with less than 
2 percent of boys. This implies that adolescent girls are not marrying boys 
their age, which raises the question of the social and economic agency that 
girls may lose or gain through marriage to older men. Moreover, 26 percent 
of girls in this age group are neither working nor in school, whereas the 
comparable percentage for boys is about 9 percent (consistent with results 
in ILO [2020]).

FIGURE 2.2  �Gender Gaps in Schooling Are Small for Young Adolescents, 

but Participation Gaps in Housework and Economic Work 

Persist (continued)
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FIGURE 2.3  �The Transition from Adolescence to Adulthood Is Starker for 

Girls Than for Boys
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International 

Development’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www​

.dhsprogram.com. 

FIGURE 2.3  �The Transition from Adolescence to Adulthood Is Starker for 

Girls Than for Boys (continued)
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Similarly, the transition from older adolescence (ages 15 to 19) to young 
adulthood (ages 20 to 24) comes with a greater increase in marriage, 
childbearing, and school dropout rates for girls than for boys. Among 
young African women, 56 percent have a child and are married. Fewer 
than 16 percent remain in school. Young African men, on the other 
hand, are predominantly still unmarried and without children. Around 
27 percent remain in school, and most of those out of school are working. 
Thus, African men are more likely to continue their education into their 
early adulthood or to transition from school into participating in the labor 
force. Young African women, however, do not go to school or participate 
in the labor force at rates equal to those of young men, weakening their 
future labor market prospects. These gender differences highlight the 
importance of focusing on gender-specific challenges facing adolescent 
girls in Africa. 

While Regional Trends in Schooling and Exclusive Work 
Have Generally Been Positive, Trends in Marriage and 
Childbearing Have Been More Mixed

The current educational status of adolescent girls in Africa reflects substantial 
progress in school enrollment over the past two decades. Since 2000, most 
African countries have increased the percentage of 15- to 19-year-old 
girls in school (figure 2.4). Nigeria is the only African country without a 
statistically significant change in school enrollment between rounds of the 
US Agency for International Development’s Demographic and Health 
Surveys. Low-income countries in Africa have seen the largest gains, with 
Rwanda increasing girls’ school enrollment rates from less than 10 percent 
to 56 percent and Uganda increasing them from 23 percent to more than 
50 percent in the span of two decades. Overall, these trajectories point to the 
fact that adolescent girls across the region are increasingly likely to remain 
in school. In a few countries (Côte d’Ivoire, Namibia, Nigeria, and Tanzania) 
school enrollment rates have increased or remained constant, and rates of 
girls who are out of school and working exclusively have increased. This 
implies a decline in the share of girls who are neither in school nor working 
in these countries. 
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FIGURE 2.4  �School Enrollment Rates for 15- to 19-Year-Old Girls Have 

Increased across the Region
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International 

Development’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www​

.dhsprogram.com. 

Note: Orange dots show data from an earlier Demographic and Health Survey and blue dots 

data from the most recent one. Time between survey rounds varies; generally, for each country, 

the earlier round took place between 1990 and 2000 and the most recent one between 2010 

and 2019, with an average difference between the two of 15 years (range = 10 to 23). Refer to 

table 2A.1 for the full list of countries and survey years. Black (rather than gray) arrows indicate 

four countries where the percentage of girls exclusively working has increased.

Although this progress in school enrollment gives much cause to celebrate, 
there is still work to be done. The primary school completion rate for 
girls in Africa is 69 percent, and the lower-secondary completion rate is 
43 percent, compared with 89 percent and 75 percent, respectively, for all 
low- and middle-income countries,2 indicating that grade progression is still 
a challenge. School-leaving exams present one potential barrier for adolescent 
girls’ educational attainment (box 2.1). Additionally, there are still subgroups 
of girls who have not experienced increases in school enrollment, even within 
countries that have made substantial progress (Evans, Carvalho, and Mendez 
Acosta 2022).

FIGURE 2.4  �School Enrollment Rates for 15- to 19-Year-Old Girls Have 

Increased across the Region (continued)
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BOX 2.1  �School-Leaving Exams and Dropout Rates for Girls 

Many African countries have primary-school-leaving exams, which determine access to 

secondary school (map B2.1.1). Girls often have a lower passing rate than boys do on these exams 

(figure B2.1.1). This gender gap in exam performance can exacerbate school dropout rates among 

girls and limit their transition to secondary school, even in cases in which girls are interested in 

continuing their schooling and have adequate academic ability, because factors such as gender 

bias in teachers’ perceptions of student ability can undermine girls’ performance on high-stakes 

exams (Carvalho and Cameron 2022). More than 80 percent of African countries have lower-

secondary-school-leaving exams, which potentially reinforce this gender gap in schooling transition 

at tertiary education levels (Rossiter and Konate 2022).

MAP B2.1.1  �Many African Countries Have a Primary-School-Leaving Exam That 

Determines Access to Secondary School, with Pass Rates That Vary Widely

Source: Rossiter and Konate (2022). 

(continued)
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FIGURE B2.1.1  �In Some Countries in Africa, Girls Are Less Likely Than Boys to Sit for 

Exams, and They Achieve Lower Pass Rates When They Do
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Note: The gender ratio is calculated by dividing the number of girls who sat for (or passed) an exam by the 

number of boys who did so. A ratio greater than 1 means more girls than boys sat for (or passed) the exam. Bars 

connecting orange and blue dots indicate the difference in gender ratios for exam sitting and exam passing. 

BOX 2.1  School-Leaving Exams and Dropout Rates for Girls (continued)

Progress in reducing early marriage and childbearing in Africa has been more 
mixed than the robust positive trends in regard to schooling (figure 2.5). 
Adolescent girls’ marriage rates have generally fallen across African countries 
over the past 10 to 20 years. However, some countries have seen increases, 
including Madagascar, Niger, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe. Additionally, the 
percentage of adolescent girls with children has largely declined, except in 
a few countries such as Burundi and Zambia. In the Comoros, Tanzania, 
and Zimbabwe, both the likelihood of adolescent girls’ marriage and that of 
childbearing have increased over time.
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FIGURE 2.5  �Progress in Reducing Marriage and Childbearing among 

15- to 19-Year-Old Girls Has Been Mixed
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International 

Development’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www​

.dhsprogram.com. 

Note: Orange dots show data from an earlier Demographic and Health Survey and blue 

dots data from the most recent one. Time between survey rounds varies; generally, for 

each country, the earlier round took place between 1990 and 2000 and the most recent 

one between 2010 and 2019, with an average difference between the two of 15 years 

(range = 10 to 23). Refer to table 2A.1 for the full list of countries and survey years. Black 

(rather than gray) arrows indicate countries where the percentage of girls who are married 

or have a child has increased. 

Adolescent Girls’ Experiences Vary across and within 
Countries, Partly Reflecting Girls’ Cultural, Social, Legal, and 
Economic Contexts

Adolescent girls’ experiences tend to vary across countries.

To further shed light on cross-country patterns, this report groups countries 
into five categories with common features that reflect the intersections 
among rates of schooling, work, marriage, and childbearing for older 
adolescent girls (figure 2.6).3 These categories provide an instructive tool for 
understanding patterns in the experiences of adolescent girls and offer insight 
into approaches to support these girls’ empowerment (table 2.1). 

FIGURE 2.5  �Progress in Reducing Marriage and Childbearing among 

15- to 19-Year-Old Girls Has Been Mixed (continued)
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FIGURE 2.6  There Are Systematic Cross-Country Differences in Adolescent Girls’ Experiences
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15 to 19 years old. The size of the marker for each country reflects the country’s population size. The shape of 

each marker indicates the share of adolescent girls who are not married and without children.

Marriage and childbearing delayers (the four countries in the upper-right 
quadrant in figure 2.6) have been most successful at delaying marriage 
and childbearing among adolescent girls. More than 80 percent of 15- to 
19-year-old girls in these countries are still unmarried and have no children. 
These countries have a combination of high levels of school enrollment 
(above 40 percent) and high rates of work among girls who are out of school 
(that is, high rates of “exclusive work,” at above 15 percent). This category 
includes both low- and lower-middle-income countries. A key policy 
question for these countries is how to further advance educational progress.
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TABLE 2.1  �Five Country Categories Provide a Data-Driven Tool to Guide Investments in 

Adolescent Girls

Marriage and 
Childbearing 
Delayers

Educators Generalists Laborers Survivors

Burundi, Ghana, 

Rwanda, Togo

Eswatini, Gabon, 

Lesotho, Namibia, 

South Africa 

Angola; Cameroon; 

Comoros; Congo, Dem. 

Rep.; Congo, Rep.; 

Ethiopia; Gambia, The; 

Kenya; Liberia; Malawi; 

Mauritania; Nigeria; 

São Tomé and Príncipe; 

Senegal; Sierra Leone; 

Uganda; Zambia; 

Zimbabwe

Benin, Burkina 

Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Guinea, Madagascar, 

Tanzania

Chad, Mali, 

Mozambique, 

Niger

Low marriage 

and childbearing

(>80% not married, 

no children)

Low marriage 

and childbearing

(>70% not married, 

no children)

Moderate marriage 

and childbearing 

(65–85% not married, 

no children)

Moderate marriage 

and childbearing

(55–80% not 

married, no children)

High marriage and 

childbearing

(<60% not married, 

no children)

Moderate schooling

(45–65% in school)

High schooling

(60–75% in school)

Moderate schooling

(45–65% in school)a

Low schooling 

(<40% in school)

Low schooling 

(<40% in school)

High work

(>15% exclusively 

working) 

Low work

(<5% exclusively 

working)

Moderate work

(5–15% exclusively 

working)

High work

(>15% exclusively 

working)

High rates not in 

school and not 

working (>13%)

Low- and lower-

middle-income 

countries

Lower-middle- and 

upper-middle-

income countries

Low- and lower-

middle-income 

countries

Low and lower-

middle-income 

countries

Low-income 

countries

Source: Original table for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International Development’s 

Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com. 

Note: Categorizations are based on the most recent Demographic and Health Surveys data for 15- to 19-year-old girls.
aMauritania is an exception, with a 39 percent school enrollment rate.

Educators (five countries in the lower-right quadrant of the figure) consist of 
a mix of lower-middle- and upper-middle-income countries. They have the 
highest levels of school enrollment among adolescent girls (universally above 
60 percent). Yet they have extremely low levels of work participation in this 
group. Fewer than 5 percent of adolescent girls are out of school and working. 
A key policy question with respect to these countries is how to enhance 
the transition from schooling to safe and dignified work, which can be 
particularly challenging for young people in highly formalized labor markets 
that place a strong premium on credentials and work experience.

Generalists (the 18 remaining countries in the figure’s lower-right quadrant) 
include a mix of low- and lower-middle-income countries. They achieve 
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intermediate levels on indicators on all fronts, with 65 to 85 percent of 15- to 
19-year-old girls who are unmarried or without children, 45 to 65 percent of 
them enrolled in school, and 5 to 10 percent exclusively working. Mauritania 
is a minor exception, with a school enrollment rate of 39 percent, but it 
is aligned along all the other dimensions. A key policy question for these 
countries is how to decide which of the available interventions to prioritize, 
given opportunities to improve adolescent girls’ well-being on all fronts.

Laborers (the six countries in the figure’s upper-left quadrant) have the 
highest levels of work participation, with more than 15 percent of 15- to 
19-year-old girls exclusively working. Unlike the marriage and childbearing 
delayers, they have relatively low levels of schooling (below 40 percent 
enrollment rates) and moderate rates of marriage and childbearing. This 
category also includes a mix of low- and lower-middle-income countries. Key 
policy questions in regard to these countries are how to increase educational 
attainment and ensure access to safe and dignified work for the many 
adolescent girls who are already working.

Survivors (the four countries in the lower-left quadrant) exclusively consist 
of low-income countries classified as being in FCV contexts by the World 
Bank. Adolescent girls in these countries display the highest levels of 
vulnerability, with the highest rates of marriage and childbearing (fewer than 
60 percent of 15- to 19-year-old girls are unmarried and without children), 
the lowest rates of school enrollment (below 40 percent), and a high share 
of adolescent girls who are not in work or schooling (fewer than 15 percent 
of girls are exclusively working). A key policy question with regard to these 
countries is how to address adolescent girls’ vulnerabilities on all fronts.

Adolescent girls confront a range of experiences in countries across Africa 
(figure 2.7). Revisiting the five stylized profiles introduced in chapter 1, 
figure 2.7 illustrates the distribution of girls with these or similar profiles 
across countries grouped by category. The five stylized profiles capture 
the most commonly observed profiles of adolescent girls across countries. 
The marriage and childbearing delayers have the smallest share of adolescent 
girls with Aya’s profile (married, with a child, not in school, and not working). 
By contrast, survivors have the largest share of adolescent girls with this 
profile. Educators have the largest share of girls with Grace’s profile (not 
married, without children, in school, and not working). Both delayers and 
laborers have relatively large shares of adolescent girls with Chantal’s profile 
(not married, without children, not in school, and working). In addition to 
the five stylized profiles, figure 2.7 includes a sixth group of girls who are 
married or have a child, but who differ from Aya’s profile in some way (that 
is, by being enrolled in school, or working, or by being married with no child, 
or unmarried with a child). This sixth group of girls is most prevalent among 
survivors but least prevalent among marriage and childbearing delayers.
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FIGURE 2.7  Countries Have Varying Profiles of Adolescent Girls 

0 10 20 30 40 50

Percent

60 70 80 90 100
Niger

Mali
Mozambique

Chad
Madagascar

Burkina Faso
Guinea

Côte d'Ivoire
Tanzania

Benin
Angola

Congo, Rep.
Malawi

Mauritania
Liberia

Congo, Dem. Rep.
Zambia
Uganda

Cameroon
Zimbabwe

Nigeria
São Tomé and Príncipe

Senegal
Sierra Leone

Ethiopia
Gambia, The

Comoros
Kenya
Gabon

Lesotho
Eswatini
Namibia

South Africa
Togo

Ghana
Burundi
Rwanda

Grace (Not married, no child, in school, not working)
Imani (Not married, no child, in school, working)
Mariam (Not married, no child, not in school, not working)
Chantal (Not married, no child, not in school, working)
Aya (Married, with a child, not in school, not working)
Other married, or with a child

De
lay

er
s

Ed
uc

at
or

s
Ge

ne
ra

lis
ts

La
bo

re
rs

Su
rv

ivo
rs

Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International Development’s 

Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com. 

Note: Figure illustrates marriage, childbearing, school enrollment, and work statuses for 15- to 19-year-olds 

according to the five stylized profiles in chapter 1, which capture the majority of adolescent girls’ experiences 

across countries. A sixth group—“Other married, or with a child”—represents girls who are married or have a child 

but who differ from Aya’s profile in some way. Figure 2A.1 breaks out school enrollment and work statuses for 

adolescent girls in all groups.
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Country categories correlate with the laws in each type of context 
(figure 2.8). Data from the World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law study 
are employed here (World Bank 2020), along with information collected 
on ages for legal marriage and availability of free postprimary schooling, 
to examine the share of countries in each of the five categories that have 
adopted a given set of laws. This report uses data from 2020 to correspond 
to the most recent year of Demographic and Health Surveys data available 
(table 2A.2 presents the full set of indicators for each country).

•	 Marriage and childbearing delayers all have laws that a woman can get a 
job, open a bank account, and get identification documents in the same way 
as a man. 

•	 Educators all have laws promoting education (free postprimary schooling) 
and an age of legal marriage above 18. They are also the most likely to have 
laws stating that sons and daughters have equal rights to inherit assets from 
their parents.

•	 Generalists do not stand out as leaders in any set of gender-related legal 
reforms.

FIGURE 2.8  Country Categories Correlate with Laws
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Sources: Original figure for this report, based on World Bank (2020) and publicly available government sources.
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•	 Laborers are more likely to have adopted gender-equitable labor laws 
(ensuring women can get a job in the same way as a man, equal work pay 
for equal work, and 14 weeks of paid leave for mothers), along with laws 
prohibiting gender discrimination in credit access and ensuring women can 
open a bank account in the same way as a man.

•	 Survivors have the lowest average level of gender-related legal reforms. 
All have laws that women and men can access national identification 
documents in the same way, presenting a foundation for access to social 
services.

These patterns suggest the potential importance of the legal context in 
shaping adolescent girls’ experiences. However, the analysis presented here 
is purely descriptive and cannot be interpreted as demonstrating causal 
relationships (the causation could go in the opposite direction, to name just 
one other possibility). Chapter 4 discusses the implications of these patterns 
in more depth.

Country characteristics are not static, nor do they change uniformly. 
A number of countries have transitioned from one of the five categories to 
a different one over time (figure 2.9). Most of these changes have involved 
positive transitions into categories with lower rates of adolescent marriage 
and childbearing, along with higher rates of schooling. For example, out of 
the 12 countries that would have been categorized as laborers in the early 
2000s, only 6 are currently in that same category. Two have transitioned 
into the category of marriage and childbearing delayers (Ghana and 
Togo). Another 4 have moved into the category of generalists (Cameroon, 
Ethiopia, Zambia, and Zimbabwe). Similarly, Uganda moved from being 
one of the survivors into being a generalist. However, there has also been 
some negative evolution. The Comoros started out as a marriage and 
childbearing delayer and switched to being a generalist, primarily because 
of increases in adolescent marriage and childbearing. Only the membership 
of the group of educators has remained unchanged over time. These 
multiple transitions indicate that country-level experiences of adolescent 
girls can dramatically transform (for better or worse) within a relatively 
short time span. 

Altogether, multiple dimensions of vulnerability at a national level correlate 
with adolescent girls’ experiences across countries (box 2.2). Country-
level indicators are informative, but they are aggregate measures that mask 
subnational variation. There are often substantial differences in adolescent 
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girls’ experiences within countries (map 2.1 on page 83). In outcomes ranging 
from school enrollment to marriage, childbearing, and gender attitudes, 
variations within countries can be as large as variations across countries. For 
example, Nigeria is essentially a generalist country with subnational areas 
within its borders (for example, geographic zones and states) that would be 
categorized as survivors, laborers, and generalists. Understanding subnational 
differences is important for designing specialized interventions to improve 
outcomes for the most vulnerable adolescent girls within each country 
(box 2.3 on page 85).

FIGURE 2.9  �A Number of Countries Have Transitioned from One Category 

to Another over Time
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International 

Development’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www​

.dhsprogram.com. 

Note: Sample is restricted to countries for which rounds of Demographic and Health Survey 

(DHS) data within 20 years of one another are available (for additional details, refer to 

table 2A.1).
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BOX 2.2  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories across Countries 

A country’s status with regard to experience of fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV) and its national 

income classification are strongly correlated with adolescent girls’ outcomes. In 2024, 20 African 

countries were classified as being in fragility and conflict-affected situations by the World Bank. 

Adolescent girls in countries experiencing FCV are more likely to be married and have children 

compared with those in countries not experiencing FCV; they also have lower rates of school 

enrollment (figure B2.2.1). In addition, there are gaps in indicators of financial inclusion, another 

dimension of empowerment (figure B2.2.2). Although they have rates of saving similar to those 

outside FCV contexts (at 40 percent), adolescent girls in FCV contexts are less likely to have a 

financial account. These differences in average experiences of adolescent girls in FCV contexts 

highlight the importance of considering fragility and conflict when thinking about the most effective 

ways to invest in adolescent girls’ well-being, with certain dimensions being more crucial issues 

in some places than others. As outlined in chapter 1, status with respect to FCV is one of many 

contextual factors that shape adolescent girls’ empowerment, so it is not the only determinant. 

Nonetheless, there are clear indications that adolescent girls living in contexts affected by fragility 

and violence often face greater barriers to realizing their full potential.

FIGURE B2.2.1  �Adolescent Girls in Countries Experiencing FCV Are More Likely Than Other 
Girls to Be Married, Have Children, and Be Out of School
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(continued)
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FIGURE B2.2.1  �Adolescent Girls in Countries Experiencing FCV Are More Likely 

Than Other Girls to Be Married, Have Children, and Be Out of 

School (continued)
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International Development’s 

Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com.

Note: FCV = fragility, conflict, and violence.

BOX 2.2  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories 

across Countries (continued)

(continued)
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FIGURE B2.2.2  �Adolescent Girls in Countries Experiencing FCV Are Less Likely Than 

Other Girls to Have a Financial Account
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the Global Financial Inclusion (Global Findex) 

Database 2017 [data set], accessed August 22, 2023, https://doi.org/10.48529/FKZS-AT21.

Note: FCV = fragility, conflict, and violence.

Similarly, school enrollment rates increase and marriage and childbearing rates decline as 

country income levels increase (figure B2.2.3). Among adolescent girls who have no children 

and are not married, a much larger share in upper-middle-income countries are in school and 

not working.

BOX 2.2  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories 

across Countries (continued)

(continued)
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FIGURE B2.2.3  �Country-Level Income Classifications Also Correlate with Adolescent 

Girls’ Experiences
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(continued)

BOX 2.2  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories 

across Countries (continued)
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Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com.

FIGURE B2.2.3  �Country-Level Income Classifications Also Correlate with Adolescent 

Girls’ Experiences (continued)

BOX 2.2  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories 

across Countries (continued)

https://www.dhsprogram.com�


What Do We Know about Adolescent Girls’  Experiences in  Africa? 83

(continued)

MAP 2.1  �Some Subregions within Countries Have Worse Outcomes for 

Adolescent Girls Than Others



Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls in Africa84

Source: Original map for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International 

Development’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www​

.dhsprogram.com.

Understanding Both Subnational and Regional Patterns Is 
Necessary to Optimize Policy Design

It is important to consider the inherent diversity in the experiences of 
adolescent girls in Africa. Girls in the region continue to face gender-
specific challenges that have lasting implications even after girls make the 
transition from adolescence to adulthood. Progress in school enrollment has 
been significant, yet marriage and childbearing remain key constraints on 
adolescent girls’ empowerment. Notably, these two life transitions may have 
different implications for adolescent girls’ prospects for continuing their 
education and participating in paid work. 

MAP 2.1  �Some Subregions within Countries Have Worse Outcomes for 

Adolescent Girls Than Others (continued)
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BOX 2.3  Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories within Countries

Within countries, factors such as household poverty and rurality correlate with adolescent girls’ 

experiences. Adolescent girls from wealthier households are more likely to be enrolled in school, 

unmarried, and without children, while girls from less wealthy households are more likely to be 

on divergent paths. The share of adolescent girls who are exclusively schooling, are unmarried, 

and have no children is 30 percentage points higher among households in the top quintile of 

the wealth distribution compared with those in the bottom quintile (figure B2.3.1). Beyond its 

association with these differences in life transitions, household wealth is also strongly correlated 

with levels of financial inclusion. Adolescent girls from wealthier households are more likely to 

have a formal financial account, to have saved, to have money for an emergency, and to have sent 

remittances (figure B2.3.2).

Existing categorizations of vulnerabilities can get policy makers only so far 
in targeting interventions. It remains critical to identify both subnational 
and regional patterns to optimize policy design. Differences in individual-
household wealth and country context strongly correlate with financial 
inclusion (one dimension of adolescent girls’ empowerment), suggesting that 
there are strong correlations between adolescent girls’ experiences and other 
dimensions of empowerment. Spotlight 2 highlights these correlations using 
more detailed data. 

This chapter has focused on four aspects of adolescent girls’ experiences 
that are reflected in data sets with wide coverage. However, there are several 
other important dimensions to consider, including, for example, experiences 
of gender-based violence. This report does not examine these dimensions, 
however, on account of data limitations.4 Nonetheless, in a study using 
data from the 20 most populous African countries, 28.8 percent of girls 
ages 15 to 19 reported having ever experienced physical or sexual violence 
(Evans et al. 2023). This demonstrates the prevalence of this issue and 
establishes the importance of addressing it.

(continued)
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BOX 2.3  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories within 

Countries (continued)

FIGURE B2.3.1  �Adolescent Girls from Wealthier Households Are More Likely to Be 

Enrolled in School, Unmarried, and Without Children
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(continued)
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BOX 2.3  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories within 

Countries (continued)

(continued)

FIGURE B2.3.2  �Adolescent Girls from Wealthier Households Have Higher Levels of 

Financial Inclusion
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the Global Financial Inclusion (Global Findex) 

Database 2017 [data set], accessed August 22, 2023, https://doi.org/10.48529/FKZS-AT21.

There are also striking differences between the experiences of adolescent girls in rural and urban 

areas (figure B2.3.3). Among 15- to 19-year-old girls in urban areas, 83 percent are not married and 

have no children, compared with less than 70 percent of their peers in rural areas. Adolescent girls 

in rural areas are also less likely to be enrolled in school and more likely to work, whether they 

attend school or not.
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BOX 2.3  �Dimensions of Vulnerability and Adolescent Girls’ Trajectories within 

Countries (continued)

FIGURE B2.3.3  �Adolescent Girls in Urban Areas Are More Likely to Be Enrolled in 

School, Unmarried, and Without Children
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Annex 2A. Supplementary Data

TABLE 2A.1  �The Demographic and Health Surveys, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, and Global Findex Database Provide Valuable but 

Incomplete Information about Adolescent Girls’ Experiences in Africa

Country Demographic and Health Surveys Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey

2017 Global Findex 
Database

Used for 
analysis

Most recent 
year

Earlier
year

Used for trend 
analysis

Gap in years Used for 
analysis

Year Used for analysis

Angola Yes 2015–16 n/a No n/a No n/a No

Benin Yes 2017–18 2001 Yes 16 Yes 2014 Yes

Botswana No n/a n/a n/a n/a No n/a Yes

Burkina Faso Yes 2010 1998 Yes 12 Yes 2006 Yes

Burundi Yes 2016–17 1987 No n/a Yes 2005 Yes

Cabo Verde No n/a n/a n/a n/a No n/a No

Cameroon Yes 2018 1998 Yes 20 Yes 2014 Yes

Central African Republic No n/a n/a n/a n/a Yes 2018–19 Yes

Chad Yes 2014–15 1996 Yes 19 Yes 2019 Yes

Comoros Yes 2012 1996 Yes 16 No n/a No

Congo, Dem. Rep. Yes 2013–14 2007 No n/a Yes 2017 Yes

Congo, Rep. Yes 2011–12 2005 No n/a Yes 2014 Yes

Côte d’Ivoire Yes 2011–12 1994 Yes 17 Yes 2016 Yes

Equatorial Guinea No n/a n/a n/a n/a No n/a No

Eritrea No n/a n/a n/a n/a No n/a No

Eswatini Yes 2006–07 Not available No n/a Yes 2014 No

Ethiopia Yes 2016 2000 Yes 16 No n/a Yes

(continued)
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Country Demographic and Health Surveys Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey

2017 Global Findex 
Database

Used for 
analysis

Most recent 
year

Earlier
year

Used for trend 
analysis

Gap in years Used for 
analysis

Year Used for analysis

Gabon Yes 2012 2000 Yes 12 No n/a Yes

Gambia, The Yes 2019–20 2013 No n/a Yes 2018 Yes

Ghana Yes 2014 1993 Yes 19 Yes 2017 Yes

Guinea Yes 2018 1999 Yes 19 Yes 2016 Yes

Guinea-Bissau No n/a n/a n/a n/a Yes 2018 No

Kenya Yes 2014 1998 Yes 16 No n/a Yes

Lesotho Yes 2014 2004 Yes 10 Yes 2018 Yes

Liberia Yes 2019–20 2007 Yes 12 No n/a Yes

Madagascar Yes 2008–09 1997 Yes 11 Yes 2018 Yes

Malawi Yes 2015–16 2000 Yes 15 Yes 2019–20 Yes

Mali Yes 2018 1995 Yes 23 Yes 2015 Yes

Mauritania Yes 2018–19 n/a No n/a Yes 2015 Yes

Mauritius No n/a n/a n/a n/a No n/a Yes

Mozambique Yes 2018 1997 Yes 19 Yes 2008 Yes

Namibia Yes 2013 2000 Yes 13 No n/a Yes

Niger Yes 2012 1998 Yes 14 No n/a Yes

Nigeria Yes 2018 2003 Yes 15 Yes 2021 Yes

Rwanda Yes 2019–20 2000 Yes 19 No n/a Yes

São Tomé and Príncipe Yes 2008–09 n/a No n/a Yes 2019 No

TABLE 2A.1  �The Demographic and Health Surveys, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, and Global Findex Database Provide Valuable but 

Incomplete Information about Adolescent Girls’ Experiences in Africa (continued)

(continued)
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Country Demographic and Health Surveys Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey

2017 Global Findex 
Database

Used for 
analysis

Most recent 
year

Earlier
year

Used for trend 
analysis

Gap in years Used for 
analysis

Year Used for analysis

Senegal Yes 2019 1999 Noa 20 No n/a Yes

Seychelles No n/a n/a n/a n/a No n/a No

Sierra Leone Yes 2019 2008 Yes 11 Yes 2017 Yes

Somalia No n/a n/a n/a n/a Yes 2006 No

South Africa Yes 2016 1998 Yes 18 No n/a No

South Sudan No n/a n/a n/a n/a Yes 2010 Yes

Sudan No n/a n/a n/a n/a No n/a No

Tanzania Yes 2015–16 1996 Yes 19 No n/a Yes

Togo Yes 2013–14 1998 Yes 15 Yes 2017 Yes

Uganda Yes 2016 1995 Yes 19 No n/a Yes

Zambia Yes 2018 1996 Yes 22 No n/a Yes

Zimbabwe Yes 2015 1994 Yes 21 Yes 2019 Yes

Source: Original table for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International Development’s Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://

www.dhsprogram.com; the United Nations Children’s Fund’s Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys, accessed November 28, 2023, https://mics.unicef.org; and the Global Financial 

Inclusion (Global Findex) Database 2017 [data set], accessed August 22, 2023, https://doi.org/10.48529/FKZS-AT21. 

Note: Year for all countries with data from the 2017 Global Findex Database is 2017. n/a = not applicable.
aAlthough Senegal had two Demographic and Health Surveys available within the report’s time range, definitions of variables were inconsistent between the two surveys. 

Six countries released newer Demographic and Health Surveys samples during the course of writing the report (Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, Madagascar, and 

Tanzania). The report’s analysis retains the initial samples that were used; however, key results do not change when the newer samples are used.

TABLE 2A.1  �The Demographic and Health Surveys, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, and Global Findex Database Provide Valuable but 

Incomplete Information about Adolescent Girls’ Experiences in Africa (continued)

https://www.dhsprogram.com�
https://www.dhsprogram.com�
https://mics.unicef.org�
https://doi.org/10.48529/FKZS-AT21�
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TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context

Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Angola Lower 

middle 

income

2020 73.1 No Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Benin Lower 

middle 

income

2020 74.4 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Botswana Upper 

middle 

income

2020 63.8 Yes Yes No Yes No No No Yes No

Burkina Faso Low 

income

2020 82.5 Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Burundi Low 

income

2020 73.1 n/a Yes No Yes No No No Yes Yes

Cabo Verde Lower 

middle 

income

2020 86.3 Yes No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes

(continued)
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(continued)

Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Cameroon Lower 

middle 

income

2020 60.0 No No Yes No No Yes No No No

Central 

African 

Republic

Low 

income

2020 76.9 Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes Yes

Chad Low 

income

2020 66.3 Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No No Yes

Comoros Lower 

middle 

income

2020 65.0 No Yes No No Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Congo, Dem. 

Rep.

Low 

income

2020 78.8 No No Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Congo, Rep. Lower 

middle 

income

2020 49.4 Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No

TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context (continued)
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Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Côte d’Ivoire Lower 

middle 

income

2020 83.1 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Equatorial 

Guinea

Upper 

middle 

income

2020 51.9 No Yes Yes No Yes No No No Yes

Eritrea Low 

income

2020 69.4 Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes

Eswatini Lower 

middle 

income

2020 46.3 Yes Yes No No No No No No Yes

Ethiopia Low 

income

2020 71.9 Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes

Gabon Upper 

middle 

income

2020 57.5 Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No Yes

TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context (continued)

(continued)
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Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Gambia, The Low 

income

2020 69.4 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes Yes

Ghana Lower 

middle 

income

2020 75.0 Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes

Guinea Low 

income

2020 73.8 No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Guinea-

Bissau

Low 

income

2020 42.5 Yes Yes Yes No No No No No Yes

Kenya Lower 

middle 

income

2020 80.6 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Lesotho Lower 

middle 

income

2020 78.1 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Liberia Low 

income

2020 81.3 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes

TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context (continued)

(continued)
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Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Madagascar Low 

income

2020 66.9 No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No

Malawi Low 

income

2020 77.5 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No

Mali Low 

income

2020 63.8 Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Mauritania Lower 

middle 

income

2020 48.1 Yes Yes No No No Yes No Yes Yes

Mauritius Upper 

middle 

income

2020 89.4 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Mozambique Low 

income

2020 82.5 n/a Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes

Namibia Upper 

middle 

income

2020 86.3 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No

TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context (continued)

(continued)
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Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Niger Low 

income

2020 56.9 n/a No No No Yes Yes No No Yes

Nigeria Lower 

middle 

income

2020 63.1 Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes

Rwanda Low 

income

2020 81.3 No Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

São Tomé 

and Príncipe

Lower 

middle 

income

2020 83.1 No Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes Yes

Senegal Lower 

middle 

income

2020 63.8 Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes Yes

Seychelles High 

income

2020 76.3 Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No

TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context (continued)

(continued)
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Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Sierra Leone Low 

income

2020 63.1 Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes

Somalia Low 

income

2020 46.9 n/a Yes No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes

South Africa Upper 

middle 

income

2020 88.1 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

South Sudan Low 

income

2020 67.5 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Sudan Low 

income

2020 29.4 Yes Yes No No No No No Yes No

Tanzania Lower 

middle 

income

2020 81.3 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context (continued)

(continued)
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Country Income 
group

Report 
year

WBL 
Index

Free 
postprimary 

education

Marriage 
age: 18+

Do sons 
and 

daughters 
have equal 

rights to 
inherit 
assets 

from their 
parents?

Can a 
woman 

get a 
job in 

the 
same 

way as 
a man?

Does the 
law mandate 

equal 
remuneration 

for work of 
equal value?

Is paid 
leave of 
at least 

14 weeks 
available 

to 
mothers?

Does the 
law prohibit 

discrimination 
in access to 

credit based on 
gender?

Can a 
woman 

open 
a bank 

account 
in the 

same way 
as a man?

Can a 
woman get 

identification 
documents in 
the same way 

as a man?

Togo Low 

income

2020 84.4 Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Uganda Low 

income

2020 73.1 Yes Yes No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Zambia Low 

income

2020 81.3 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Zimbabwe Lower 

middle 

income

2020 86.9 Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Source: Original table for this report, based on data from World Bank (2020) and publicly available government sources.

Note: n/a = not applicable; WBL =  Women, Business and the Law (World Bank 2020).

TABLE 2A.2  Multiple Indicators Characterize a Country’s Legal and Policy Context (continued)
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FIGURE 2A.1  �The Distribution of Adolescent Girls’ Experiences Varies across 

Country Categories
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Percent

b. 15- to 19-year-olds who are married and have children
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c. 15- to 19-year-olds who are not married and have children

In school, not working In school, working
Not in school, not working Not in school, working
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d. 15- to 19-year-olds who are married and do not have children

In school, not working In school, working
Not in school, not working Not in school, working
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Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from the US Agency for International Development’s 

Demographic and Health Surveys, accessed March 17, 2024, https://www.dhsprogram.com. 

https://www.dhsprogram.com�
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Notes

1.	 Bergstrom and Özler (2023) discuss the rationale for focusing on these three 
outcomes.

2.	 According to data from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 
(accessed January 30, 2024, https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world​
-development-indicators).

3.	 The Global Financing Facility uses a similar categorization approach to provide 
guidance on investments to improve adolescent girls’ sexual and reproductive 
health and rights, based on four typologies of early pregnancy.

4.	 Demographic and Health Surveys questionnaires administer modules on 
gender-based violence only to married and cohabiting adults. 
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Key Messages

•	 Empowerment is multidimensional. Adolescent girls can exhibit 
empowerment in one domain while lacking it in another. 

•	 Weak associations between human capital fundamentals and other 
empowerment dimensions underscore the need for holistic intervention 
strategies.

•	 Life transitions like marriage and childbearing can hinder girls’ acquisition 
of human capital and agency, yet certain resources and achievements persist 
across these changes.

Understanding the Multidimensional Nature of Adolescent 
Girls’ Empowerment in Africa

The empowerment of adolescent girls is a complex and multidimensional 
concept, encompassing various aspects essential for these girls’ development and 
success. Chapter 1 highlights that empowerment extends beyond just education 
and health; it also encompasses dimensions such as resources, agency, and 
economic achievement. While interventions focusing on education and health 
are crucial for laying the foundation of success in adulthood, they may not 
be sufficient to increase girls’ empowerment in all its dimensions, potentially 
constraining sustainable economic success for girls in Africa.

A comprehensive understanding of adolescent girls’ empowerment is 
hindered by data gaps and insufficient consideration of the interrelationships 
among various dimensions of empowerment. Closing the data gaps is 
essential for developing effective strategies that can empower adolescent 
girls in Africa. Furthermore, the multidimensionality of empowerment can 
vary for adolescent girls at different stages of life based on girls’ demographic 
profiles and circumstances. As illustrated in chapter 1, adolescent girls 
in Africa may follow various pathways to empowerment, whether a 

https://reproducibility.worldbank.org�


Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls in Africa106

path of building solid human capital fundamentals or facing challenging 
circumstances such as early marriage and motherhood. Understanding these 
differences with respect to demographic profiles and adapting interventions 
accordingly is crucial if policy makers and practitioners are to support 
adolescent girls at different life stages in realizing their full potential.

This spotlight delves into the multidimensionality of empowerment among 
adolescent girls in Africa, building upon the framework for adolescent girls’ 
empowerment presented in chapter 1. It explores the interrelationships among 
various dimensions of empowerment, with particular emphasis on whether 
enhancements in human capital fundamentals can translate into improvements in 
other dimensions. Additionally, it investigates how empowerment manifests itself 
at different life stages experienced by adolescent girls, offering insights into the 
design of targeted interventions. To explore these issues, this spotlight analyzes 
data from impact evaluation surveys across Africa (refer to box S2.1.1 for details 
on the research methodology).

BOX S2.1.1  Insights from Impact Evaluation Surveys in Africa: Research Methodology 

The analysis in this spotlight combines baseline survey data from 12 evaluations of the impact of 

empowerment programs targeting vulnerable adolescent girls and young women in 10 African 

countries (see table S2A.1 in annex S2A). These impact evaluations are being led by the World Bank’s 

Africa Gender Innovation Lab and the Population Council. It is important to note that these surveys 

are not nationally representative and vary in sample compositions (for example, some surveys have 

solely rural participants, whereas others include both rural and urban samples, and respondents’ 

age ranges vary from survey to survey). These variations are based on each program’s definition of 

vulnerability and the corresponding targeting criteria. Despite these differences, these surveys offer a 

more comprehensive view of the various dimensions of adolescent girls’ empowerment as described 

in the framework for adolescent girls’ empowerment presented in chapter 1.

The spotlight first uses baseline survey data from these impact evaluations, focusing on the 

subsample of adolescents ages 10 to 19, to provide a descriptive overview of the empowerment 

levels of adolescent girls targeted by empowerment programs in Africa. Subsequently, it examines 

the relationships among various dimensions of empowerment by presenting Pearson correlations 

among all empowerment outcomes captured in the surveys. It then uses regression analysis to 

explore the extent to which human capital fundamentals are associated with other dimensions of 

empowerment, controlling for age, marital status, childbearing status, urban versus rural status, and 

survey fixed effects. Specifically, it evaluates the correlations among human capital fundamentals and 

other empowerment outcomes and assesses improvement in explaining each outcome’s variance by 

comparing the adjusted R2 statistics in two sets of models: one with education and health indicators 

as predictors, along with demographic and context predictors, and the other omitting education and 

health indicators as predictors. Additionally, the spotlight uses regression analysis to explore how 

levels of empowerment may differ based on various profiles of adolescent girls, controlling for urban 

versus rural status, age, and survey fixed effects. Individual weights are computed at the survey level 

and then applied to the models to ensure that each survey is given equal importance.
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How Does Empowerment Manifest Itself among 
Adolescent Girls? 

Empowerment among adolescent girls encompasses various dimensions, 
including human capital fundamentals, resources, and agency, all of which 
interact to influence girls’ long-term economic achievements. Human capital 
fundamentals, namely, education and health, are vital not only in their own right, 
but also for realizing the potential of adolescent girls in adulthood. However, 
access to education remains a challenge for many girls, as on average 30 percent 
of girls in the aggregated impact evaluation sample reported having never 
attended school, and this challenge is especially pronounced in rural areas of the 
Sahel region (table S2.1). For instance, 55 percent of girls surveyed in rural Mali, 
62 percent in rural Niger, and 77 percent in rural Burkina Faso reported they 
had never attended school. Health knowledge also varies significantly across 
contexts, with fewer than half of the girls surveyed in the impact evaluations 
reporting awareness of modern contraceptives in Mali (46 percent) and Chad 
(48 percent), whereas about three-quarters indicated having this knowledge in 
Côte d’Ivoire (77 percent), Benin (78 percent and 72 percent in two separate 
impact evaluation samples), and Mauritania (81 percent).

Beyond education and health, resources and agency are crucial dimensions 
of girls’ empowerment. Whereas only 16 percent of girls in the sample said 
they had managed to accumulate financial resources through savings (table 
S2.1), a larger proportion, 62 percent, reported living in households that 
own cell phones.

“Agency” in respect to adolescent girls refers to their ability to define goals, act 
on those goals, and exert control over their lives. On average, 59 percent of girls 
surveyed reported aspiring to attain at least a high school education, whereas 
only 47 percent said they aspired to pursue skilled work that necessitates 
professional training, such as health work, engineering, and civil service. 
In addition, there is a discrepancy between girls’ aspirations regarding marriage 
and education and the realities they face. Although 59 percent of girls surveyed 
indicated they aspired to attain a high school education, only 54 percent were 
in school. Likewise, the desired age of marriage among unmarried survey 
participants was 21.7 years across age groups, yet the average age of marriage 
among those already wedded stood at less than 16 years. Furthermore, gender 
attitudes reveal persistent inequalities. While 52 percent of girls acknowledged 
the importance of girls completing secondary education at par with boys, 
only 32 percent endorsed equal sharing of housework between genders. 
Moreover, attitudes toward gender-based violence are concerning. On average, 
44 percent of girls surveyed across the sample justified wife beating in certain 
circumstances. This percentage varied significantly across countries, ranging 
from 80 percent in Mali to 13 percent in the sample from Benin.
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TABLE S2.1  Empowerment Indicators Highlight Significant Challenges among Adolescent Girls across Different Impact Evaluation Surveys

Demographics Number of 
observations

Weighted 
pooled 

average

AGEP 
Zambia
(2016)

AGI 
Kenya
(2015)

AGILE 
Nigeria
(2023)

PASS 
Tanzania 

(2016)

SWEDD 
Cash 

Transfers 
Benin
(2022)

SWEDD 
Safe 

Spaces 
Benin
(2022)

SWEDD 
Burkina 

Faso
(2017)

SWEDD 
Chad

(2017)

SWEDD 
Côte  

d’Ivoire
(2017)

SWEDD 
Mali

(2017)

SWEDD 
Mauritania

(2017)

SWEDD 
Niger
(2017)

Ages 15 to 19 51,241 63% 72% 4% 100% 54% 50% 51% 66% 57% 59% 77% 100% 60%

Rural 51,215 64% 35% 41% 37% 100% 59% 72% 100% 36% 48% 100% 44% 100%

Married  47,420 20% 8% 0% 1% 2% 1% 10% 49% 25% 23% 32% 22% 68%

Age of 
marriage 
among 
married girls

 7,152 15.5 17 — — — 15 16 16 15 15 16 15 15

Has children 42,941 14% 14% 0% — 4% 0% 7% 25% 20% 22% 22% 15% 24%

Component Variable

HC

Human 
capital 

fundamentals

Never 
enrolled in 
school

51,172 30% 1% 10% 0% 1% 0% 47% 77% 56% 50% 55% 12% 62%

Presently in 
school

 50,888 54% 93% 88% 100% 95% 100% 0% 12% 33% 38% 26% 66% 0%

Knowledge 
of family 
planning

 28,316 65% 71% — — — 78% 72% 55% 48% 77% 46% 81% 55%

EN

Enabling 
resources

Saves 42,849 16% 36% 16% — 14% 8% 11% 12% 2% 25% 27% 15% 11%

Average 
savings 
amount for 
girls who savea

37,191 $38.38 $16.91 $10.88 — $47.14 $23.20 $95.66 $54.98 $90.04 $61.01 $37.82 $44.73 $11.02 

Household 
owns a mobile 
phone

 39,616 62% 28% 2% — — 67% 39% 73% 75% 98% 84% 93% 67%

(continued)
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Demographics Number of 
observations

Weighted 
pooled 

average

AGEP 
Zambia
(2016)

AGI 
Kenya
(2015)

AGILE 
Nigeria
(2023)

PASS 
Tanzania 

(2016)

SWEDD 
Cash 

Transfers 
Benin
(2022)

SWEDD 
Safe 

Spaces 
Benin
(2022)

SWEDD 
Burkina 

Faso
(2017)

SWEDD 
Chad

(2017)

SWEDD 
Côte  

d’Ivoire
(2017)

SWEDD 
Mali

(2017)

SWEDD 
Mauritania

(2017)

SWEDD 
Niger
(2017)

AG

Agency

Aspirations for 
high school 
education and 
above

 44,807 59% — 98% 100% 99% 65% 100% 28% 30% 24% — 30% 17%

Aspirations for 
high-status work

41,075 47% — — 92% — 51% 2% 46% 40% 52% 34% 69% 36%

Marriage age 

aspiration 
(if not married)

29,591 21.7 25 26 22 — 25 21 20 19 22 19 22 17

Self-efficacy 
(0–1)

47,717 0.71 0.72 0.51 0.88 — 0.73 0.76 0.81 0.55 0.67 0.73 0.76 0.67

Locus of 
control (0–1)

34,806 0.62 0.39 0.46 — — 0.61 0.60 0.72 0.69 0.71 — 0.72 0.70

Gender 
attitudes: 
education

47,440 52% 96% 17% 99% — 45% 22% 51% 29% 43% 50% 72% 42%

TABLE S2.1  �Empowerment Indicators Highlight Significant Challenges among Adolescent Girls across Different Impact Evaluation 

Surveys (continued)

(continued)

VariableComponent
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Demographics Number of 
observations

Weighted 
pooled 

average

AGEP 
Zambia
(2016)

AGI 
Kenya
(2015)

AGILE 
Nigeria
(2023)

PASS 
Tanzania 

(2016)

SWEDD 
Cash 

Transfers 
Benin
(2022)

SWEDD 
Safe 

Spaces 
Benin
(2022)

SWEDD 
Burkina 

Faso
(2017)

SWEDD 
Chad

(2017)

SWEDD 
Côte  

d’Ivoire
(2017)

SWEDD 
Mali

(2017)

SWEDD 
Mauritania

(2017)

SWEDD 
Niger
(2017)

AG

Agency

Gender 
attitudes: 
housework

41,417 32% — — 74% — 12% 13% 32% 32% 30% 31% 32% 33%

Gender-based 
violence 
attitudes: 
justifying wife 
beating

39,686 44% 65% 51% 62% — 13% 14% 28% 48% 64% 80% 18% —

EA

Economic 
achievement

Employed 
for pay in the 
past year

 50,484 29% 17% 1% 36% 18% 60% 97% 11% 13% 56% 25% 9% 12%

  Number of 
observations 
per survey

    1,120 5,145 8,197 3,402 6,044 4,344 4,328 1,064 3,225 4,749 2,683 6,940

Source: Original table for this report, based on data from impact evaluation surveys.
Note: Dashes indicate data that are not available. AGEP = Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Program; AGI = Adolescent Girls Initiative; AGILE = Adolescent Girls Initiative for Learning and Empowerment; 
PASS = Promoting Safe Sex Among Adolescents; SWEDD = Sahel Women’s Empowerment and Demographic Dividend.
a. In dollars at purchasing-power parity.

TABLE S2.1  �Empowerment Indicators Highlight Significant Challenges among Adolescent Girls across Different Impact Evaluation 

Surveys (continued)

Variable
Pooled 

sample sizeComponent
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In terms of economic achievement, although only girls’ contemporaneous 
achievement is measured here, this information remains important, especially 
considering the large proportion of out-of-school girls in the sample. 
Only 29 percent of adolescent girls in the sample were engaged in paid 
employment, with the range spanning from 1 percent of girls surveyed in 
Kenya to 97 percent of girls surveyed in Benin, as part of the Sahel Women’s 
Empowerment and Demographic Dividend Benin safe spaces impact 
evaluation (table S2.1). Most of these girls were employed as domestic 
workers, nonagricultural laborers, beauticians, cooks, and vendors. However, 
working for pay, especially at a younger age while attending school, may not 
always equate to meaningful economic achievements later in life, owing to 
factors such as job quality and the appropriateness of the work for one’s age. 
While transitioning into professional careers may be achievable through 
continued skill development in specific occupations, it poses considerable 
challenges for the most vulnerable girls, who often lack adequate resources, 
agency, and support networks to enable them to make such a transition.

What Is the Connection between Human 
Capital Fundamentals and Other Dimensions 
of Empowerment?

While exploring the relationship between various dimensions of girls’ 
empowerment, the research reported in this spotlight finds generally 
weak correlations among indicators measuring different dimensions of 
empowerment, with most correlation coefficients falling below 0.3 (table S2.2). 
However, education, as measured by self-reported school enrollment status, 
exhibits moderate positive correlations with several indicators of agency, 
including educational and career aspirations, and aspirational age of marriage. 
In contrast, knowledge of modern contraceptive methods, a health indicator, 
appears to be either not correlated or only weakly correlated with most other 
empowerment outcomes.

Despite the associations between human capital fundamentals and other 
empowerment dimensions, the explanatory power of human capital 
fundamentals is relatively small, especially in comparison with that of other 
demographic and contextual factors (figure S2.1). These findings suggest that 
the effect of human capital fundamentals—represented by school attendance 
and knowledge of sexual and reproductive health—on other aspects of girls’ 
empowerment is, at most, only minimal. Although the possibility cannot be 
ruled out that using alternative measures of empowerment could affect these 
results, additional analysis using other measures on a subset of girls largely 
confirms these findings.
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TABLE S2.2  Analysis of Correlations among Dimensions of Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment Reveals Generally Weak Correlations

1 0.140*** 0.012** –0.051*** –0.122*** 0.455*** 0.458*** 0.424*** 0.235*** 0.262*** 0.032*** –0.063***

0.140*** 1 0.109*** 0.077*** 0.035*** 0.094*** 0.107*** 0.259*** 0.078*** –0.085*** 0.011* 0.106***

0.012** 0.109*** 1 0.487*** 0.054*** 0.000 0.025*** 0.040*** 0.023*** 0.012** 0.128*** 0.106***

–0.051*** 0.077*** 0.487*** 1 0.035*** 0.012** –0.015*** –0.025*** –0.009 0.006 0.081*** 0.117***

–0.122*** 0.035*** 0.054*** 0.035*** 1 –0.306*** 0.138*** –0.193*** 0.108*** 0.066*** 0.017*** 0.017***

0.455*** 0.094*** 0.000 0.012** –0.306*** 1 0.263*** 0.205*** 0.129*** 0.187*** 0.055*** 0.131***

0.458*** 0.107*** 0.025*** –0.015*** 0.138*** 0.263*** 1 0.166*** 0.294*** 0.308*** 0.114*** –0.121***

0.424*** 0.259*** 0.040*** –0.025*** –0.193*** 0.205*** 0.166*** 1 –0.004 –0.035*** –0.072*** –0.031***

0.235*** 0.078*** 0.023*** –0.009 0.108*** 0.129*** 0.294*** –0.004 1 0.408*** 0.082*** –0.038***

0.262*** –0.085*** 0.012** 0.006 0.066*** 0.187*** 0.308*** –0.035*** 0.408*** 1 0.234*** –0.143***

0.032*** 0.011* 0.128*** 0.081*** 0.017*** 0.055*** 0.114*** –0.072*** 0.082*** 0.234*** 1 –0.077***

–0.063*** 0.106*** 0.106*** 0.117*** 0.017*** 0.131*** –0.121*** –0.031*** –0.038*** –0.143*** –0.077*** 1

–0.3 –0.2 –0.1 0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.0

Human capital
fundamentals

Attends
school

Saves
Savings
amount

Mobile
phone

at home

Aspires for
high school
education
and above

Aspires
for high-

status job

Aspirational
age of

marriage

Gender
attitudes:
education

Gender
attitudes:
household

chores

Attitudes
toward

normalizing
GBV

Knows of
modern

contracep-
tion

Component

Human
capital
fundamentals

Enabling
resources

Agency

Economic
achievement

Employed for pay in
the past year

Variable

Attends school

Knows of modern
contraception

Saves

Savings amount

Mobile phone at home

Aspires for high school
education and above
Aspires for high-status
job
Aspirational age of
marriage
Gender attitudes:
education
Gender attitudes:
household chores
Gender attitudes:
normalizing GBV

Enabling resources Agency
Economic

achievement

Correlation color scale

Employed
in the

past year

Source: Original table for this report, based on data from impact evaluation surveys.

Note:  GBV = gender-based violence.

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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FIGURE S2.1  �Human Capital Fundamentals Have Minimal Explanatory Power with Regard to 

Other Empowerment Dimensions 

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5

Employed for pay in
the past year

Mobile phone at
home

Savings amounta

Saves

VariableComponent

Agency

Economic
achievement

Enabling
resources

Gender attitudes:
normalizing GBV

Gender attitudes:
education

Aspires for
high-status job

Aspires for high school
education and above

Adjusted R-squared Adjusted R-squared with human capital variables

EN

AG

EA

0.074 0.008

0.041 0.005

0.252 0.003

0.332 0.044

0.163 0.064

0.193 0.012

0.255 0.006

0.406 0.008

Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from impact evaluation surveys.

Note: GBV = gender-based violence

a. In dollars at purchasing-power parity.

How Do Life Transitions, Such as Marriage and Childbearing, 
Influence Girls’ Empowerment?

Life transitions, specifically marriage and childbearing, influence girls’ ability 
to acquire resources and gain agency. Such life transitions can often lead to 
girls’ discontinuing their education, giving up education or career aspirations, 
and other negative consequences. Among the adolescent girls in the sample 
examined here,1 approximately 10 percent reported being married without 
children, 3 percent said they were unmarried single mothers, and about 
12 percent indicated they both were married and had children.

Compared with unmarried girls without children, married girls with or without 
children and single mothers are less likely to be attending school and more 
likely never to have received any formal education (figure S2.2). Similarly, it 
is unsurprising that married girls and single mothers have lower aspirations 
for professional careers. Adolescent mothers are also more inclined to tolerate 
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instances of spousal abuse. However, even after going through life transitions 
such as marriage and childbearing, some girls still manage to retain or even gain 
certain resources. For instance, married girls without children are 17% more likely 
to have savings, unmarried mothers are 38% more likely, and married mothers are 
28% more likely to have savings compared to unmarried girls without children.

FIGURE S2.2  �Marriage and Childbearing Significantly Influence Adolescent Girls’ Education, 

Aspirations, and Acceptance of Violence 

No children,
marriedComponent Variable

With children,
not married

–0.37 –0.30 –0.44

With children,
married

0.90 0.23 0.99

0.17 0.38 0.28

Presently in school
54% among all girls
65% in reference group
(no children, not married)

Never enrolled in school
30% among all girls
23% in reference group
(no children, not married)

Have saved
16% among all girls
15% in reference group
(no children, not married)

–0.28 –0.17 –0.32

–0.17 –0.10 –0.19

0.06 0.11 0.18

Gender-based violence:
justifying wife beating
44% among all girls
40% in reference group
(no children, not married)

Aspirations for professional job
47% among all girls
44% in reference group
(no children, not married)

Gender attitudes: education
52% among all girls
48% in reference group
(no children, not married)

0.00 0.26 0.09

Employed for pay in the past year
29% among all girls
31% in reference group
(no children, not married)

HC

EN

AG

EA

Human capital
fundamentals�

Enabling
resources

Agency

Economic
achievement

Source: Original figure for this report, based on data from impact evaluation surveys. 

Note: Figure uses linear regressions to examine whether selected empowerment indicators vary by demographic 

profile, with the “no children, not married” group as the reference group. Regressions control for urban versus 

rural status, age, and survey fixed effects and are weighted such that each survey has equal representation. Values 

represent the difference between each group and the reference group (‘no children, not married’), expressed as a 

percentage of the reference group’s mean. For example, a value of -0.37 indicates that the group is 37% lower than 

the reference group on the given indicator, while a value of 0.90 indicates it is 90% higher. Darker shading indicates a 

statistical significance of at least 10 percent.
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Empowering Adolescent Girls Will Require Expanding 
Strategies to Address Their Multidimensional Needs 
across Life Stages 

This spotlight argues that human capital alone falls short in capturing 
the multidimensionality of adolescent girls’ empowerment. Moreover, 
adolescent girls face unique challenges associated with contextual 
factors, demographic characteristics, and life stages. Based on these 
findings, policies and programs should expand their focus beyond 
education and health interventions, incorporate a wider spectrum 
of empowerment strategies, and respond to the evolving needs of 
adolescent girls across life stages. 

In various contexts, many girls, including those attending school while 
also caring for children, are involved in paid employment, highlighting 
the need for skills development and social-protection measures to support 
working girls, especially young working mothers. Young mothers who are 
working while going to school often face significant challenges in keeping 
up with their education. Policies should be designed to assist them in 
assigning schooling a higher priority than work, enabling them to acquire 
the necessary educational qualifications for better job opportunities. 
For young working mothers who are not enrolled in school and may no 
longer consider returning to the traditional education system, alternative 
paths like technical and vocational training are essential to equip them 
with practical skills and knowledge aligned with market demands. To 
enable these girls to participate effectively in both work and educational 
pursuits, policies that provide accessible childcare options are crucial. 
Moreover, policies that facilitate the reentry of out-of-school married 
girls or girls with children into the education system, should they desire 
it, are essential. Although information regarding the quality of work 
and working conditions for girls is lacking, it is crucial to consider these 
factors when designing programs and policies to empower girls. In 
addition to considering differences in contexts, the design of programs 
and policies should also take into account girls’ age. For young girls in 
school, it is particularly important to assess whether work is hindering 
their educational attainment. 

High aspirations can yield positive development outcomes, such as 
increased educational attainment, savings, and investments. However, 
when aspirations are set unrealistically high, especially given the existing 
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context, it can also lead to frustration, resulting in negative outcomes 
(Genicot and Ray 2017; Lybbert and Wydick 2018). The analysis shows 
that, on average, most adolescent girls in Africa aspire to complete at 
least high school. However, married girls and those with children tend 
to have lower aspirations for educational attainment. This pattern is 
consistent with job aspirations, and these girls’ aspirations also vary across 
countries in the analysis. These results highlight the potential for targeted 
interventions aimed at raising girls’ aspirations and interventions designed 
to create an enabling environment for their economic success. Indeed, 
aspirations are influenced by the context, highlighting the importance of 
creating conditions that allow aspirations to flourish and high aspirations 
to be achieved.

Restrictive gender attitudes and norms can lower adolescent 
access to resources as well as their health and education outcomes 
(Cislaghi and Heise 2020; Levy et al. 2020). In the sample used 
here, many adolescent girls reported they believed that household 
chores should not be equally divided between men and women and 
that wife beating is acceptable. This finding highlights the need for 
interventions to promote equitable gender attitudes and transform 
norms that perpetuate inequitable attitudes and those that condone 
or encourage gender-based violence. Such interventions should be 
tailored to accommodate the evolving life stages of adolescent girls. 

When it comes to promising opportunities, many adolescent girls 
across demographic categories have access to cell phones in their 
households. However, girls may not always own a mobile phone 
themselves, especially considering the large gender gap in digital access 
and usage (Tyers-Chowdhury and Binder 2021). In an era in which 
digital tools and platforms hold the potential to transform lives and 
job opportunities across Africa (Choi, Dutz, and Usman 2020), it is 
essential for programs and policies not only to leverage the potential of 
mobile technologies, but also to increase girls’ access to devices, data, 
and networks. Additionally, designing digital products and services for 
girls and providing them with digital literacy training is also important 
to enhance girls’ awareness, skills, and confidence in using digital tools 
and services. Such an approach is essential for effectively reaching, 
engaging, and supporting adolescent girls, especially those who are most 
disadvantaged. 
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Annex S2A. Overview of Impact Evaluation Surveys 

Table S2A.1 provides an overview of the impact evaluation surveys analyzed in this spotlight.

TABLE S2A.1  Summary of Impact Evaluation Surveys

Impact 
evaluation 
survey

Survey 
year

Number of 
observations

Intervention Age range Out of 
school

(%)

Rural
(%)

AGEP

Zambia

2016 1,120 •	 Safe spaces

•	 Health services vouchers

•	 Savings accounts

10–19 6.7 35

AGI

Kenya

2015 5,145 •	 Community dialogue

•	 Cash transfers

•	 Health education

•	 Savings and financial education

11–14 12.0 41

AGILE

Nigeria

2023 8,197 •	 In-school safe spaces

•	 Soft skills training

•	 Digital skills training 

15–21 0 37

PASS

Tanzania

2016 3,402 •	 Health education

•	 Free contraceptives

12–23 5.1 100

SWEDD Cash 

Transfers

Benin

2022 6,044 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

10–19 0 59

SWEDD Safe 

Spaces

Benin

2021 4,344 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

10–19 100 72

SWEDD

Burkina Faso

2017 4,328 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

10–24 87.6 100

(continued)
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Impact 
evaluation 
survey

Survey 
year

Number of 
observations

Intervention Age range Out of 
school

(%)

Rural
(%)

SWEDD

Chad

2017 1,064 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

12–24 66.7 36

SWEDD

Côte d’Ivoire

2017 3,225 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

12–24 61.8 48

SWEDD

Mali

2017 4,749 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

12–24 73.9 100

SWEDD

Mauritania

2017 2,683 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

15–29 33.9 44

SWEDD

Niger

2017 6,940 •	 Safe spaces for life skills and 

health knowledge

•	 Financial support (grants/loans)

•	 Technical or business training

•	 School course support, cash 

transfers, school supplies

10–19 99.5 100

Source: Original table for this report, based on data from impact evaluation surveys. 

Note: AGEP = Adolescent Girls Empowerment Program; AGI = Adolescent Girls Initiative; AGILE = Adolescent Girls 

Initiative for Learning and Empowerment; PASS= Promoting Safe Sex Among Adolescents; SWEDD = Sahel Women’s 

Empowerment and Demographic Dividend.

TABLE S2A.1  Summary of Impact Evaluation Surveys (continued)
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Note

1.	 The analysis sample consists of the subsample of adolescent girls in the pooled 
sample with available information on their childbearing and marital status.
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Key Messages

•	 Evidence definitively shows that reducing direct and indirect costs of 
schooling through fee elimination, scholarships, school meals, and cash 
transfers is the most effective way to improve education outcomes—
especially for girls—in Africa. Improving quality of school instruction is 
also crucial.

•	 Compared with what we know about improving education outcomes, 
adolescent health remains relatively understudied in Africa. 
Multicomponent interventions combining education in sexual and 
reproductive health with the provision of youth-friendly services emerge as 
the most promising approaches.

•	 There is a mutually reinforcing connection between building a robust 
human capital foundation and delaying marriage and childbearing. 
Interventions that support girls’ schooling through (conditional) cash 
transfers show the clearest pattern of success in delaying marriage and 
childbearing. 

Providing Girls with a Solid Foundation in Human Capital 
Promotes Their Successful Transition to Adulthood

A robust foundation in human capital is essential for a successful transition 
to adulthood and the achievement of empowerment. Adolescence is a period 
in which girls experience rapid physical, emotional, social, and cognitive 
changes. Prioritizing investment in developing human capital fundamentals 
during these years can profoundly influence girls’ adulthood and even shape 
the trajectory of the next generation. This includes building core education 
and health resources and largely corresponds to a life path in which girls 
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can attend school, adopt healthy lifestyles, and delay family formation and 
employment. For girls who are already out of school or married or have 
children, core resources are instrumental for skills development and broader 
capital accumulation (additional details are provided in chapter 4). 

Based on the conceptual framework introduced in chapter 1, this chapter 
synthesizes what is known about how to improve the education and health 
outcomes of adolescent girls in Africa (table 3.1). It draws on recent literature 
reviews of interventions aimed at improving education and health outcomes 
for adolescent girls (Bergstrom and Özler 2023; Evans, Mendez Acosta, and 
Yuan 2024; Evans and Yuan 2022; Malhotra and Elnakib 2021; Meherali 
et al. 2021; Psaki et al. 2022). Annex 4A details the criteria for rating 
evidence strength and maps the evidence across intervention categories and 
empowerment components and indicators from the conceptual framework.

TABLE 3.1  �Evidence Reveals the Varying Effectiveness of Interventions Aimed at Improving 

Adolescent Girls’ Human Capital Fundamentals

Intervention category Degree of effectiveness in improving 
adolescent girls’ human capital 
fundamentals

School fee reduction or elimination Effective

Improving quality of instruction Effective

In-kind transfers for schooling Effective

Cash transfers Effective

School feeding Effective

Sexual and reproductive health education Effective

Health services Effective

Employment opportunities for women Promising

Engaging boys, parents, and community Promising

Information on return to education or training Promising

Child marriage ban Promising

Educational entertainment programs Promising

Inheritance law reform Promising

School construction Promising

Girls’ group empowerment programs Mixed

Other life skills training, mentoring, and empowerment programs Mixed

Comprehensive economic empowerment programs Unknown

Financial inclusion programs Unknown

Traditional vocational and business skills training Unknown

Source: Original table for this report.
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The chapter is structured into three sections. First, it highlights interventions 
for which there is robust evidence in regard to Africa, focusing on enhancing 
adolescent girls’ education and health. Second, it examines interventions that 
either demonstrate promise within the African context or show potential 
based on evidence from other contexts, albeit with limited evidence in regard 
to Africa. Third, it addresses interventions for which the evidence is mixed 
but that are deemed worthy of consideration, potentially requiring refinement 
or adaptation. The chapter concludes with a discussion of future areas of 
research and experimentation. Altogether, a great deal is known about how 
to get adolescent girls in school, keep them in school, and improve their 
education outcomes. Much less is known about how to improve their health 
outcomes and how to sustain impacts over long horizons. Interventions 
aimed at improving girls’ human capital fundamentals also have significant 
interactions with efforts to reduce their exposure to violence and to delay 
marriage and childbearing (boxes 3.1 and 3.2).

BOX 3.1  Interventions to Reduce Girls’ Exposure to Violence

Although exposure to violence is an issue of substantial relevance to the lives of adolescent girls 

in Africa, there is limited evidence on effective interventions to reduce it. The growing evidence 

on effective interventions to eliminate violence includes relatively little research from Africa. Out 

of 33 studies included in a recent review of evidence on school-based interventions to reduce 

violence in schools, only three were from programs implemented in Africa (Smarrelli et al. 2024). 

Only one of those three studies found a significant reduction in violence, primarily through 

a reduction in teacher-perpetrated violence. School-based interventions to reduce violence 

typically include focusing on students to build their life skills, knowledge, and awareness or to 

provide psychosocial support; enhancing skills training for school staff members; or adopting a 

whole-school approach to create sustained structural change by holistically engaging the school 

community: students, parents, teachers, head teachers, and sometimes members or leaders 

of the broader community. However, all three types of interventions have been found to lead 

to improvements in student learning and mental health. These three studies demonstrate that 

although lessons on what works to address girls’ exposure to violence are still emerging, efforts to 

improve school climate can have positive impacts on education and mental health outcomes. 

Beyond school-based interventions, another emerging approach to reduce violence is through 

girls’ empowerment clubs and other empowerment programs. A low-cost, behaviorally informed 

action plan intervention for young women in Tanzania significantly reduced reports of intimate-

partner violence (Shah et al. 2023). Similarly, a girls’ club empowerment intervention in Uganda 

increased girls’ knowledge in the area of sexual and reproductive health and reduced the 

incidence of sex against girls’ will (Bandiera et al. 2020). Although the studies that yielded 

(continued)
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BOX 3.2  Interventions to Delay Marriage and Childbearing

Building foundational human capital is closely linked to preventing early marriage and childbearing, 

adverse outcomes that endanger the life trajectories of girls in multiple ways, including through 

lower educational attainment (Delprato et al. 2015; Nguyen and Wodon 2014) and health outcomes 

(Delprato and Akyeampong 2017; Nour 2006), which, in turn, lead to reduced economic participation 

(Chaaban and Cunningham 2011). The evidence base on what works to prevent child marriage, 

particularly in Africa, has substantially expanded over the past 20 years (Malhotra and Elnakib 2021).a 

Provide incentives for education through cash and in-kind transfers 

In Africa, cash and in-kind transfers supporting education emerge as the strategy with the 

strongest evidence base for preventing child marriage and early childbearing. In Zimbabwe, 

a five-year program providing financial and material aid for educating orphan adolescent girls 

reduced child marriage rates by 53 percent (Hallfors et al. 2015). In Ghana, a scholarship to attend 

senior high school decreased pregnancy among female scholarship recipients by 7 percentage 

these findings did not directly measure impacts on school enrollment as a potential pathway 

to improvements in long-term outcomes, the interventions studied may have large impacts in 

adulthood. 

Edwards et al. (2024, 593) review evidence on interventions to reduce gender-based violence 

among adolescent girls in Africa and find that

programs that focus on (1) economic strengthening, (2) teachers [or] schools, (3) entire 

families, (4) caregivers only, and (5) children only are generally effective in reducing 

violence against children by promoting focused action on the mechanisms of change 

(e.g., parenting skills, enhanced parent–child relationships, resistance skills for children). 

To date, no research in SSA [Sub-Saharan Africa] has examined the impact of policy 

interventions on childhood victimization or community-level interventions to change norms 

and values that support violence against children. Future research is needed to examine 

the impacts of comprehensive efforts to prevent violence against children in SSA as well as 

factors that predict uptake and sustainability of such prevention efforts in SSA.

A global review of research from low- and middle-income countries concludes that the most 

favorable impacts emerge from bundled individual-level interventions and multilevel interventions 

(Yount, Krause, and Miedema 2017). Moreover, promising interventions also include those that 

involve community engagement, skill building to enhance girls’ voice and agency, and social-

network expansion. Yount, Krause, and Miedema (2017) recommend an increased focus on 

polyvictimization to understand how impacts vary over the course of adolescence and to provide 

more evidence on excluded populations such as urban, out-of-school, married, and displaced or 

conflict-affected populations with higher potential risk.

BOX 3.1  Interventions to Reduce Girls’ Exposure to Violence (continued)

(continued)
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points (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2021). Similarly, a program in Kenya that provided free school 

uniforms led to a 19 percent decrease in the teenage pregnancy rate within marriages (Duflo, 

Dupas, and Kremer 2015). In Malawi, conditional cash transfers reduced marriage and pregnancy 

for girls not in school before the start of the program by 40 and 30 percent, respectively—but 

showed no effects for girls already in school (Baird et al. 2010).

Interestingly, cash transfers appear to have an impact on marriage and childbearing only when 

linked to education outcomes. In the Malawi study mentioned previously, although an unconditional 

version of the cash transfers led to similar results in the short run, nonbeneficiaries caught up with 

beneficiaries shortly after the end of the intervention. Baird, McIntosh, and Özler (2019) posit that 

when the cash payments stop, unconditional cash transfers provide no value added for girls. In the 

case of conditional cash transfers, on the other hand, staying in school is forging a different life 

trajectory for girls. Moreover, neither of two studies of government-run unconditional cash transfer 

programs in Africa showed any effects on rates of child marriage (Dake et al. 2018; Handa et al. 

2015). Handa et al. (2015) did, however, find reduced pregnancy rates among young women in Kenya 

through increased school enrollment and delayed age at first sex. Taken together, these findings 

suggest that it may be the human capital investment in girls and provision of an alternative option, 

rather than the money itself, that matters the most in early marriage and childbearing prevention.

Improve knowledge regarding sexual and reproductive health

School-based interventions targeting HIV/AIDS transmission among students have been proven to 

have a positive impact on adolescent girls’ pregnancy and childbearing rates. A recent review of 

evidence from Africa identifies three studies supporting this conclusion (Costa et al. 2023). First, 

in Kenya, an intervention informing students about HIV infection risks associated with partner 

age (including an education video on “sugar daddies”) led to a substantial reduction in teenage 

pregnancy rates, indicating a shift away from older partners (Dupas 2011). Second, in rural Cameroon, 

four interventionsb that provided HIV/AIDS information to adolescent schoolgirls reduced the 

incidence of teenage pregnancy by up to 48 percent (Dupas, Huillery, and Seban 2018). Finally, 

also in Cameroon, a teacher-training program led to a significant reduction in early childbearing 

among girls ages 15 to 17, likely as a result of a significant increase in condom use (Arcand and 

Wouabe 2010). For younger girls (ages 12 to 13), the program resulted in an increase in self-reported 

abstinence and condom use and a decrease in the likelihood of having multiple partners.

Consider offering girls’ group empowerment programs 

There is mixed evidence on the effect of girls’ group empowerment programs on marriage and 

childbearing. In Uganda, an adolescent girls’ group empowerment program led to a 34 percent drop 

in adolescent fertility and a 62 percent drop in marriage four years after the intervention (Bandiera 

et al. 2020). In Ethiopia, a program that combined girls’ groups with financial support to stay in school 

and community awareness was associated with an increase in age at marriage, through reduced 

marriage among 10- to 14-year-old girls and increased marriage among 15- to 19-year-olds (Erulkar 

BOX 3.2  Interventions to Delay Marriage and Childbearing (continued)

(continued)
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and Muthengi 2009). However, studies of girls’ group interventions in other countries, including 

Tanzania, have found null effects, likely on account of differences in implementation quality. This 

variation in effects of girls’ clubs highlights the importance of building evidence on ways to ensure 

effective implementation of programs and interventions (for additional details, refer to spotlight 3).

Reform policy

Banning child marriage can meaningfully increase adolescent girls’ empowerment. Wilson (2022) 

exploits data from policy changes in 17 low- and middle-income countries to measure the effects 

of child marriage bans on female schooling and labor market outcomes. He finds that banning 

child marriage (by raising the minimum legal age of marriage to 18) increases age at marriage, 

age at birth of first child, and likelihood of employment. Additionally, such bans reduce child 

marriage rates and increase educational attainment in urban areas. Although the effects appear 

to be generally less pronounced in rural areas, the bans appear to have led to a greater effect on 

employment than in urban areas, without increasing the years of schooling. And although positive 

effects are observed even in places where enforcement is not strict, the continued prevalence 

of child marriage in countries with legal bans underscores the necessity of supplementing legal 

reforms with complementary measures (for example, communication campaigns and engagement 

with community leaders) to enhance the likelihood of their success in achieving the desired results 

(Collin and Talbot 2023). Indeed, evidence from Ethiopia shows that, for some groups, cultural 

norms prevail over the law (McGavock 2021). Therefore, legal reforms will have limited impacts 

in the absence of supportive frameworks (the World Bank [2024] indicates that African countries 

have the weakest mechanisms for implementing laws supporting gender equality, highlighting the 

importance of strengthening these mechanisms in the region).

Eliminating tuition fees is another policy reform with the potential to reduce child marriage 

significantly at the national level. Koski et al. (2018) use data on women born between 1970 

and 2000 in 16 African countries to estimate the impact of removing primary school fees on the 

prevalence of child marriage. Their study reveals that the removal of tuition fees resulted in a 

modest average decline in child marriage rates across the pooled sample of countries studied. 

However, there was substantial heterogeneity among countries in the estimated impacts. The 

prevalence of child marriage declined by 10 to 15 percentage points in Ethiopia and Rwanda 

following tuition elimination but did not change in Cameroon or Malawi. The authors conclude that 

enhancing the quality of available education could amplify the impacts of fee removal and further 

advance progress toward various other objectives.

a. There has been a surge in the number of studies on child marriage: from 193 publications between 2000 

and 2016 to another 193 publications between 2016 and 2019. The evidence base for Africa expanded from 

20 studies between 2000 and 2011 to 34 more studies between 2012 and 2015 and 79 more studies between 

2016 and 2019.

b. The four interventions—one an in-class quiz, two providing general information on prevention of HIV 

infection, and one providing additional information on HIV risk by partner age and gender—all presented the 

use of condoms as a strategy to avoid HIV infection instead of promoting abstinence only.

BOX 3.2  Interventions to Delay Marriage and Childbearing (continued)
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Some Approaches Have Proven Their Effectiveness 

Educational expenses are the largest barrier to schooling in many contexts. 
Therefore, lowering schooling costs has positive impacts for adolescent girls’ 
educational and other outcomes. A key policy question, however, is how to 
choose among alternative approaches for reducing schooling costs. In contrast 
to the substantial evidence on approaches to boost education outcomes, there 
is less evidence on effective interventions to improve health outcomes.

Reduction or Elimination of School Fees Increases Girls’ 

Educational Attainment

Policies lowering school fees have consistently led to significant increases 
in enrollment and attainment for girls. Most African countries mandated 
free primary school education in the 1980s or 1990s, dramatically increasing 
enrollment in subsequent years. Studies reporting sex-disaggregated results 
demonstrate that free primary education had positive impacts on girls’ 
education outcomes in Ethiopia (Chicoine 2016), Tanzania (Hoogeveen and 
Rossi 2013), and Uganda (Grogan 2009).

Given that most countries in Africa have already eliminated fees for 
education at the primary level, reducing or eliminating fees for secondary 
education is the next frontier (Mastercard Foundation 2020). Universally 
providing free secondary education tends to be more politically favorable 
than providing subsidies or financial support exclusively for vulnerable 
individuals or households. However, this approach can be costly, because it 
subsidizes secondary education for many households that could otherwise 
afford to pay for it. Partial approaches of eliminating fees in certain high-
poverty geographic regions, exclusively for girls, or only for other vulnerable 
groups can offer a more cost-effective approach for delivering free secondary 
education (Sandefur 2022). 

Complementing fee elimination with increased resources to expand schools’ 
capacity has greater effects than simply eliminating school fees without 
explicitly increasing resources to accommodate more students. Moreover, 
accompanying enrollment gains with complementary policies to reduce 
unintended consequences such as overcrowding and greater competition 
for limited formal employment is crucial (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2021). 
Finally, entrance exams often ration access to secondary schools even when 
families can afford to pay and are eager for their children to attend, because 
of high failure rates on the exams. Therefore, addressing entrance exam 
bottlenecks by revising or removing entrance exam requirements may also be 
necessary to expand secondary school access after fees are eliminated. 
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In-Kind Transfers for Schooling Remove Financial Barriers

Five studies from African countries unambiguously show that removing the 
financial barrier of schooling costs through scholarships improves a range of 
girls’ education outcomes. In Ghana, a four-year full scholarship for low-
income, academically qualified students increased educational enrollment, 
attainment, and knowledge (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2021). Similarly, 
the provision of full scholarships to attend low-cost private schools in 
Uganda substantially increased total enrollment for early secondary grades 
among both male and female students (Barrera-Osorio et al. 2020). Another 
scholarship program—for more than 100,000 girls in upper-primary and 
lower-secondary grades in the Democratic Republic of Congo—boosted 
both reading and mathematics scores (Randall and Garcia 2020). A program 
that paid school fees in Tanzania and covered other informal costs for tens 
of thousands of secondary school girls who had been identified by their 
communities as highly vulnerable resulted in lower dropout rates and much 
higher test scores (Sabates et al. 2021). Finally, a five-year program providing 
financial and material aid for educating orphan adolescent girls in Zimbabwe 
increased school enrollment and school attendance and improved the girls’ 
sexual and reproductive health (Hallfors et al. 2015).

Distance to school is a major constraint on girls’ education, undermining 
punctuality, attendance, and learning and exposing girls to risks of 
harassment and assault. Evidence from Zambia points to the provision of 
bicycles as another potential avenue for improving girls’ access to school. 
Fiala et al. (2022) find that providing bicycles to girls living more than three 
kilometers from the school they attend significantly reduces commuting 
time and late arrival, decreases absenteeism, and increases math test scores. 
The study also finds improvements in girls’ attendance and retention that are 
sustained up to four years after the intervention. The results are consistent 
with similar research conducted in India, where giving bicycles to secondary 
school girls reduced travel time and led to a substantial increase in girls’ 
enrollment (Muralidharan and Prakash 2017). 

School Feeding Programs Provide Incentives for Enrollment and Can 

Improve Academic Achievement and Health

School feeding programs, typically offered in primary schools, have been 
proven to offer incentives for enrollment and improve academic performance 
for both girls and boys. In northern Burkina Faso, providing girls with either 
lunch at school or take-home rations of 10 kilograms of cereal flour each 
month is found to increase enrollment by 3 to 5 percentage points (Kazianga, 
de Walque, and Alderman 2012) and to improve girls’ math scores as well. 
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Similarly, another study finds that both school meals and take-home rations 
have a positive impact on school participation in camps for internally 
displaced people in northern Uganda, including increasing enrollment among 
girls not enrolled before the school feeding program began (Alderman, 
Gilligan, and Lehrer 2012). In Ghana, a large-scale school feeding program 
increased enrollment and led to moderate increases in both math and literacy 
test scores (Aurino et al. 2023). The impacts were more pronounced for 
girls, children from households living below the poverty line, and children 
from the northern region of the country, emphasizing the role of underlying 
conditions in mediating the impact of an intervention. 

Although most nutrition literature focuses on a child’s first thousand days, 
there is increased recognition of the need for nutritional interventions during 
adolescence. Malnutrition during formative years has long-term implications 
for adult morbidity (Lassi, Moin, and Bhutta 2017) and economic outcomes, 
including a wage penalty due to obesity (Cawley 2015). A recent systematic 
review of school feeding programs in low- and middle-income countries 
finds significant increases in height and weight for children (Wang et al. 
2021). There is not enough evidence specifically about adolescent girls in 
Africa to draw any definitive conclusions about the anthropometric effects 
of these programs in that group. However, a randomized evaluation in 
Uganda finds that a school feeding program providing meals fortified with 
multiple micronutrients reduced anemia among adolescent girls ages 10 to 13 
(Alderman, Gilligan, and Lehrer 2012).

In addition, a growing body of research points to micronutrient 
supplementation as an intervention to improve nutrition outcomes for 
girls. A 2017 review of reviews found that iron, iron–folic acid, zinc, and 
multiple micronutrient supplementation in adolescents can significantly 
improve serum hemoglobin concentrations (Lassi, Moin, and Bhutta 2017). 
Evidence from African countries is still evolving. Whereas an early study 
in Tanzania found that weekly iron supplementation increased iron levels 
and weight gain but had no impact on hemoglobin concentrations among 
adolescent girls (Beasley et al. 2000), a similar study in Mali subsequently 
found increased hemoglobin concentrations and reduced anemia among 
a population of adolescent girls with higher initial rates of anemia (Hall 
et al. 2002). Studies from Kenya and Mozambique measure the impact 
of administering iron and either folic acid or vitamin A, respectively, and 
determine that the positive effects on hemoglobin concentration materialize 
only among girls who are iron deficient (Horjus et al. 2005; Leenstra 
et al. 2009). Taken together, this evidence indicates that micronutrient 
supplementation is an especially effective intervention for adolescent girls 
at risk of nutrient deficiency.
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Improving the Quality of Instruction Leads to Better Outcomes

There is promising evidence on the effectiveness of interventions designed 
to improve the quality of instruction in Africa, especially in regard to school 
attainment. First, evidence from a multifaceted program1 in Kenya and 
performance pay in Tanzania suggests that teacher incentives can lead to 
literacy and learning gains, particularly for girls (Freudenberger and Davis 
2017; Mbiti et al. 2019; Piper and Mugenda 2014; Piper et al. 2018). Second, 
Psaki et al. (2022) find evidence that remedial support programs can also be 
effective at improving learning outcomes for girls (in Kenya, Malawi, Zambia, 
and Zimbabwe, among other countries). More recent research in Ghana 
similarly finds that different models of a remedial reading program lead to 
significant gains in student learning that are again higher for girls than for boys 
(Duflo, Kiessel, and Lucas 2020). Based on a global review of the evidence, 
however, improving the quality of education has mixed impacts on school 
participation ( JPAL 2017). This is likely because of the difficulty parents have 
in accurately perceiving the quality of education their children are receiving 
and, consequently, in changing their behavior in response to improvements. 

Cash Transfers Consistently Increase School Enrollment and Attendance

Direct cash transfers to households have consistently led to increased child 
school enrollment and attendance, particularly when they have been targeted 
toward the most disadvantaged groups. Global evidence shows that cash 
transfers can improve access to school in the short term by removing direct 
and indirect financial barriers to education (Bastagli et al. 2016; Bergstrom 
and Özler 2023). This finding holds as well in Africa, where cash transfers 
have shown notable success in enhancing school participation, especially 
among girls (Akresh, de Walque, and Kazianga 2013; Evans et al. 2014). 
The provision of cash to families tends to primarily benefit children on the 
margin of school attendance, who may otherwise have a lower likelihood 
of attending school (Akresh, de Walque, and Kazianga 2013). This effect 
predominantly favors girls, although exceptions have been documented in 
Lesotho and South Africa, where boys are more disadvantaged than girls 
with respect to school attendance because of their herding and farming 
responsibilities (Edmonds 2006; Pellerano et al. 2014).2 

In contrast to their robust impacts on school participation, the effects of 
cash transfers on learning outcomes have been more muted. In both Burkina 
Faso and Malawi, gains in test scores were attained only when cash transfers 
were conditional on school attendance (Akresh, de Walque, and Kazianga 
2013; Baird, McIntosh, and Özler 2011). A conditional cash transfer was 
also successful in increasing literacy rates among children from beneficiary 
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households in Tanzania (Evans et al. 2014). Even so, results either dissipated 
(Evans et al. 2014) or failed to translate into improved competencies (Baird, 
McIntosh, and Özler 2019) after a couple of years. The evidence base for 
impacts on adolescent girls’ health and nutrition in Africa is limited. While 
there is robust evidence on the impacts of cash transfers on girls’ nutritional 
status in early childhood, relatively little empirical evidence exists on the 
effects of cash transfers on nutrition outcomes during adolescence. Preliminary 
research from South Africa finds that adolescents from households receiving 
the country’s Child Support Grant have higher body mass index z-scores and 
are less likely to be either underweight or obese (Chakroborty and Villa 2022).

Increasing Demand for Health Services through Education 

and Improving the Quality of Youth-Friendly Services 

Available Enhances Girls’ Health

The most definitive evidence regarding interventions to promote adolescent 
girls’ health in Africa supports multicomponent interventions that combine 
education to increase demand for health services with efforts to enhance 
the quality of delivery of these services. In Tanzania, providing in-school 
education with youth-friendly health services was associated with long-term 
improvements in sexual and reproductive health knowledge among females 
and an increase in reported condom use during their most recent sexual 
activity with a partner other than a regular partner (Doyle et al. 2010). In 
Kenya, a culturally consistent package of activities, including community-
based education for youth and parents, advocacy, and subsidized clinical 
services, led to considerable changes in young people’s knowledge and 
behavior related to sexual and reproductive health (Erulkar et al. 2004). 
Adolescent girls were also significantly more likely to either abstain from sex 
or have fewer than three sex partners. A quasi-experimental evaluation of 
the multicomponent African Youth Alliance program in Ghana, Tanzania, 
and Uganda finds positive results in terms of sexual and reproductive 
health knowledge and—especially among young women—an increase in 
contraceptive use and a decrease in the number of sexual partners (Williams 
et al. 2007). Additionally, a quasi-experimental evaluation of South Africa’s 
National Adolescent Friendly Clinic Initiative finds that access to youth-
friendly clinics delayed pregnancy and increased education (Branson and 
Byker 2018). In Cameroon, an intervention that provided adolescent girls 
and young women with personal digital counseling on modern contraceptive 
methods increased adoption of long-acting reversible contraceptives without 
compromising the girls’ and women’s use of short-acting methods, indicating 
that technology and individualized advice can be effective at improving 
sexual and reproductive health outcomes (Athey et al. 2023). 
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Altogether, integrating youth-friendly adaptations into the delivery of health 
services is important for ensuring that adolescent girls have adequate access 
to health services (especially those relating to their sexual and reproductive 
health). Increases in access to skilled birth attendants and in institutional 
births in Africa (UNICEF 2024) have likely had a positive impact on the 
well-being of adolescent mothers. However, adolescent girls risk falling 
through the cracks of health care systems in the absence of an intentional 
focus on addressing their unique circumstances. Factors such as regulations 
regarding consent to use health services and attitudes of health care providers 
toward adolescent girls seeking care are critical to consider (Bergstrom and 
Özler 2023). Sexual and reproductive health education can increase girls’ level 
of knowledge in this area.

An emerging body of evidence3 suggests that sex and HIV education 
programs can increase sexual and reproductive health knowledge, but that 
effectiveness is highly sensitive to intervention design and implementation. 
For instance, a review of school-based HIV education programs for African 
youth suggests that the introduction of condoms as a preventive measure 
is most effective among older youth, especially when teachers are not the 
primary program implementers and when there is clear community support 
(Gallant and Maticka-Tyndale 2004). Moreover, Dupas (2011) finds that 
providing information on the relative risk of HIV infection based on partner 
age is more effective at reducing risky sexual behavior among adolescent 
girls than the official abstinence-only HIV curriculum in Kenya. The HIV 
risk information leads not just to better sexual and reproductive health 
knowledge, but also to a decrease in teen pregnancy. 

There is also evidence regarding the potential of peer-led interventions at 
the school and community level. A recent global review finds that school-
based peer-led interventions can improve sexual and reproductive health 
knowledge and attitudes (Mason-Jones et al. 2023). However, peers need to 
be meaningfully engaged and recognized as experts with real-life experience 
for these interventions to work effectively. In contrast with school-based 
interventions, community-focused peer-based4 interventions are premised on 
the role of community support and shared affinity and have the added benefit 
of reaching out-of-school adolescents. Impact evidence from Africa is scarce, 
except for that obtained from quasi-experimental evaluations in Ghana and 
Nigeria showing that peer education can measurably enhance reproductive 
health knowledge among youth in secondary schools (Brieger et al. 2001). 
Although evidence from Africa is still nascent, there is a sufficient global 
knowledge base to enable those responsible for implementing education 
interventions to determine what factors are essential to ensure they are 
effective.
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Other Promising Approaches Are Emerging as 
Possible Solutions

School Construction May Boost Both Enrollment and Attendance

In areas where few schools exist, creating new schools can increase 
enrollment and attendance. Although the evidence base for Africa remains 
thin, research on girl-friendly schools in Burkina Faso and Niger is 
encouraging. In both countries, the construction of primary schools with 
latrines in rural areas, when combined with other complementary measures 
(for example, hiring of more female teachers and provision of school 
supplies) improved enrollment, attendance, and learning outcomes (Bagby 
et al. 2016; Kazianga et al. 2013). In the Burkina Faso study, the impacts 
were consistently greater among girls than among boys, eliminating gender 
gaps in test scores and grade progression (Kazianga et al. 2013). Moreover, 
earlier quasi-experimental evidence from Nigeria shows that primary 
school construction in the 1970s significantly boosted female educational 
achievement and lowered early fertility rates (Osili and Long 2008). 

Edutainment May Help Girls Achieve Educational and 

Developmental Objectives

“Edutainment,” also known as educational entertainment, uses content from 
various forms of media such as video, music, or games to achieve educational 
and developmental objectives. There is limited, yet promising, evidence 
regarding the effects of edutainment on girls’ health and fertility outcomes. 
For instance, Banerjee, La Ferrara, and Orozco-Olvera (2019) find that MTV 
Shuga, a popular serial aiming to provide information on HIV and change 
attitudes and behaviors related to HIV and risky behaviors, led to significant 
improvements in young people’s knowledge and attitudes toward HIV and 
risky sexual behavior—measured by the acceptability and reported incidence of 
concurrent sexual partnerships, as well as the likelihood of testing positive for 
sexually transmitted diseases—in urban Nigeria. Although the evidence is still 
limited for the African context, a growing body of research from both high-
income and middle- to low-income countries suggests that edutainment may 
be a cost-effective tool for reducing risky sexual behaviors among young people 
(Orozco-Olvera, Shen, and Cluver 2019).

Allowing Pregnant Girls to Remain in School May Reduce Dropout 

Rates and Improve Outcomes

Instituting policies that allow adolescent girls to return to school after giving 
birth enhances their education outcomes without the negative consequences 
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sometimes feared. Policies that prevent young mothers from returning to 
school, often as a result of the belief that allowing them to return could 
encourage more adolescent pregnancies, contribute to high dropout rates 
among adolescent girls. However, Evans, Mendez Acosta, and Yuan (2024) 
examine data from nine African countries that lifted bans on pregnant 
girls returning to school between 1993 and 2015 and find no evidence that 
allowing young mothers to attend school increases fertility rates. Instead, 
their findings suggest that such policies improve the human capital of these 
girls. The policy reform also leads to an increase in the proportion of girls 
who have been pregnant and are attending school. Although introduction of 
school reentry policies requires creation of adequate awareness among girls 
and families about the policy change, the recent introduction of such policies 
in these African countries signals a promising shift in the right direction.

Eliminating Child Marriage May Improve Education Outcomes for Girls

As discussed in box 3.2, banning child marriage can reduce child marriage 
and generate positive effects on school enrollment in some contexts (Wilson 
2022). However, the effects of child marriage bans depend on the extent 
of enforcement and on the adoption of complementary interventions to 
address countervailing social norms. Establishing supportive frameworks to 
strengthen the implementation of legal reforms is therefore crucial to the 
success of child marriage.

Other Policies Promoting Girls’ Education Also Show Promise

Additional policies that show promise include the introduction of instruction 
conducted in girls’ mother tongue, which led to a significant increase in 
primary and secondary attainment for girls in Ethiopia (Argaw 2016). 
In Uganda, an automatic promotion policy, allowing students to progress 
from one class to the next irrespective of their academic performance, that 
included remedial classes for academically weak students was also effective 
at improving literacy and numeracy for both girls and boys (Okurut 2015). 
Single-sex education has also been demonstrated to have positive impacts 
on adolescent girls’ education outcomes in Trinidad and Tobago, improving 
exam performance and increasing the likelihood that female students took 
advanced courses ( Jackson 2021). Evidence obtained by using random 
variation in peer composition in Ethiopian schools indicates that having a 
greater share of female classmates reduces school absenteeism and increases 
math test scores among girls (Borbely, Norris, and Romiti 2023). Finally, a 
policy reform in Kenya that gave daughters inheritance rights equal to those 
of sons led to increases in girls’ schooling along with delays in marriage and 
childbearing (Harari 2019).
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Increasing Employment Opportunities for Women Can Boost 

Girls’ Human Capital Fundamentals

Despite a lack of evidence from Africa, studies of the effects of garment 
factories in Bangladesh (Heath and Mobarak 2015) and of business 
centers in India ( Jensen 2012; Oster and Steinberg 2013) suggest that 
increased labor market opportunities for women can spark improvements 
in human capital fundamentals for adolescent girls, particularly when 
girls and their families are well informed about these employment 
opportunities.

Information on Returns to Education or Training May Increase 

Girls’ Enrollment and Improve Their Academic Performance

Providing adolescent girls and their families with information on returns 
to schooling can boost girls’ school enrollment and performance. Although 
there is limited evidence from Africa—with positive effects on school 
enrollment documented only in one study in Madagascar (Nguyen 2008)—
additional evidence from other regions points to providing this information 
as a potentially low-cost approach to improve education outcomes. Notably, 
the range of effects estimated in global studies suggests that impacts may 
be context specific, with one study in Mexico finding larger effects for girls 
than boys (Avitabile and de Hoyos 2018) and two other studies documenting 
effects on boys in the Dominican Republic ( Jensen 2010) and Peru (Neilson, 
Gallego, and Molina 2015).

Engaging Boys, Parents, and Communities in the Quest May Lead 

to Better Health Outcomes for Girls

Beyond working with girls directly, engaging boys, parents, and 
communities can have positive impacts on adolescent girls’ health 
outcomes. In Tanzania, a soccer-based curriculum that offered sexual 
and reproductive health education to male partners of adolescent girls 
improved male attitudes regarding sexual and reproductive health and 
violence and improved adolescent girls’ sexual and reproductive health 
outcomes (Shah et al. 2023). In Côte d’Ivoire, combining a girls’ group 
intervention with an intervention focused on equipping boys and 
men with life skills, sexual and reproductive health knowledge, and 
information on girls’ and women’s rights improved girls’ sexual and 
reproductive health behavior and knowledge (Boulhane et al. 2024). 
Additional evidence from India demonstrates the positive effects of 
engaging male and female peers in discussions about gender equality 
(Dhar, Jain, and Jayachandran 2022).
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Insights from Interventions with Mixed Impacts Point to 
Potential Areas for Further Exploration 

Girls’ Group Empowerment Programs Offer a Promising Way to Reach 

Adolescent Girls, but Results Have Been Mixed

Girls’ empowerment clubs, or “safe spaces,” are increasingly being adopted 
as platforms to reach adolescent girls, especially those out of school. The 
evidence on their impact on human capital outcomes such as education and 
health is, however, mixed (Psaki et al. 2022).

Training in Life Skills and Mentoring and Empowerment Programs 

Show Mixed Results

Beyond group-based empowerment programs, interventions designed to 
provide adolescent girls with life skills have mixed effects on education 
outcomes. In Zambia, a program focused on equipping adolescent girls with 
negotiation skills increased school enrollment (Ashraf et al. 2020). However, 
Melnikas et al. (2021) find that the Marriage: No Child’s Play project 
implemented by the More than Brides Alliance had positive effects on school 
enrollment and learning outcomes in Malawi, no effects on either in Mali, 
and negative effects on both in Niger. Additionally, Brar et al. (2023) find 
that the Choices program (designed to promote equitable gender attitudes 
and behaviors among adolescents through interactive activities) had limited 
effects on school enrollment in Somalia. 

Additional Interventions Should Be Considered for 
Future Directions

The evidence review presented here has highlighted a number of interventions 
to develop adolescent girls’ human capital fundamentals. Although these 
interventions have been identified as either effective or promising based on 
evidence from multiple studies and countries, their applicability remains 
highly context specific. Choices of strategies to be pursued should be based 
on local constraints and challenges. For example, school construction should 
be accorded priority in areas where schools are scarce. In the same vein, 
school feeding programs should be given priority where child malnutrition is 
identified as a binding constraint. Evidence-based interventions adapted to 
local contexts are most likely to achieve the intended impacts. 
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Beyond overall evidence on effectiveness, it is critical also to consider cost-
effectiveness, as well as cost-effectiveness at scale (Crawfurd, Hares, and 
Sandefur 2022; Evans, Mendez Acosta, and Yuan 2024). Although there is 
a growing set of cost-effectiveness estimates for interventions to improve 
education, these estimates typically focus on a single outcome, without 
accounting for the fact that some interventions are effective at improving 
multiple outcomes and thus might be more cost-effective overall, even if they 
are less cost-effective when a single outcome is considered. One example 
is school feeding, which affects both education and nutrition outcomes 
(Bedasso 2022). A recent evidence review concludes that the most cost-
effective way to improve learning outcomes is through remedial education 
(Banerjee et al. 2023). Limited cost-effectiveness estimates exist regarding 
interventions to improve adolescent girls’ health.

Restricting the analysis of available evidence to African countries reflects 
key takeaway findings on intervention effectiveness, while also revealing 
areas in which further experimentation is needed. More research is needed 
to determine the effectiveness of interventions that either have been proven 
to work in other parts of the world or have had limited or mixed results in 
Africa. This is particularly salient in regard to adolescent health outcomes, 
especially those related to nutrition and mental health, which have garnered 
increased focus globally but remain understudied in African countries. 

Notes

1.	 The program included detailed teachers’ guides, training for teachers and 
head teachers, teacher coaching, and literacy and math books for every student.

2.	 In Lesotho, girls benefited significantly more than boys, maintaining their relatively 
higher rates of school enrollment and attendance (Pellerano et al. 2014). A potential 
explanation is that the current opportunity cost of boys’ time is perceived as being 
higher than the future benefit of human capital accumulation and that this difference 
for boys exceeds that for girls. In South Africa, the girls’ relative advantage in terms 
of school outcomes is used to explain the more muted impact of cash transfers. 
Whereas access to social pensions leads to an 18 percentage point increase in 
schooling attendance for boys, it is associated with a small, non-statistically-
significant increase for girls (Edmonds 2006).

3.	 Quality evidence from Africa remains limited, however (Lopez, Bernholc, et al. 
2016; Lopez, Grey, et al. 2016).

4.	 Also referred to as peer education, peer counseling, and peer-led, peer-driven, 
peer-facilitated, or peer-assisted interventions.
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SPOTLIGHT 3

Quality Implementation of Safe 
Spaces Programs
Karen Austrian and Sara Troiano

Key Messages

•	 The past decade has witnessed a significant rise in the adoption of the “safe 
spaces” approach for adolescent girls’ programs, supported by a growing 
evidence base and practical tool kits to guide implementers. 

•	 Safe spaces are commonly discussed as a type of adolescent girls’ program 
yet should be seen instead as a platform through which a range of girls’ 
programs can be delivered.

•	 There is consensus among implementers on a key set of considerations for 
successful implementation of safe spaces, including guidance on community 
outreach, recruiting and supporting mentors, defining content, recruiting 
girls, group formation, monitoring and evaluation, and scaling up.

The Use of Safe Spaces Programs for Girls Has Grown over 
the Last 10 Years
Over the past decade, there has been an increasing use of  “safe spaces”  to refer 
to a programming approach targeting adolescent girls. In addition to a growing 
evidence base on the impact of programs using the safe spaces approach, 
there have also been many guides and tool kits published to guide program 
implementers (annex S3A). Safe spaces are commonly discussed as a type of 
adolescent girls’ program yet should be seen instead as a platform through 
which a range of interventions can be delivered. The term “safe spaces” is often 
used interchangeably with “girls’ empowerment clubs,” “community-based girls’ 
groups,” “girls’ groups,” “girls’ clubs,” and similar terms. Safe spaces typically 
include a group of girls meeting regularly at a designated location and led 
by a mentor. Beyond that, the content and purpose of the meetings can vary 
widely, from sexual and reproductive health services to financial education to 
vocational skills training and more. Therefore, it is important to think of safe 
spaces as a platform for gathering adolescent girls in a setting where they can 
participate in a program—this platform allows for program delivery to focus 

A reproducibility package is available for this book in the Reproducible Research 
Repository at https://reproducibility.worldbank.org.
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on one or multiple thematic areas. Sometimes, safe spaces are implemented in 
combination with additional interventions that aim to engage girls’ households, 
schools, and communities.

The evidence reviewed in chapters 3 and 4 underscores the mixed results of 
safe spaces programs, as a result of differences in programs’ design and, most 
likely, differences in the quality of their implementation. Understanding 
the critical components of successful implementation is hence an essential 
companion to ultimately achieving impact with these programs. This spotlight 
provides a summary of key considerations when implementing safe spaces, 
based on curated references and consultations with safe spaces program 
implementers (governments, nongovernmental and civil society organizations, 
and development partners) representing 18 organizations from 12 countries. 
Key recommendations or implementation tips are organized along the 
programs’ delivery chain (figure S3.1). The spotlight closes with a reflection 
on considerations for the scaling up of the safe spaces approach.

FIGURE S3.1  �Safe Spaces Programs Should Follow a Specific Delivery Chain
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The Successful Delivery of Safe Spaces Programs Involves 
Critical Steps from Design to Evaluation

1.	 Engaging in community outreach. Involving the surrounding 
community during program preparation can be a way of building 
ownership and trust in a program, which helps with its sustainability. 
Community outreach should highlight the program’s benefits to both 
girls and the community. Useful methods for engaging the community, 
both at the outreach stage and continuously during implementation, 
include organizing “family days” (to engage with the households of the 
program beneficiaries) and celebrations and home visits by program 
mentors. Implementers can leverage peer networks and influential 
community members to encourage participation, spread awareness, 
and engage families to ensure their support and address any concerns 
they might have regarding the program. For successful outreach, it is 
important to tailor messaging and outreach approaches to respect local 
customs, traditions, and sensitivities.

2.	 Recruiting and supporting mentors. Mentors—those facilitating 
the safe spaces—are critical to the quality of program implementation, 
as all the content delivered by a program flows through them. Preferred 
qualifications for mentors depend on context. Implementers share that 
positive performance has been associated with enrolling mentors who are 
female, come from the same communities as beneficiaries, speak the local 
language, and are older than beneficiaries but still close enough in age to 
be approachable. Preferably mentors have at least some basic literacy and 
good social and leadership skills, as girls may ultimately identify mentors 
as role models. Often, programs that remain in a community for a long 
period of time see girls who were once beneficiaries graduating into 
the mentor role. It should be kept in mind that mentors are program 
beneficiaries, too: they need not only up-front training but also ongoing 
supervision and support through local focal points and peer networks to 
succeed in their role.1 Depending on the context, basic tools for mentors 
may include relevant resources, educational materials, and tools to 
facilitate discussions and activities within the safe space effectively; rain 
gear; tablets, mobile phones, and data and connectivity; and transport 
services (bikes, transport subsidies, or other) as relevant.2 A stipend 
(in line with local standards) will motivate mentors, make them more 
respected by the community, and avert high turnover. Other nonfinancial 
incentives include prospects of career progression (for instance, 
through the promotion of best-performing mentors to supervisors) and 
recognition during public events.
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3.	 Defining content. Although a program’s curriculum depends on the 
program’s specific objectives and targeted population, mentors’, girls’, and 
communities’ perspectives should be taken into account as potential topics 
are assigned priorities. Overall, a balanced mix of topics that aligns with 
participants’ aspirations while addressing key challenges they face should 
be ensured. Ideally, the curriculum should be tested through a pilot before 
implementing the program at scale. In general, life skills and basic literacy 
training is seen as a foundational basis for more “technical” training: 
information on sexual and reproductive health, human and legal rights, 
vocational training, financial literacy, savings practices, climate education, 
and other matters. The sequencing of topics is important: consideration 
should be given to starting with life skills training, or in general less 
controversial topics, to build trust among girls and their families and 
to give mentors time to gain confidence before covering more sensitive 
topics. Among initial topics, it might be useful to identify social norms and 
personal attitudes that, if changed as part of the program, could have positive 
impacts on participants’ outcomes. As applicable and within the limits of the 
international regulations on child labor, activities to support the economic 
inclusion of older girls (microgrants, links to markets, among others) should 
be considered. To maximize the impact of safe spaces, it is important to link 
the content to complementary initiatives and services, referring participants 
to follow-up interventions to support them in their educational and 
economic pursuits, in order to leverage other resources in the community 
and help participants.

4.	 Targeting. Often a program will have to decide between reaching a 
larger number of girls in a particular community and operating in more 
communities. Collective experience has shown that change requires 
working with a critical mass of girls in an area, community, or school 
because part of the impact of safe spaces programs is that the host 
communities accept girls meeting regularly in public places, as well as 
having female leadership in the form of the program mentors. Therefore, 
this “threshold effect” needs to be considered when a program faces the 
trade-off between geographical scope and coverage. Reaching more girls in 
the same community should be prioritized before expanding to additional 
communities.

5.	 Recruiting girls. Outreach efforts need to be inclusive. Specific strategies 
should be planned to reach girls in vulnerable communities, younger girls, 
out-of-school girls, and girls at risk—those girls who may benefit more 
from a safe spaces program and are at the same time less likely to know 
about it or believe that such a program is suitable for them. Engaging 
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with community leaders is a necessary but not a sufficient step in the 
outreach process, as the spread of information may be limited to well-
connected families. Door-to-door recruitment may be more effective in 
reaching girls in the most vulnerable families. When setting up a program, 
a survey or census to identify potential beneficiaries as well as their 
specific expectations and needs should be considered in order to maintain 
participation. The most vulnerable girls must feel their primary concerns 
are being addressed through the program.

6.	 Choosing a safe space. The location of the safe space platform needs to 
be identified together with the community (both adults and potential 
participants) to ensure appropriateness and ownership. The space should 
be easily accessible and within walking distance from the targeted 
population’s residences. It should offer privacy (visual and auditory) 
with respect to nonparticipants in the community. Often safe spaces 
are in school classrooms when they are not being used, churches, 
community halls, or the compounds of mentors or community leaders. 
Ideally, the location meets water, sanitation, and hygiene needs, as well 
as accommodating breastfeeding and childcare needs, if relevant. The 
program should invest in making these spaces a pleasant environment in 
which the group feels ownership and should encourage the girls in the 
program to decorate the space. Equipping the space with resources the 
girls can use, as in a “library” model, should also be considered.

7.	 Forming groups. Within the constraints implied by budget and 
logistics considerations, safe spaces should be segmented according to 
characteristics such as age, marital status, whether or not participants 
have children, and educational enrollment status, as safe spaces for 
different segments may require different messaging, particularly 
in relation to sexual and reproductive health, social networks, and 
household dynamics. If only one characteristic can be given priority, 
it should be age, and separate groups should be formed for younger 
(10 to 14) versus older (15 to 19) adolescents. Special considerations 
might be needed when working with migrants or refugees and local 
populations in the same communities. Some targeted and intended 
heterogeneity can also trigger positive dynamics: for instance, when 
in-school girls become role models for out-of-school girls. Girls with 
disabilities should be included in all safe spaces.

8.	 Delivering services. There is no consensus on the optimal duration 
of a safe spaces program, but there is consensus on program intensity. 
Meetings should be regular and frequent (for example, once a week) to 
become routine, generate momentum, and reduce the risk of dropouts. 
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Sessions should be long enough to cover the training and to allow girls 
to provide feedback and ask questions. Participatory techniques should 
be considered: dramatization (dance and theater), play-based learning, 
sports (including self-defense techniques), and use of media. Training 
material (including messages and images) should be carefully designed 
so as not to reinforce existing gender stereotypes. Scripted discussions 
and content to guide safe spaces meetings will help mentors deliver 
accurate, quality, and consistent messaging. Beyond group dynamics, 
one-to-one interactions and the establishment of healthy peer 
relationships should be fostered. Throughout the program, it is critical 
to provide a safe, nonjudgmental environment for all participants 
regardless of background or identity. Consideration should be given to 
engaging with the most promising graduates as role models or mentors 
for future cohorts.

9.	 Engaging with key stakeholders. At the planning stage, it might be 
useful to conduct a stakeholder mapping to identify key stakeholders 
and potential champions of the program, as well as likely opponents. 
Local champions can be engaged as part of social and behavioral change 
campaigns. Parallel safe spaces can be set up to provide key information 
and training to strategic stakeholders around girls, particularly 
parents and boys. Occasionally, joint sessions between girls and these 
stakeholders can be envisaged to promote healthy dialogue, better mutual 
understanding, enhanced support systems, and community cohesion. 
However, this strategy also entails risks, including backlash from parents 
and boys shadowing girls and perpetuating existing power dynamics.

10.	 Monitoring and evaluating results. Having access to good monitoring 
data and understanding of where a program is succeeding and 
struggling, and for whom, will allow real-time adjustments to ensure 
the program is reaching the intended girls with the specified content. 
What monitoring, evaluation, and learning measures will be employed 
should be purposefully determined, with an emphasis on actionable 
information: data that will not be used should not be collected. What 
questions need to be answered should first be decided, and then 
monitoring, evaluation, and learning tools that will answer those specific 
questions can be developed. Mentors play a key role in collecting 
data at the local level, but care should be taken to ensure that trained 
monitoring and evaluation officials are deployed in relative proximity 
to communities to implement regular checks and progressively improve 
the quality of monitoring and evaluation. To leverage the potential of 
digital monitoring and evaluation or management information systems 
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in contexts of low connectivity, apps that allow offline work, with data 
then uploaded when internet service is available (rather than web-based 
apps), should be considered, and the cost of the internet connection 
for mentors should be included as part of the program budget. Setting 
up qualitative feedback mechanisms so that program quality can be 
improved based on girls’ expressed experiences can also help with 
participation and success.

11.	 Scaling up. One of the potential limitations of the safe spaces approach 
is the ability to scale up to reach a large number of girls in a particular 
country. However, there are several examples of successful expansion 
of safe spaces programs. For example, through the Sahel Women’s 
Empowerment and Demographic Dividend program, safe spaces are being 
implemented in nine countries and have reached more than 1 million girls.

Scaling Up a Safe Spaces Program Requires Careful 
Consideration of Related Issues

Those looking to expand a safe spaces program should think about how to 
address the following challenges related to scale:

•	 Although cost per beneficiary varies greatly depending on a program’s 
scope, range of services offered via the safe spaces platform, and specific 
local markets, it is usually in a range between $50 and $300 (with the costs 
for most programs concentrated in the range of $100 to $200, including 
costs related to mentors, training, logistics, and other operational needs). 

•	 Scale-up may be further limited by implementing capacity—a lack of 
adequately staffed and sufficiently organized implementers to operate at 
large scale. 

•	 A lack of qualified mentors in any given location might also be a challenge. 
Cascading training or leveraging the most promising graduates from safe 
spaces as new mentors should be considered.

•	 When similar programs operate disjointedly, it leads to inefficiencies, 
duplicated efforts, and difficulties in aligning goals, hindering effective 
scale-up.

•	 Finally, when a program is trying to embed within a national system, 
those involved in the effort must keep in mind that adolescent girls are 
often not accorded a high priority in national development strategies, nor 
is it always clear which ministry or authority governs the national agenda 
on adolescent girls.
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Successful scale-up should solve these challenges, typically by promoting 
partnerships among governments (for funding and policy support), 
nongovernmental organizations and community groups (for implementation 
and local engagement), and the private sector (including tech firms for 
digital access). Embedding a program within government infrastructure 
(for example, community health systems and schools) and having an 
intraministerial body, with one clear lead, that drives the agenda is pivotal 
to leverage government systems and public services’ structures, promote 
coordination between implementers and programs, abate costs, and achieve 
widespread scale. For example, if a program is embedded within a country’s 
ministry of health, community-level health volunteers may be able to 
facilitate safe spaces. In some cases, pursuing expansion at the subnational 
level may be promising, depending on the system of federalization 
in a particular country. In these cases, there are still critical roles for 
nongovernmental organizations to play in training and monitoring at the 
local level or in piloting and evaluating innovative features.

Annex S3A. Resources Relating to Girls’ Groups

Useful resources on safe spaces implementation guidance include the 
following:

•	 “Building Girls’ Protective Assets: A Collection of   Tools for Program 
Design” (Population Council) is a collection of tools and exercises that 
enable those who design and implement programs for adolescent girls to 
integrate a “protective asset-building approach” into programming. 
Designed primarily for program staff and facilitators who are responsible 
for planning girl-centered programming, this tool kit follows a logical, 
stepwise approach to intentionally designing programs responsive to 
diverse realities. The collection includes multiple participatory activities to 
be conducted with girls, for example, the Ascertaining Sexual 
Relationship Types Tool. This tool is used within an established group to 
build girls’ and program staff ’s understanding of whom girls in the 
community have sex with and the reasons for different relationships, 
through a guided exercise on how and why girls have sex with different 
types of people. The collection of tools is intended for implementers who 
are committed to extending their programs to reach the excluded 
subpopulations of girls and young women and helps programmers 
translate evidence into practice by focusing on strategies and programs 
that have been effective in reducing girls’ risk and broadening their 
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opportunities. The tool kit is available online in English, French, and 
Spanish at http://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments​
_sbsr-pgy/559.

•	 “The Girl Roster: A Practical Tool for Strengthening Girl-Centered 
Programming” (Population Council) is a digital information collection 
tool that can help program staff and practitioners understand who the 
girls and young women in their communities are and where they work, 
using a door-to-door mobile-phone-based questionnaire. Adult 
responses to a short series of nonsensitive questions shed light on the full 
universe of girls and young women, and this information is used to link 
girls and women to essential resources and services. Seeing the full reality 
of girls’ lives within program areas can inform program design or 
modification to best serve them, especially those who are most likely to 
be excluded from programming without dedicated efforts to reach them. 
This tool kit has been used by 100 organizations in more than 
35 countries and is available online in 15 languages, including Arabic, 
French, Hindi, Swahili, and Spanish at http://knowledgecommons​
.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/468.

•	 “Making the Most of Mentors: Recruitment, Training, and Support of 
Mentors for Adolescent Girl Programming—Toolkit” (Population 
Council) provides resources to support different aspects of group-based 
programming for adolescents that has a particular emphasis on mentoring. 
Filled with materials that can be adapted to fit the needs of different 
programs, this tool kit is designed to be practical and user-friendly for 
program planners, practitioners, mentor trainers, and mentors themselves. 
Information on topics ranging from job descriptions to monitoring is 
divided into four main categories—activities, case studies, guides, and 
tools—and identifies whether program planners, mentor supervisors, or 
mentors are the primary audience This tool kit is available online at http://
knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/630.

•	 “More Than a Backdrop: Understanding the Role of Communities in 
Programming—Action Guide” (Population Council) highlights the 
important role communities play in girl-centered programming and the 
critical need to understand local communities to increase the chances of 
program success. With five key questions and tips on how to find the 
answers, this tool kit establishes the community as a key participant in 
programming and seeks to strengthen girls’ programs by generating and 
using local information on community structures and resources in the 
program design. It is written for people who design, manage, and assess 
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community-based programming and is relevant to programs that engage 
girls through other channels, including schools. It can also be useful for 
community-based programming with boys and parents This tool kit is 
available online at http://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments​
_sbsr-pgy/629.

•	 “Building Assets Toolkit: Developing Positive Benchmarks for 
Adolescent Girls—Asset Cards” (Population Council) provides program 
implementers, policy makers, advocates, and adolescents themselves with 
everything they need to conduct the Population Council’s Building Assets 
Exercise, grappling with questions like, “By what age do girls need to know 
about sexual coercion?”  This exercise includes a series of steps to define 
commonsense programmatic targets that are grounded in girls’ realities, 
such as the information, skills, or physical assets (such as an ID card) girls 
need or demand in specific settings at specific ages. This information can 
help build and incorporate tailored content into girl-centered programming. 
First published in 2015, this tool kit is a living document, as it is perfected 
by users. The asset cards are available in English, French, Arabic, Spanish, 
Swahili, and Portuguese, and the Instruction Guide and Resource Manual 
for the tool kit is available online in English and French at http://
knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/642.

•	 “Adolescent Programming Toolkit Guidance and Tools for Adolescent 
Programming and Girls’ Empowerment in Crisis Settings” 
(Plan International) promotes adolescent-responsive programming, 
which is the intentional design and implementation of actions that meet 
the gender- and age-specific and diverse needs, priorities, and capacities 
identified by adolescents themselves, with special attention to girls and 
at-risk adolescents. The tool kit can be used in various crisis settings, 
ranging from rapid-onset emergencies to protracted crises and global 
pandemics. The guidance can be employed across a wide variety of settings 
and with diverse groups of adolescents globally and has been designed for 
practitioners working directly with and for adolescents in crisis settings. 
However, it can also be used by those working on emergency 
preparedness, business development, and humanitarian policy, advocacy, 
and research. The tool kit is available online at https://plan-international​
.org/publications/adolescent-programming-toolkit/.

•	 “I’m Here: Steps and Tools to Reach Adolescent Girls in Crisis” 
(Women’s Refugee Commission) is an approach that emerged from a 
comprehensive 2013 study involving a literature review and interviews 
with more than 100 practitioners. The study revealed a need for practical 
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guidance in translating commitments into actionable programs benefiting 
adolescent girls in crisis situations. In April 2014, the Women’s Refugee 
Commission tested a new methodology in South Sudan, which led to the 
creation of the “I’m Here Approach.” The framework established in this 
approach provides humanitarian actors with a series of steps and field 
tools designed to identify and reach the most vulnerable adolescent girls; 
ensure accountability for these girls’ safety, health, and well-being; and 
guide actions from the initial stages of crisis response onward. This 
resource is available online in English and other languages at https://www​
.womensrefugeecommission.org/research-resources/im-here-steps​
-tools-to-reach-adolescent-girls-in-crisis/.

•	 “The Girl Path” (EMpower) has as its purpose to identify obstacles that 
prevent girls from fully participating in youth programs and then to 
brainstorm ways that programs can remove, reduce, or otherwise address 
those barriers. “The Girl Path” is currently available in English, Spanish, 
Hindi, and Russian, with imagery options of girls from East and 
Southeast Asia, India, Latin America, Europe, and Africa. The Girl Path 
brochure provides instructions on implementing the tools it provides, and 
the Girl Path icons can be clipped for use. The Girl Path resource is 
available online at https://empowerweb.org/assets/uploads/tools​
-resources/422/the_girl​_path_2019_english.pdf.

Notes

1.	 A robust monitoring and evaluation system, possibly implemented through a 
digital platform, improves the quality of mentors’ supervision.

2.	 Please refer to the resources profiled in annex S3A for more information on how 
best to empower mentors.
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Key Messages

•	 Significant evidence gaps persist, limiting understanding of effective 
strategies to enhance girls’ agency, access to resources, and labor market 
outcomes across diverse contexts and girls’ profiles. 

•	 Despite their associated costs, which constrain their scalability, 
comprehensive economic empowerment initiatives that combine vocational 
or business training with additional interventions such as grants, on-the-job 
training, and mentoring have demonstrated effectiveness or promise in 
increasing various dimensions of girls’ empowerment beyond education and 
health. 

•	 Providing in-kind support for schooling, such as uniforms or bicycles, 
shows effectiveness in increasing girls’ agency and promise for improving 
other aspects of girls’ empowerment, but more research is needed on the 
effects of other education interventions on girls’ empowerment.

•	 Emerging evidence from Africa and other regions suggests that 
interventions expanding employment opportunities for women, providing 
information on the return to education and training, and engaging boys, 
parents, and communities to transform restrictive gender norms could play 
an important role in empowering girls, but here also, more research is 
needed.

•	 Popular interventions like cash transfers, girls’ groups, and financial 
inclusion programs yield mixed impacts on girls’ empowerment, with their 
effects often dependent on program design, implementation quality, and 
context. Adapting these interventions to better serve girls’ needs and 
evaluating them over longer time horizons could help enhance their impacts 
and cost-effectiveness at scale.

CHAPTER 4

What Do We Know about 
Enhancing Economic Success 
among Adolescent Girls in 
Africa?
Wei Chang, Estelle Koussoubé, and Clémence Pougue Biyong, 
with contributions from Kehinde Ajayi and Chiara Pasquini

A reproducibility package is available for this book in the Reproducible Research 
Repository at https://reproducibility.worldbank.org.

https://reproducibility.worldbank.org�


Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls in Africa160

Expanding Efforts Beyond Human Capital Fundamentals Is 
Key to Empowering Adolescent Girls

To empower adolescent girls to realize their potential and thrive in adulthood, 
it is imperative to expand the scope of efforts beyond those that merely 
establish human capital fundamentals. Although enhancing girls’ human capital 
fundamentals is crucial, it alone does not guarantee a successful transition into 
productive employment or a significant reduction in gender gaps in economic 
achievement during adulthood. A number of other factors come into play, 
including marriage, childbearing, prevailing gender roles, and norms related 
to women’s employment and household dynamics (Carvalho and Evans 2022; 
Elder and Kring 2016; Klasen 2019). Box 4.1 provides examples of traditional 
approaches in African societies that have historically supported adolescent girls’ 
transition to economic success. These examples illustrate how some cultures 
have addressed the factors related to this transition.

BOX 4.1  �Examples of Traditional Approaches for Building Pathways to Economic Success 

for Adolescent Girls in Africa

Many African societies have historically adopted practices to ensure the economic well-being of 

adolescent girls as they transitioned to adulthood. These practices were designed to build social 

cohesion, stimulate agency, equip adolescent girls with resources, and facilitate girls’ economic 

achievements. Some examples of traditional practices from Yoruba culture can serve as an 

illustration.

	• Age-set systems. The practice of organizing young people into age groups around the time 

of adolescence provided a platform for Yorubas to cultivate educational training and to nurture 

social capital (Williams and Ogunkoya 2021). Age groups served economic, social, religious, and 

recreational functions in communities, endowing adolescent girls with a core social unit as they 

entered adulthood.

	• Inheritance. Adolescent Yoruba girls retained the right to inherit property from their family of birth 

(equal to their male siblings), providing them with lifelong access to their families’ resources as a 

means of production, along with social identity and support (Oyěwùmí 1997, 50).

	• Accumulated wealth. Yoruba mothers often accumulated a large wardrobe of expensive woven cloth 

to give their adolescent daughters an asset stock as they entered adulthood (Oyěwùmí 1997, 56).

	• Professional occupations. Specialized professions and crafts were passed through family lineages, 

so adolescent Yoruba girls were positioned to acquire the necessary materials and skills to earn a 

living by pursuing their family’s occupation (Oyěwùmí 1997, 68–71).

	• Esusu savings cooperatives. Adolescent Yoruba girls could begin building savings through Esusu 

savings cooperatives: groups of people who pooled their resources in a rotating savings scheme. 

These cooperatives built social capital among members and encouraged financial inclusion and 

capital accumulation.
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Opening the path toward success for adolescent girls involves providing them 
with enabling resources such as financial, digital, and social capital; fostering 
agency among them; and creating an environment conducive to supporting 
their economic achievements. Following the framework for adolescent 
girls’ empowerment outlined in chapter 1, this chapter critically examines 
the existing evidence on adolescent girls’ empowerment. It focuses on 
adolescent girls’ outcomes related to resources (for example, knowledge and 
skills, financial capital, and social capital), agency (for example, aspirations, 
gender attitudes, and self-efficacy), and labor market outcomes (for example, 
employment, employment quality, and income). Table 4.1 provides a 
summary of the evidence and gaps, and annex 4A offers details on the 
criteria used to rate the strength of the evidence and a detailed mapping of 
the evidence for each category of intervention and domain of empowerment 
outcomes in the conceptual framework.

TABLE 4.1  �Evidence Reveals Varying Degrees of Effectiveness of Interventions Aimed at Enhancing 

Adolescent Girls’ Economic Success

Intervention category Degree of effectiveness in enhancing 
adolescent girls’ economic success

In-kind transfers for schooling Effective

Comprehensive economic empowerment programs Effective

School fee reduction or elimination Promising

School feeding Promising

Employment opportunities for women Promising

Engaging boys, parents, and community Promising

Information on return to education or training Promising

Cash transfers Mixed

Girls’ group empowerment programs Mixed

Other life skills training and mentoring and 

empowerment programs Mixed

Financial inclusion programs Mixed

Traditional vocational and business skills training Mixed

Improving quality of instruction Unknown

Child marriage ban Unknown

Educational entertainment programs Unknown

Health services Unknown

Inheritance law reform Unknown

School construction Unknown

Sexual and reproductive health education Unknown

Source: Original table for this report.
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The chapter’s goal is to illuminate current understanding, identify effective 
interventions—both policies and programs—and highlight areas in 
which knowledge gaps persist. It is organized into three sections. The first 
section reviews interventions with strong, well-documented evidence of 
effectiveness specifically within the African context. The second section 
explores interventions that have shown promising results in Africa or have 
demonstrated potential effectiveness in other regions, though the evidence 
from Africa remains limited. The final section discusses interventions with 
mixed results; although their effectiveness is not conclusively proven, they 
offer valuable insights and may benefit from further adaptation or refinement 
to suit the African context.

Evidence Reveals Effective Strategies for Empowering 
Adolescent Girls

Although none of the interventions reviewed show universal effectiveness 
across all dimensions and outcomes explored in this chapter, certain 
categories of interventions have demonstrated efficacy or promise in 
improving one or more dimensions of adolescent girls’ empowerment. This 
section highlights interventions that have proven effective in enhancing at 
least one dimension of empowerment, without exhibiting negative or mixed 
impacts on other dimensions of empowerment studied.

Comprehensive Economic Empowerment Programs Effectively Increase 

Girls’ Financial Capital and Improve Their Labor Market Outcomes

Comprehensive economic empowerment programs integrate business 
or vocational skills training with grants, on-the-job training, continuous 
mentorship, or some combination of the three. Evidence from Kenya, 
Liberia, and Zimbabwe suggests that these multicomponent programs are 
effective in improving financial capital and labor market outcomes, but their 
scalability may be hindered by their relatively high costs. For instance, the 
Empowerment of Adolescent Girls and Young Women program in Liberia 
provided six months of technical and life skills training in a classroom setting 
followed by six months of support aimed at helping participants secure wage 
employment or launch their own business. Six months after the classroom 
training, participants had increased savings, higher rates of employment, 
more earnings, and greater control over their incomes. However, it would 
take 3 to 12 years of sustained income for participants to fully recoup the 
costs of the program, posing challenges to the program’s scalability (Adoho 
et al. 2014). A similar program in Kenya that provided three-month 
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classroom-based technical training combined with a three-month internship 
resulted in greater savings, employment, and earnings for female participants, 
but researchers cautioned against drawing definitive conclusions owing to 
significant attrition observed at the end-of-program survey (Honorati 2015).

Comprehensive economic empowerment programs that target out-of-school 
girls often incorporate additional program elements to address the unique 
challenges faced by the most vulnerable adolescent girls. For instance, a 
“microfranchising” program in Kenya offered vocational and life skills 
training, together with start-up capital and ongoing business mentoring, to 
young women from Nairobi’s poorest neighborhoods. The program led to 
large increases in earnings initially, with the increases driven by a shift from 
paid work to self-employment, but this impact dissipated in the second 
year following the program (Brudevold-Newman et al. 2023). Similarly, a 
program in Zimbabwe aimed at adolescent female orphans offered vocational 
training, life skills training, reproductive health services, grants, and guidance 
counseling. This comprehensive approach was effective in increasing income 
compared with solely offering life skills training and reproductive health 
services (Dunbar et al. 2014). 

In-Kind Transfers for Schooling Increase Girls’ Agency and Labor 

Market Success

In-kind transfers for schooling, including scholarships and the provision 
of school supplies such as textbooks, uniforms, or bicycles to ride to 
schools, have shown effectiveness in improving various dimensions of girls’ 
empowerment, particularly girls’ agency and labor market outcomes. For 
instance, a program in Zimbabwe that provided school fees, uniforms, and 
dedicated support from school staff to orphan girls in primary schools 
resulted in higher expectations regarding the completion of secondary 
and tertiary education. It also fostered more equitable gender attitudes 
(Hallfors et al. 2011).

Fiala et al. (2022) investigate the effects of a program in Zambia promoting 
girls’ school attendance and commuting safety, which provided bicycles to 
in-school girls, conditional on their school attendance. The bicycles were 
provided either free of charge to the girls’ parents or after a small up-front 
payment at the time of receiving the bicycle. The study reveals that the 
intervention improved the girls’ locus of control, control over relevant 
domains of their lives, prosociality, and self-image, regardless of whether 
parents were required to pay a fee for the bicycle. However, the intervention 
led to increased aspirations among girls, increased desired age of marriage, 
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and decreased desired fertility only when parents paid such a fee. The 
researchers suggest that up-front family payments signaled to girls their 
parents’ desire to increase their investment in the girls’ education and future.

Similar positive effects on girls’ empowerment have been found in 
other contexts, such as Ghana. There, the provision of secondary school 
scholarships covering high school expenses for rural students boosted girls’ 
aspirations for tertiary education. The scholarships also led to increases in 
digital capital, with female scholarship winners showing increased internet 
usage and media engagement. There were also gains in financial capital, with 
more female scholarship winners adopting bank accounts.

The scholarships also had positive impacts on girls’ long-term labor market 
outcomes. Female scholarship winners were more likely to obtain higher-
quality jobs, particularly in the public sector, and jobs with benefits. Although 
the scholarships did not lead to large overall increases in earnings, they 
did provide a protective effect for female winners during the COVID-19 
lockdowns, with girls’ earnings less negatively affected than those of the 
control group (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2021). 

Promising Approaches Are Emerging to Address Girls’ 
Empowerment Challenges

Increasing Employment Opportunities for Women May Aid in Adolescent 

Girls’ Empowerment

Given the growing size of the youth population in Africa as well as the 
structure of African labor markets (Bandiera et al. 2022), policies aimed 
at boosting employment opportunities on the continent are critical for its 
development prospects. Although general interventions, such as policies 
supporting highly skilled entrepreneurs, show promise for youth employment 
in Africa (Bandiera et al. 2022), understanding their potential impact on 
adolescent girls, especially those who are out of school or older, and tailoring 
these interventions to benefit girls is crucial. Although evidence on the effects 
on adolescent girls’ empowerment outcomes in Africa of policies providing 
employment opportunities to women is scarce, findings from South Asia 
suggest promise for policy making. For instance, Heath and Mushfiq 
Mobarak (2015) find that exposure to garment factories in Bangladesh 
increased adolescent girls’ and young women’s labor force participation, 
along with generating improvements in their human capital fundamentals. 
Similarly, Jensen (2012) reports increased professional aspirations and labor 
force participation among adolescent and young women in rural India when 
they are provided with access to employment opportunities in the business 
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process outsourcing industry, coupled with improvements in their human 
capital fundamentals.

Further research is needed to understand the potential impact of these 
interventions in the African context and to identify effective strategies for 
tailoring these interventions to benefit adolescent girls, particularly those 
who are out of school or older.

Providing Girls with Information on the Return to Education or Training 

May Change Their Labor Market Trajectories

The evidence on the effects of information on the return to education or 
vocational training in Africa is limited. Hicks et al. (2016) explore the 
impact of delivery of vocational education vouchers and information on 
labor market returns among out-of-school youth ages 17 to 28 in Kenya. 
They find that providing information on the return to vocational training 
seemed to address participants’ misperceptions about the benefits of such 
training, and led to an increase in young women preferring and enrolling in 
traditionally male-dominated trades. These findings are consistent with those 
from a study evaluating the effects of providing information on trade-specific 
earnings on women’s choice of trade in the Republic of Congo (Gassier, 
Rouanet, and Traore 2022). However, further research is needed to enable 
full understanding of the effects of providing information on the return 
to training on other aspects of girls’ and young women’s empowerment, 
including agency and long-term labor market outcomes. Additionally, 
research should explore the potential for integrating information on the 
return to education or training with other interventions, such as cash transfer 
programs or vocational training, to enhance their effectiveness.

Engaging Boys, Parents, and Community Can Increase Girls’ Sense of 

Agency and Improve Their Health Outcomes

Engaging key stakeholders within adolescent girls’ environments, such as 
parents, boys, and other community members, is a common complementary 
approach to girls’ empowerment programs (Temin and Heck 2020). 
However, there is limited evidence regarding the effectiveness of this 
strategy, as it is often implemented as part of a bundled intervention. 
Nevertheless, emerging evidence from Africa and other regions suggests 
promise, particularly when it comes to engaging boys. For instance, Shah 
et al. (2023) find that in Tanzania, engaging boys through a soccer-based 
program dealing with sexual and reproductive health education led not 
only to improvement in girls’ sexual and reproductive health outcomes, 



Pathways to Prosperity for Adolescent Girls in Africa166

but also to increases in their sense of agency, as well as a reduction in their 
likelihood of experiencing intimate-partner violence. These improvements 
in girl’s empowerment outcomes were found to be driven by changes 
in boys’ attitudes regarding violence. Similarly, Boulhane et al. (2024) 
find that in Côte d’Ivoire, combining a girls’ group intervention with an 
intervention targeting boys and men to equip them with life skills and 
knowledge regarding sexual and reproductive health, along with information 
on girls’ and women’s rights, resulted in enhanced socioemotional skills 
among girls, as well as positive gender attitudes, improved decision-making 
capacities, and increased engagement in income-generating activities. 
Further engagement with religious and community leaders led to similar 
improvements in girls’ empowerment outcomes compared with the girls’ 
group intervention alone, suggesting the effectiveness of an integrated 
approach.

Despite the promising evidence on the effectiveness of engaging boys, 
parents, and the community in girls’ empowerment programs, there is a 
need for more research to enable understanding of the specific mechanisms 
through which these interventions affect girls’ outcomes. Future studies 
should examine the relative effectiveness of engaging different stakeholders 
(for example, boys, parents, and community leaders) and identify best 
practices for integrating engagement strategies for these different 
stakeholders into girls’ empowerment programs. Additionally, research 
should explore the potential for unintended consequences or backlash effects 
when engaging boys, parents, and the community and develop strategies for 
mitigating the risk of these effects.

Reducing or Eliminating School Fees May Improve Girls’ 

Employment Outcomes

There is limited evidence regarding the broader impacts of interventions 
aimed at supporting girls’ education in Africa, such as school feeding 
programs, school construction, and school fee elimination, beyond education 
outcomes like enrollment and achievement. However, existing evidence 
on the impacts of school fee reduction or elimination, in particular, on 
employment outcomes is promising.

A notable study by Brudevold-Newman (2021) finds that Kenya’s 2008 
secondary education expansion program, which reduced school fees and 
increased school capacity, shifted young women’s employment away from 
agriculture and toward skilled work. Exposure to the program significantly 
increased the likelihood of skilled employment among girls and decreased 
their likelihood of agricultural employment.
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Another study by Chicoine (2021) on the elimination of primary school fees 
in Ethiopia provides additional insights into the effects on girls’ agency and 
labor market outcomes. The study finds that additional years of schooling 
resulting from the reform reduced women’s acceptance of domestic violence, 
suggesting an improvement in attitudes related to gender-based violence. 
Furthermore, the elimination of school fees positively affected women’s 
labor market outcomes, with each additional year of schooling increasing the 
likelihood of a woman working in a skilled or professional occupation. This 
increase in skilled employment appears to have been driven by a reduction in 
unskilled or agricultural work.

These findings suggest that school fee elimination can have lasting impacts 
on girls’ labor market prospects. However, there is still a need for more 
research assessing the effects of school fee elimination on other aspects 
of girls’ empowerment, such as agency and access to resources or skills. 
Further studies examining the long-term impacts of school fee elimination 
programs could provide valuable insights into the full potential of school fee 
elimination to enhance girls’ empowerment in Africa.

Insights from Mixed Evidence Point to Potential Areas for 
Further Exploration

Cash Transfers May Yield Positive Effects, but Context Is Key

Cash transfers are a prominent intervention examined in this review, with 
both conditional and unconditional programs aimed at supporting adolescent 
girls in various ways, such as advancing their education or targeting the 
most vulnerable households through financial assistance. However, evidence 
regarding the impact of such transfers on dimensions of adolescent girls’ 
empowerment beyond education shows mixed results.

For instance, the effects of cash transfers on savings, labor market skills, 
time allocation to income-generating activities, or participation in the 
labor market vary depending on the context, as well as implementation 
features, including the existence of conditionalities and the characteristics 
of the girls targeted (Asfaw et al. 2014; Baird, McIntosh, and Özler 2019; 
Brudevold-Newman et al. 2023; Kilburn et al. 2019; Palermo, Prencipe, 
and Kajula 2021). Nonetheless, promising findings suggest that cash 
transfers may contribute to enhancing adolescent girls’ autonomy, as 
evidenced by girls’ increased control over resources (Baird et al. 2016) 
and a higher likelihood of their being self-employed (Brudevold-Newman 
et al. 2023).
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To increase the effectiveness of cash transfers in empowering adolescent 
girls, it is crucial to design cash transfer programs with girls’ needs in 
mind. A recent review by Cirillo, Palermo, and Viola (2021) outlines 
several strategies throughout a program cycle for making social-protection 
programs—including cash transfers—sensitive to the needs of adolescent 
girls, enhancing their impacts on girls’ well-being. According to the review, 
targeting strategies can play a key role in ensuring adolescent girls are 
included. For example, targeting strategies that focus on specific age groups 
and adjusting age thresholds when needed can be effective. Moreover, 
incorporating conditionalities relevant to girls, such as school attendance, 
health checkups, and participation in life skills or vocational training, 
can address their specific circumstances. However, these conditionalities 
should be balanced to avoid adding stress for adolescents or imposing 
responsibility on them. Additionally, considering adolescent girls the direct 
recipients of the transfers can empower them by giving them control over 
the resources, though this must be carefully managed to avoid household 
tensions. Complementary programming, including mentoring and life skills 
training, as well as links to health and social services can further address 
the multifaceted needs of adolescent girls, supporting a successful transition 
to adulthood.

The mixed evidence on the impact of cash transfers on adolescent 
girls’ empowerment highlights the need for further research to enable 
understanding of the specific mechanisms through which these programs 
can enhance girls’ outcomes, including agency and labor market outcomes. 
Future studies should examine the relative effectiveness of different 
targeting strategies, conditionalities, and complementary programming. 
Additionally, research should explore the potential for unintended 
consequences or backlash effects when cash transfers are provided 
directly to adolescent girls, their households, or both and should develop 
strategies for mitigating these risks (Cirillo, Palermo, and Viola 2021; 
see also box 4.2).

BOX 4.2  �Potential Unintended Effects

Empowerment programs have yielded unintended effects on girls’ outcomes, 

highlighting the importance of improved monitoring during program 

implementation. These unintended effects include increases in fertility rates 

and in the experience of gender-based violence.

(continued)



WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT ENHANCING ECONOMIC SUCCESS AMONG ADOLESCENT GIRLS  IN  AFRICA? 169

Increased fertility

In Tanzania, an after-school program addressing reproductive health, healthy 

relationships, and gender-based violence inadvertently led to earlier initiation 

of relationships among participants. This premature onset of relationships 

subsequently resulted in elevated fertility rates among the girls. The 

researchers attributed this trend to societal pressures on girls to conceive 

once they enter a relationship (Berge et al. 2022). 

Rise in gender-based violence

Research conducted in low-income areas of Kampala, Uganda, unveiled 

an unintended outcome of providing savings accounts to adolescent girls 

without the implementation of accompanying safe spaces programs focused 

on reproductive health and financial education. Although the savings 

accounts effectively boosted adolescent girls’ savings, when provided alone, 

these savings accounts also led to a higher likelihood of girls experiencing 

unwanted sexual contact and harassment from men. This highlights the 

importance of reinforcing social assets, such as social networks, as well as 

providing reproductive health knowledge in conjunction with economic asset-

building initiatives to protect vulnerable girls against the risk of sexual violence 

(Austrian and Muthengi 2014).

The Design of Girls’ Group Empowerment Programs Determines  

Their Success 

Girls’ group empowerment programs are a well-studied approach for delivering 
life skills training, mentoring, and empowerment interventions. As noted in 
chapter 3, these programs are typically implemented in community settings 
outside schools, using designated safe spaces. Girls’ group programs can take 
various forms, incorporating elements such as life skills training, financial 
education, health training, and more. Although the diversity in the design of 
these programs makes it challenging to draw clear conclusions regarding their 
effects, some key insights have emerged that can inform future programs.

First, girls’ groups allow adolescent girls to build their knowledge and skills, 
as well as enlarge and diversify their social networks (Austrian et al. 2020; 
Bandiera et al. 2019; Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017; Cohen, Abubakar, and 
Perlman 2023; Stark et al. 2018). These groups facilitate discussions ranging 
from personal matters to career-oriented topics, fostering personal and 
professional bonds with both role models and peers. 

BOX 4.2  �Potential Unintended Effects (continued)
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Moreover, girls’ group programs, especially those combining life skills 
training and reproductive health knowledge with additional components such 
as financial education, business training, or vocational skills training, have 
been shown to increase girls’ financial skills and knowledge, as well as saving 
behaviors (Austrian et al. 2020; Austrian et al. 2021; Buehren, Chakravarty, 
et al. 2017; Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017; Cohen, Abubakar, and Perlman 
2023; Özler et al. 2020). 

However, although girls’ groups have demonstrated positive impacts on 
girls’ attitudes toward gender roles and self-efficacy in some contexts, results 
have been inconsistent across studies. For example, girls’ groups have proven 
effective at changing adolescent girls’ gender attitudes (Bandiera et al. 2020; 
Boulhane et al. 2024; Özler et al. 2020) and fostering adolescents’ sense of 
agency, as captured by indicators of self-efficacy and self-perception (Austrian 
et al. 2020; Cohen, Abubakar, and Perlman 2023) and socioemotional skills 
(Boulhane et al. 2024). Yet other evaluations have shown no impacts on these 
same outcomes (for example, Austrian et al. 2020). 

Additionally, girls’ groups have shown mixed impacts on other outcomes 
for adolescent girls, including decision-making and employment outcomes 
(for example, Boulhane et al. 2024; Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017; and 
Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017). However, they also show promise in regard 
to improving girls’ time use, despite a limited number of studies reporting 
results on time use outcomes. For instance, Bandiera et al. (2019) report 
that in Sierra Leone, the Empowerment and Livelihood for Adolescents 
(ELA) girls’ group program provided girls with an alternative use of their 
time as opposed to socializing with men, which also resulted in other positive 
empowerment outcomes. 

Implementation lessons also emerge. First, including a specific focus on or 
content regarding the outcomes targeted by a particular intervention, be 
it life skills training or vocational training, matters for its impact. Second, 
implementation quality seems to matter, especially when these types of 
interventions are scaled up. For instance, evaluating the same program as 
Bandiera et al. (2020) but in Tanzania, Buehren, Goldstein, et al. (2017) find 
that the program had no impacts on girls’ outcomes, which they attributed to 
low implementation quality in the Tanzanian context.

Finally, context plays a crucial role, with rural versus urban settings and 
conflict or disruptions influencing program impacts. For instance, results 
from the evaluation of the Adolescent Girls Initiative–Kenya show that 
the program had different impacts in rural and urban areas (Austrian 
et al. 2020). Similarly, studies conducted in Sierra Leone (Bandiera et al. 
2019) and South Sudan (Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017) show that the 
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impact of ELA girls’ clubs is influenced by the insecurity and vulnerability 
experienced by adolescents in conflict-affected regions and epidemics at the 
time of the studies.

Other Life Skills, Mentoring, and Empowerment Programs Provide Girls 

with Practical Skills but Demonstrate Mixed Results in Other Areas

Other life skills, mentoring, and empowerment programs, including sexual 
and reproductive health education, are designed to equip girls with practical 
skills, tailored to the objectives of each initiative. Delivered outside of girls’ 
group platforms, these programs provide access to practical resources for 
informed decision-making. Like girls’ groups, they have shown effectiveness 
in enhancing girls’ knowledge and skills. However, their impact on outcomes 
such as social capital, goal setting, sense of agency, and labor market 
outcomes varies.

For instance, the Marriage: No Child’s Play project implemented by the 
More than Brides Alliance demonstrated increases (in India, Malawi, Mali, 
and Niger) in girls’ knowledge about the legal age of marriage (Melnikas et al. 
2021). Similarly, the IMpower program, focused on self-defense training, 
increased girls’ self-defense knowledge in Kenya and Malawi (Decker et al. 
2018). 

Regarding the effects of these interventions on social capital, the existing 
evidence, though limited, suggests no impact in the context of the Marriage: 
No Child’s Play project in Malawi, Mali, or Niger, as measured by girls’ 
involvement in clubs or groups (Melnikas et al. 2021). Further research is 
needed to enable full understanding of the impacts of these interventions.

The impacts of life skills training on goal setting and sense of agency appear 
mixed, varying across contexts, whereas emerging evidence of the effects 
of such training on autonomy is promising. For instance, in Somalia, the 
Choices program, aimed at promoting equitable gender attitudes and 
behaviors among adolescents, led to positive shifts in attitudes and increased 
educational aspirations (Brar et al. 2023). Similarly, in the context of the 
ELA program in Tanzania, Shah et al. (2023) evaluate the effect of a goal-
setting intervention aimed at improving girls’ sexual and reproductive 
health outcomes through the adoption of safe behaviors. They find that the 
intervention helped girls set concrete strategies to improve their health, 
achieve their desired results, and increase their control over their sexual 
health. However, not all programs show such positive results. The Marriage: 
No Child’s Play project showed divergent results in this regard across 
Malawi, Mali, and Niger, with gender-equitable attitudes worsening in 
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Malawi and Mali, whereas no discernible impact was observed in Niger 
(Melnikas et al. 2021).

When it comes to the effects of life skills programs on girls’ labor market 
outcomes, they have generally shown minimal impact (Berge et al. 2022; 
Honorati 2015; Melnikas et al. 2021).

Financial Inclusion Programs Have Had a Mixed Degree of Success

Financial inclusion programs, which provide savings accounts, financial 
literacy training, or both, have demonstrated mixed effects on knowledge and 
behaviors, with research mainly focusing on highly marginalized adolescent 
girls (Austrian and Muthengi 2014; Austrian et al. 2021; Burke et al. 2020; 
Ssewamala et al. 2010). For example, in South Africa, a financial education 
program that covered budgeting and savings options for orphans and 
children affected by HIV or AIDS increased girls’ participation in savings 
groups and their intention to save for education, although it did not increase 
financial knowledge or raise savings amounts (Burke et al. 2020). Financial 
inclusion programs seem to benefit boys and girls equally, as shown in a 
program that offered matched savings accounts for AIDS orphans in Uganda 
(Ssewamala et al. 2010). 

However, there is little evidence on the impact of financial inclusion 
programs in nonfinancial domains, such as agency, or their effects on longer-
term economic achievement. Notably, two studies of girls’ empowerment 
groups examine the impact of bundling financial inclusion programs with 
girls’ groups programs, providing suggestive evidence that multicomponent 
programs may have additional benefits or protective effects (Austrian and 
Muthengi 2014; Austrian et al. 2021). As part of the Adolescent Girls’ 
Initiative–Kenya, researchers studied the impact of adding a wealth creation 
component to a safe spaces program that encompassed violence prevention, 
conditional cash transfers, and health education. Two years after the 
intervention, the wealth creation component, which consisted of financial 
education, piggy banks or savings accounts, and a small cash incentive, had 
sustained positive effects on saving behaviors among both rural and urban 
participants, but effects on financial literacy and household wealth were 
observed only among urban participants (Austrian et al. 2021). Similarly, in 
Uganda, providing savings accounts to adolescent girls increased their savings 
amounts and financial assets (Austrian and Muthengi 2014). However, 
girls who received only savings accounts, compared with those who also 
participated in safe spaces groups that targeted health knowledge and social 
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assets, were at greater risk of sexual violence, which indicates that solely 
boosting financial assets may increase certain vulnerabilities for girls in this 
context (Austrian and Muthengi 2014; see also box 4.2). Complementary 
programming could provide protective measures against potential backlashes, 
which aligns with recent findings from a review on financial inclusion 
programs’ impact on young women’s well-being (Deshpande and Koning 
2023). Although evidence on financial inclusion programs for adolescent girls 
is still emerging, insights from research on adult women’s financial inclusion 
may offer valuable lessons for designing effective interventions for adolescent 
girls (box 4.3).

BOX 4.3  �Lessons from Promoting Women’s Financial Inclusion

Although the existing evidence on the impact of promoting financial inclusion 

among adolescent girls is limited, there is a more substantial body of research 

focusing on young and older women.

Evidence from research involving adult women suggests that increased 

privacy of savings accounts or cash transfers may increase the effectiveness 

of these interventions for adolescent girls. For instance, in a laboratory 

experiment in rural Kenya, it was shown that women are willing to forgo 

investment returns to keep their income hidden (Jakiela and Ozier 2016). This 

preference for income privacy suggests that women expect that their income 

will be “taxed” by their family members or relatives, a phenomenon often 

referred to as “kin taxation” in the economic literature. Such expectations can 

significantly influence financial decision-making and saving behavior. Similarly, 

a study among factory workers in Côte d’Ivoire demonstrated the potential 

benefits of private savings accounts. Workers who were provided with private 

savings accounts were more inclined to use them, compared with those with 

access to standard, nonprivate savings accounts. Providing private accounts 

not only increased account use but also led to improved worker attendance 

and higher earnings, compared with both workers without any account and 

workers with standard, nonprivate accounts (Carranza et al. 2022).

Taken together, these studies suggest that savings technologies that provide 

privacy (such as digital financial services) may increase adolescent girls’ 

control over their financial resources. However, it is important to tailor such 

services to the specific needs of adolescent girls, considering the potential 

necessity of parental supervision for safety reasons.
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Training in Traditional Vocational and Business Skills May Have 

Positive Impacts

Programs providing training in traditional vocational and business skills aim 
to equip participants with the essential “hard skills” or business practices 
needed for a successful transition to the labor market. Unlike comprehensive 
economic empowerment programs, these initiatives typically involve 
classroom-based sessions without on-the-job training or ongoing business 
mentoring. Such skills training interventions can be implemented within 
formal educational settings or tailored for those not following a traditional 
academic path.

Whereas there is a growing body of rigorous evidence on the effects of 
vocational and business training in low- and middle-income countries, 
including African countries (McKenzie 2021; McKenzie et al. 2023), 
there is a lack of evidence specifically on the impact of these trainings in 
the African context when they target older adolescent girls. Among the 
few existing studies, an evaluation of entrepreneurship training targeted at 
unmarried girls in secondary schools in Tanzania revealed positive impacts 
across multiple domains of empowerment, including enhanced business 
knowledge and more gender-equitable attitudes, leading to significant gains 
in long-term self-employment and income observed three to four years after 
the intervention (Berge et al. 2022), regardless of whether the training was 
coupled with reproductive health education. Conversely, in Kenya, providing 
vouchers for vocational training to out-of-school youths had limited effects 
on employment or earnings, although offering information on the return to 
vocational education prompted more women to enroll in training programs 
focused on traditionally male-dominated trades (Hicks et al. 2016).

Because of a lack of robust evidence, the efficacy of such skills training 
programs in improving adolescent girls’ empowerment outcomes remains 
uncertain. However, it’s worth noting that broader evidence on the 
effectiveness of these training programs in low- and middle-income 
countries suggests limited impacts on employment and earnings: the 
primary empowerment dimensions these initiatives were expected to affect 
(McKenzie 2021; McKenzie et al. 2023). Although emerging evidence 
suggests some innovative approaches—such as psychology-based training 
in business, as well as more tailored job training policies that consider the 
characteristics and needs of both employers and beneficiaries (Carranza and 
McKenzie 2024; McKenzie et al. 2023)—are promising, it remains an open 
question how these approaches can be adapted, including which additional 
interventions are necessary, to benefit older out-of-school adolescent girls 
in particular.
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Promising Avenues, as Well as Substantial Knowledge Gaps, 
Shape Considerations for Future Directions

This narrative review has highlighted significant knowledge gaps in 
interventions aimed at enhancing girls’ economic success while also 
underscoring promising avenues for policy actions. The review finds that a 
number of interventions have shown effectiveness or promise in improving 
girls’ empowerment outcomes beyond health and education, including 
comprehensive economic empowerment programs; in-kind transfers 
for schooling; providing employment opportunities to women; offering 
information on the return to education or training; engaging boys, parents, 
and the community; and school fee reduction or elimination. However, the 
review emphasizes that there is no one-size-fits-all solution, as no single 
intervention category has consistently demonstrated success across all 
dimensions of girls’ empowerment. This underscores the multiple challenges 
girls encounter and emphasizes that programs must be deliberate about 
their specific goals within the realm of empowerment. It is important to 
recognize that improvements in one dimension of empowerment may not 
always translate into improvements in other dimensions, as also highlighted 
in spotlight 2.

Despite the extensive body of evidence assessing programs designed to 
empower adolescent girls in Africa, certain crucial dimensions have been 
consistently overlooked. Although many indicators related to resources and 
agency are widely studied, other outcomes of the framework for adolescent 
girls’ empowerment used in this report are rarely measured or reported 
in studies. These include outcomes such as control over time allocation, 
decision-making, and access to digital assets. Moreover, whereas changing 
the context at the institutional or macro level might be beyond the scope 
of any single program, several programs, including girls’ groups and other 
empowerment programs, have the potential to shift household dynamics and 
social norms, provided there is an intentional component aimed at creating 
an enabling environment, such as engaging the girls’ entourages in their 
communities. However, few studies have reported outcomes beyond those 
observed in respect to the girls themselves. There is also a need for long-term 
follow-up data to measure programs’ impact on labor market outcomes in 
adulthood and deepen understanding of the sustained implications of these 
programs for the economic trajectory of adolescent girls.

Additionally, evidence from large-scale programs is also critically needed. 
This is particularly important for multicomponent interventions that require 
significant coordination among stakeholders to ensure quality and effective 
implementation. Such programs can be challenging to scale up on account of 
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the complexity involved in maintaining consistent standards across different 
contexts. Therefore, robust evidence from large-scale implementations will be 
essential to enable understanding of how these multicomponent interventions 
can be feasibly scaled up while maintaining their effectiveness.

Moreover, studies often lack detailed insights into how interventions can 
be tailored to girls’ diverse backgrounds and profiles (annex 4A). Whereas 
some programs aim to address the needs of girls within or outside the school 
environment, very few programs are designed specifically for married girls or 
those with children (Edmeades, Lantos, and Mekuria 2016). Similarly, there 
is often a lack of analysis on heterogeneous intervention effects based on girls’ 
characteristics even in regard to indicators that have been widely studied. 
Future research that considers, in intervention design and impact evaluation, 
the unique needs of adolescent girls at various stages of life would offer 
valuable insights for the scale-up of effective policies and programs.

Finally, although some studies do report the costs associated with the 
interventions they examine, this remains the exception rather than the norm 
among the studies reviewed in this chapter. In addition to evaluation of the 
effectiveness of specific programs, cost-effectiveness analysis is essential for 
informed policy making, particularly when considering scaling up programs 
in contexts in which resources are limited. However, it is important to 
recognize that cost-effectiveness should not be overemphasized at the 
expense of other important considerations. Some interventions may have 
delayed benefits that are difficult to quantify or translate into monetary terms. 
These benefits, such as increasing girls’ agency, may not be fully captured in 
cost-effectiveness analysis but are just as important for girls’ empowerment 
as those that can be completely quantified. Therefore, although this report 
strongly urges implementers and researchers to collect and report cost-related 
information, it is essential to consider cost-effectiveness alongside other 
factors, such as the potential for long-term social impact and the broader 
benefits that may be harder to quantity or translate into monetary terms.

Annex 4A. Evidence Overview Methodology

Study Selection and Analysis

Chapter 3 and this chapter provide a comprehensive narrative review 
of the recent evidence on programs and policies designed to empower 
adolescent girls. Both chapters build on existing literature reviews, while 
also examining additional studies. Chapter 3 primarily draws upon studies 
from recent literature reviews of interventions to improve education and 
health outcomes (Bergstrom and Özler 2023; Evans and Yuan 2022; 
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Malhotra and Elnakib 2021; Meherali et al. 2021; Psaki et al. 2022). 
This chapter primarily draws upon studies from recent literature reviews 
focused on economic and financial empowerment (Deshpande and Koning 
2023; Emezue et al. 2021; Haberland et al. 2021; Temin and Heck 2020). 
Additionally, in both chapters, other relevant studies meeting the following 
inclusion criteria are included:

•	 They evaluate interventions targeting adolescent girls (ages 10 to 19) or 
interventions with broader target groups that present age- and sex-
disaggregated results.

•	 They evaluate interventions implemented in Sub-Saharan Africa.
•	 They report results on at least one of the outcomes in the adolescent girls’ 

empowerment framework introduced in chapter 1.
•	 They employ experimental or rigorous quasi-experimental methods that 

enable causal identification.
•	 They were published before March 2024. 

Studies that report only education or health outcomes, as part of the evidence 
on human capital fundamentals, are covered in chapter 3.

Assessing what works to support adolescent girls is challenging for several 
reasons (box 4A.1). Nonetheless, mapping of the evidence identifies a total 
of 19 distinct categories of interventions encompassing both policies and 
programs designed to address specific challenges faced by, and opportunities 
available to, adolescent girls in the African context (table 4A.1).1 Rather 
than a formal meta-analysis, the goal is to provide concise yet nuanced 
takeaways, delineating effective strategies and areas requiring attention for 
policy audiences. Additionally, gaps in the literature are highlighted for 
future research.

BOX 4A.1  �Challenges in Assessing What Works to Support Adolescent Girls

Adolescent girls’ empowerment is multidimensional

Most reviews of evidence relating to adolescent girls’ empowerment focus on what works to 

improve a single outcome (for example, learning-adjusted years of schooling for educational 

interventions or income for economic empowerment) or assess the effects of a single type 

of intervention (for example, cash transfers). Understanding what works, in contrast, entails 

examining how multiple types of policies and interventions affect multiple outcomes (that is, 

human capital fundamentals, enabling resources, agency, context, and economic achievements). 

Interventions that have an impact on one component of adolescent girls’ empowerment may not 

(continued)
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be effective at addressing other components. To address this complexity, this report discusses 

interventions that affect human capital fundamentals in chapter 3 and then interventions that affect 

the remaining components of adolescent girls’ empowerment in this chapter.

The time horizon of impacts is long

While some intervention outcomes are observed immediately, others take longer to emerge. For 

example, increases in school enrollment may be evident relatively quickly, whereas changes in 

agency may take years to become apparent. Understanding the long-term impacts of interventions 

in early adolescence is crucial, yet it is challenging without longitudinal data, which are currently 

lacking (Baird and Özler 2016).

Jurisdiction over adolescent girls’ outcomes differs by context 

The age of majority differs across contexts, in both customs and formal law, and by sector. For 

instance, the age at which adolescent girls can make independent decisions about their sexual and 

reproductive health without parental or spousal consent varies. Similarly, the legal age at which they 

can open a bank account differs. These variations pose challenges in standardizing interventions and 

policies across different contexts and complicate the assessment of their impacts.

Multisectoral approaches complicate assessment of impacts

Some issues concerning adolescent girls’ empowerment cut across multiple sectors, including 

education, health, social services, finance, labor, gender, and family affairs. A significant challenge 

in assessing interventions aimed at empowering adolescent girls is that many are bundled, 

incorporating components from several sectors. This report follows existing reviews and builds on 

existing classifications when available (for example, Bergstrom and Özler 2023; Evans, Mendez 

Acosta, and Yuan 2024). When these classifications are not available, the report categorizes 

interventions based on an assessment of their primary components. 

Cost-effectiveness is important but should not be overemphasized

Evaluating the cost-effectiveness of interventions is crucial for understanding their feasibility and 

scalability. Whereas some interventions may show immediate impacts, others may have delayed 

benefits. Additionally, whereas some benefits are easily quantifiable, others, especially those related 

to empowering girls, are difficult to quantify and may not be fully captured in cost-effectiveness 

analysis. Focusing solely on cost-effectiveness can result in researchers and policy makers 

overlooking significant social impacts and broader benefits that are harder to measure but equally 

important for girls’ empowerment. 

With these challenges in mind, this report examines what is known about how to address adolescent 

girls’ empowerment, highlighting outstanding questions and emerging solutions from reviewing the 

state of evidence.

BOX 4A.1  �Challenges in Assessing What Works to Support Adolescent Girls (continued)
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TABLE 4A.1  �Interventions to Empower Adolescent Girls in Africa Show Evidence of Varying Degrees of Effectiveness, and There Are Numerous 

Gaps

Intervention category Education Health Knowledge 
and skills

Financial 
capital

Physical 
and digital 

capital 

Social 
capital

Time Goal 
setting

Sense of 
agency

Autonomy Labor 
market 

outcomes

In-kind transfers for 

schooling
Effective Promising — — Promising — — Effective — — —

Comprehensive economic 

empowerment programs
— Mixed — Promising Promising — — — — Promising Effective

School fee reduction or 

elimination
Effective Promising — — — — — — — — Promising

School feeding Effective — — — — — Promising — — — —

Sexual and reproductive 

health education
— Effective — — — — — — — — —

Improving quality of 

instruction
Effective — — — — — — — — — —

Cash transfers Effective Mixed Mixed Effective Promising — Mixed — Mixed Promising No effect

Health services Mixed Effective — — — — — — — — —

Employment opportunities 

for women
— — — — — — — — — — —

Engaging boys, parents, 

and community
— Promising Promising — — — — — Promising Promising —

Information on return to 

education or training
— — — — — — — Mixed — — —

(continued)
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Intervention category Education Health Knowledge 
and skills

Financial 
capital

Physical 
and digital 

capital 

Social 
capital

Time Goal 
setting

Sense of 
agency

Autonomy Labor 
market 

outcomes

Child marriage ban — — — — — — — — — — —

Edutainment programs — Promising — — — — — — — — —

Inheritance law — — — — — — — — — — —

School construction Promising — — — — — — — — — —

Girls’ group empowerment 

programs 
Mixed Mixed Effective Effective — Effective Promising Mixed Mixed Mixed Mixed

Other life skills training 

and mentoring and 

empowerment programs

Mixed Mixed Effective Mixed — — — Mixed Mixed Promising Mixed

Financial inclusion 

programs
— — Promising Mixed — — — — — Mixed —

Traditional vocational and 

business skills training
— — — — — — — — — Mixed —

Source: Original table for this report.

Note: — = intervention has unknown effect or there is insufficient evidence to evaluate the effect.

TABLE 4A.1  �Interventions to Empower Adolescent Girls in Africa Show Evidence of Varying Degrees of Effectiveness, and There Are Numerous 

Gaps (continued)
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The strength of evidence regarding the effect of different intervention 
categories on specific indicators of empowerment is rated using the 
following criteria:

•	 Effective: at least three rigorous studies showing positive, statistically 
significant impacts of the intervention, supported by most of the studies.

•	 Promising: fewer than three rigorous studies showing positive, statistically 
significant effects of the intervention.

•	 Mixed: fewer than three-quarters of available rigorous studies showing 
statistically significant effects of the intervention in the same direction.

•	 No effect: at least two rigorous studies showing no statistically significant 
effect of the intervention.

•	 Unknown or little evidence: fewer than two rigorous studies investigating 
the intervention’s effect. 

In addition to synthesizing the vast body of research for policy audiences and 
highlighting the evidence gaps, chapters 3 and 4 contribute to the literature 
by highlighting what has been proven to be effective specifically in Africa. 
This focus on Africa is particularly valuable, as it addresses a notable gap in 
existing reviews. For instance, evidence on how to expand and enhance girls’ 
education in low- and middle-income countries has grown considerably in 
recent years (Evans and Yuan 2022; Evans et al. 2023; JPAL 2017; Psaki et al. 
2022; Sperling and Winthrop 2016; Wodon et al. 2018),2 but few previous 
reviews have focused expressly on Africa. Similarly, Bergstrom and Özler 
(2023) review interventions aimed at improving girls’ well-being across low- 
and middle-income countries.

Overview of Studies’ Characteristics 

Distribution of Interventions

The interventions studied for this report are diverse, with cash transfers 
(18 interventions) and girls’ group empowerment programs (15 interventions) 
being the most-evaluated interventions (figure 4A.1). This reflects in part 
policy makers’ significant focus on financial support and group-based 
programs as strategies to empower girls. Sexual and reproductive health 
education is also a major focus (9 interventions), reflecting the importance 
placed on knowledge in this area as a component of empowerment. Other 
interventions, such as health services, fee reductions or eliminations, and life 
skills training delivered outside of girls’ groups, are evaluated slightly less 
frequently (7 interventions each). The least commonly studied interventions 
include inheritance law reforms and edutainment, indicating a need for more 
evidence on their impact.
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FIGURE 4A.1  �Cash Transfers and Girls’ Group Empowerment Programs Are the Most 

Commonly Evaluated Interventions
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Source: Original figure for this report.

Distribution of Studies by Region

The geographic distribution of the studies reveals a predominant focus on 
East Africa, where 53 percent of the research was conducted. Southern 
Africa and West Africa were also represented, though to a lesser extent, with 
about 21 percent and 23 percent of the studies conducted there, respectively 
(figure 4A.2). Central Africa was the focus of the fewest studies, only about 
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3 percent of the total, suggesting a critical gap in research regarding this 
region. The distribution of the studies underscores the varying levels of 
research attention across different regions, which may reflect differing 
regional priorities or challenges in accessing certain areas.

Distribution by Age

The studies reviewed show a significant focus on both younger and older 
adolescents between 10 and 19 years of age, with 44 studies (51 percent) 
covering this age span (figure 4A.3). Studies focused exclusively on younger 
adolescents (10 to 14 years) account for 28 percent (24 studies), and those 
focused on older adolescents (15 to 19 years) make up 22 percent (19 studies). 
Although most of the studies include a broad range, the comprehensive 
approach suggests that empowerment strategies are being designed to address 
the needs of girls across different stages of adolescence.

FIGURE 4A.2  �Research Studies on Africa Show a Predominant Geographic 

Focus on East Africa

3%

53%

21%

23%

Central Africa East Africa Southern Africa West Africa

Source: Original figure for this report.

Note: Numbers in the figure show the percentage of research studies on Africa that focus on 

each specific subregion of the continent.
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FIGURE 4A.3  �Studies Tend to Include Both Younger and 

Older Adolescent Girls
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Source: Original figure for this report.

Distribution by School Enrollment Status

Most of the studies (60 percent, 52 studies) focus on adolescent girls who 
were actively enrolled in school at the time of the start of the intervention 
(figure 4A.4). However, a significant proportion (32 percent, 28 studies) 
include both in-school and out-of-school girls. Only a small number of 
studies (8 percent, 7 studies) look specifically at interventions targeting out-
of-school adolescent girls. This distribution indicates that most evidence to 
date has centered on schoolgirls, whereas the needs of and constraints faced 
by out-of-school girls remain underexplored.

Distribution by Marital Status

A significant number of studies examined in the report—more than 
a third (38 percent, 33 studies)—do not report the marital status of 
participants (figure 4A.5). Most of the studies that do report marital 
status (62 percent, 54 studies) include both married and unmarried girls 
at baseline (43 percent, 37 studies). However, a far greater proportion 
of studies (18 percent, 16 studies) focus exclusively on unmarried girls, 
compared with the very few (1 percent, 1 study) that look at married girls 
only. The evidence base appears skewed toward unmarried girls, whereas 
as highlighted in this report, married adolescents represent an important 
population facing distinct vulnerabilities.
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FIGURE 4A.4  �Most Studies Have Focused on Adolescent Girls Who Are 

Enrolled in School
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FIGURE 4A.5  �More Than One-Third of Studies Do Not Report Adolescent 

Girls Marital Status
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Heterogeneous Effects by Key Adolescent Girl Characteristics

Many studies examined in the report do not analyze heterogeneous effects 
across key adolescent girl characteristics such as age, grade, school enrollment 
status, and marital status (figure 4A.6). In regard to age, only 39 percent 
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(34 studies) report heterogeneous results. Heterogeneous effects by marital 
status, schooling status (that is, whether a girl is in or out of school), and 
grade level or years of schooling are even less frequently reported. Only 
14 percent of studies (12 studies) report differences between married 
and unmarried adolescent girls, and an even smaller proportion report 
differences by participants’ schooling status (9 percent, 8 studies) or by 
grade level or years of schooling (10 percent, 9 studies). This highlights an 
important knowledge gap, as the evidence provides limited insights into how 
interventions may need to be tailored based on characteristics such as girls’ 
age, marital status, schooling status, or educational attainment.

FIGURE 4A.6  �Most Studies Do Not Report Heterogeneous Effects across 

Key Adolescent Girl Characteristics
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Source: Original figure for this report.

Notes

1.	 Most of the programs reviewed include a variety of interventions, either directly 
targeting adolescent girls or indirectly engaging with their communities. These 
interventions are categorized according to their core components, which include 
cash transfers, school fee reduction or elimination, girls’ group empowerment 
programs, vocational training, financial literacy, or a combination of these 
components.

2.	 The cumulative number of experimental and quasi-experimental evaluations of 
impact on education increased 15-fold between 2000 and 2016 (Wodon et al. 
2018). Many of these evaluations either focus on girls’ education or present 
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evidence on girls’ education within the context of a program that benefits both 
boys and girls (Evans and Yuan 2022). They measure both intermediate 
education outcomes, such as enrollment and attendance, and final education 
outcomes, such as completion and student learning.
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SPOTLIGHT 4

Focusing on Change: Analyzing the 
Political Economy of Adolescent Girls’ 
Empowerment Initiatives in Africa

Michael Kevane and Estelle Koussoubé

Key Messages

Too many children still die, too many mothers are lost to complications of 
childbirth, and too few girls are in secondary school. So we need to do 
much more. —Mahamadou Issoufou, former president of Niger

•	 There is a significant gap in research related to the political economy of 
adolescent girls’ empowerment and its implications. Current research 
primarily focuses on the impacts of adolescent girls’ empowerment 
policies and programs, underscoring the need for greater exploration of 
the political economy factors that influence the success of programs and 
legal reforms.

•	 In recent decades, there has been a substantial increase in interest in and 
funding for adolescent girls’ empowerment initiatives in Africa. This trend 
reflects a growing global interest in the empowerment of adolescent girls, 
but much more effort is needed to achieve this objective.

•	 To achieve success in adolescent girls’ empowerment programs, four key 
areas require attention: government support, framing and persuasion 
that emphasizes economic benefits, engagement with leaders and key 
stakeholders in communities, and regional coordination and 
collaboration.

•	 Successful legal reforms, such as laws against child marriage, depend on 
five key elements: having a champion, establishing a solid analytical 
foundation that demonstrates the benefits of gender equality and legal 
reforms, creating an enabling environment for law enforcement through 
community engagement, building a large coalition of partners, and 
engaging the legal community.

A reproducibility package is available for this book in the Reproducible Research 
Repository at https://reproducibility.worldbank.org.
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Navigating Power Dynamics in Adolescent Girls’ 
Empowerment

There is scarce research in the field of the political economy of adolescent 
girls’ empowerment in Africa, indicating a gap in understanding of this 
important topic.1 The very nature of empowerment implies a transformative 
change in power dynamics, wherein previously disempowered individuals 
or communities gradually acquire power, that is, influence and control, in 
various spheres. Such a change involves various actors and institutions that 
have differing interests and strategies, with significant implications for the 
outcomes of the change process. 

In the case of adolescent girls’ empowerment, in this report’s conceptual 
framework (chapter 1), empowerment manifests itself at various levels: at the 
individual level, through the acquisition of skills and agency; at the household 
and community levels, with shifts in attitudes and norms, such as marriage 
norms and norms related to work; and at the societal or state level, through 
changes in laws and the expansion of economic labor opportunities. Key 
actors involved in driving the transformative changes implied by these various 
routes for manifestation include individuals; households; religious, ethnic, 
and other affinity communities; political parties; organizations; corporations; 
and various additional groups at the national and international levels. Actors 
exhibit considerable variation in their immediate interests, underlying values, 
and beliefs concerning adolescent girls’ empowerment issues. The interactions 
among actors determine the success of initiatives ( Jones et al. 2018; Shearer 
et al. 2016). 

This spotlight examines the role of key actors, institutions, and ideas in 
influencing the adoption and implementation of programs and policies, 
as well as legal reforms, aimed at empowering adolescent girls in Africa. 
It is important to note that the analysis presented here does not aim to 
provide a comprehensive overview of all the political economy factors 
influencing changes in policy regarding adolescent girls’ empowerment. 
Instead, its focus is on highlighting key areas of attention or essential lessons 
drawn from successful adoption and implementation of adolescent girls’ 
empowerment programs and legal reforms. A review of existing literature, 
as well as consultations with key stakeholders—including World Bank staff, 
government officials, and activists—informs the analysis.

The spotlight explores key areas of attention for preparing and implementing 
adolescent girls’ empowerment programs and for legal reforms aimed at 
adolescent girls’ empowerment. Although some key areas of attention overlap, 
some substantive differences should be highlighted, especially given the 



Focusing on Change 195

broader implications that policies and reforms hold for a particular country. 
In addition, it’s important to understand the broader context of international 
support for adolescent girls’ empowerment initiatives in Africa. Box S4.1 
provides an overview of the changing landscape, including international 
commitments, increased funding, and the factors driving the growing focus 
on adolescent girls’ empowerment. This context is crucial for understanding 
the environment in which programs and legal reforms are being 
implemented.

BOX S4.1  �The Changing Landscape of International Support for Adolescent Girls’ 

Empowerment Programs and Policies

Over the past few decades, driven by international and regional efforts involving various 

stakeholders such as women’s and girls’ organizations, activists, and international organizations, 

African governments have made significant commitments to promoting gender equality and 

empowering women and girls. These commitments include signing and ratifying numerous 

international, regional, and subregional agreements and instruments. Notable among them are 

crucial legal frameworks like the “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women,” the “Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action,” and the “Protocol to the African 

Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa” (commonly referred to as 

the “Maputo Protocol”), as well as the Sustainable Development Goals. The fifth of these goals has 

the specific aim to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls (see OECD 2021 for an 

overview of the legal framework in Africa regarding women’s rights). However, it is essential to note 

that although some countries have incorporated these standards into their legal frameworks and 

policies, others have not done so yet (chapter 2).

Low- and middle-income countries have made steady progress in the pursuit of gender equality over 

the past few decades. This progress is particularly evident in areas such as education, health, and 

labor market outcomes. While these improvements can be partly attributed to the efforts described 

in the previous paragraph, there is a consensus that much more needs to be accomplished to 

fully achieve gender equality (UN Women 2023; UNICEF, UN Women, and Plan International 2020; 

World Bank 2012). 

Progress made in domains such as girls’ education and health also reflects the higher priority given 

to these domains in the agendas and public discourse of international donors, as well as in their 

financial investment priorities (Carvalho and Evans 2022; Devonald, Guglielmi, and Jones 2023). 

For example, a 2022 analysis of financial investments by the World Bank and the United Kingdom’s 

Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office reveals a significant increase in education spending 

in the preceding two decades (Carvalho and Evans 2022). At the World Bank, the analysis found, 

spending rose from an average of $29 million in 2000–05 to $1.65 billion in 2015–20; at the Foreign 

(continued)
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Commonwealth and Development Office, it increased from an average of $69 million to $481 million. 

Despite the increased level of priority being assigned, donors continue to underinvest in efforts to 

dismantle many of the gender-specific constraints faced by girls, such as child marriage, adolescent 

pregnancy, and inadequate menstrual hygiene, as well as the underlying causes of gender inequality 

in education outcomes (Carvalho and Evans 2022). Moreover, investments in adolescent girls and 

gender equality represent only a small fraction of total development assistance: less than 6 percent 

from the 10 top gender equality donors in 2020 (Devonald, Guglielmi, and Jones 2023).

Several factors could explain the increased attention and priority given to adolescent girls’ 

empowerment. This spotlight focuses on three key political economy factors. First, the shift can be 

partly attributed to the demand from high-level political figures, including heads of state like the 

former president of Niger, Mahamadou Issoufou, who have advocated for more significant efforts 

to empower girls. President Issoufou’s call for action triggered subsequent calls and endorsements 

by other heads of state in the Sahel region, prompting responses from international organizations, 

including the United Nations and World Bank. These responses have taken the form of investments in 

initiatives aimed at enhancing the human capital of adolescent girls and reducing gender inequality 

in countries in the region.

Another contributing factor is the growing body of evidence that supports initiatives focused on 

girls’ empowerment. Specifically, there is increasing evidence showing the importance of investing 

in girls’ empowerment for reducing poverty and fostering economic development, as well as the 

cost of inaction (for example, Chaaban and Cunningham 2011; Levine et al. 2008; Sheehan et al. 

2017; Wodon et al. 2017; Wodon et al. 2018; World Bank 2019). The prevalence of the economic 

argument for promoting empowerment in the public discourse (Carvalho and Evans 2022) highlights 

the importance of this evidence for the adoption of programs and policies that benefit girls. For 

example, evidence concerning the cost of gender inequality in Niger, produced in 2019, likely played 

a pivotal role in the government’s subsequent decision to implement policy and legal reforms aimed 

at eradicating early marriage and ensuring girls’ access to education (World Bank 2019).

Additionally, besides the growing evidence of the economic and social benefits of investing in 

adolescent girls’ empowerment, there has been a steady increase in the availability of evidence 

on effective strategies for empowering girls across a range of domains (as discussed in chapters 3 

and 4). This evidence appears to have been leveraged in an iterative process to design second- and 

third-generation programs for implementation by governments and nongovernmental organizations 

that will have a greater impact across the continent (for example, BRAC and UNFPA 2023; 

World Bank 2023).

BOX S4.1  �The Changing Landscape of International Support for Adolescent Girls’ 

Empowerment Programs and Policies (continued)
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Increasing Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment through 
Evidence-Based Interventions

Four key areas of attention have been identified that influence the 
preparation and implementation of evidence-based interventions aimed 
at empowering adolescent girls: government champions, economically 
linked framing, engaging influential community members, and regional 
coordination and collaboration.

Government Policy Makers’ Support

Informants for this spotlight emphasized the importance of having 
government officials champion projects, promote interministerial 
coordination, and engage key ministries beyond those focused solely 
on gender or women’s issues, including those responsible for youth and 
education. This is important at the preparation phase of a project as well as 
during its implementation. However, political support by governments should 
not be assumed to be automatic, and it is not certain that governments will 
fund programs without external financing. For instance, the success of the 
adolescent girls’ empowerment programs analyzed as part of this spotlight 
can be attributed to the advocacy of high-level figures in governments, 
including ministers of finance and planning or equivalent, along with other 
influential (male and female) politicians. Presentations of evidence on the 
benefits of gender equality and empowering girls, along with the costs of 
not doing so, to other governments and political leaders has helped ensure 
support for these projects. Although high-level champions are needed, 
securing buy-in at all levels of government plays a role in the sustainability of 
programs in case of changes in leadership. 

Framing and Persuasion

Economic analysis demonstrating the returns on investments for empowering 
adolescent girls is crucial. Having solid analytical work is essential for 
supporting the actions of potential champions as well as for securing the 
needed buy-in from various governmental and societal bodies. Additionally, 
it can be strategically beneficial to frame adolescent girls’ empowerment 
projects as youth initiatives, as economic investments, or as both, instead of 
solely using a rights-based framing. Adolescent girls’ empowerment projects 
have sometimes been perceived as social-protection efforts rather than 
economic investment programs, which may have led some governments to 
be hesitant about borrowing to pay for them. Some government officials 
may need convincing that social-protection programs as well as adolescent 
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girls’ initiatives yield high returns in terms of increased economic activity in 
both the short and longer terms among women and girls. The integration 
of interventions targeting a broader audience, including boys, even if only 
through gender-sensitive trainings, can also be beneficial to persuade policy 
makers and a larger constituency.

Engaging Leaders and Key Stakeholders

Collaboration with (community and religious) leaders, as well as other key 
stakeholders such as parents, is essential to secure the necessary support 
for the smooth implementation of program activities. Highlighting both 
the social and economic benefits of initiatives, leveraging trusted sources 
to disseminate messages, and emphasizing the role of the community in 
realizing the benefits are all crucial aspects. For example, in Mauritania and 
Niger, as part of government-implemented adolescent girls’ empowerment 
projects, the involvement of experts in Islam and development facilitated 
discussions with religious leaders on critical issues such as child marriage, 
girls’ education, and family planning. Parental discussions and gender-
sensitive training programs targeting boys have also played a crucial role in 
instilling a sense of ownership of adolescent girls’ empowerment initiatives 
within communities, thereby gaining community support for the initiatives.

Regional Coordination and Collaboration

Engaging with regional political and economic bodies and institutions, such as 
the African Union and other subregional entities, is a crucial aspect of regional 
programs aimed at empowering adolescent girls in Africa. The primary goals 
of these regional partnerships include codifying political and legal reforms to 
ensure that they are well structured and recognized; facilitating peer-to-peer 
exchanges between countries to encourage the sharing of experiences, best 
practices, and lessons learned in the context of adolescent girls’ empowerment; 
and communicating progress to raise awareness of successful initiatives and 
foster a sense of accountability among governments and stakeholders. Support 
in strengthening these institutions may be a necessary initial step in enabling 
them to fulfill their intended roles effectively and in preventing delays in the 
implementation of critical activities.

From Programming to Policy Making to Legal Reforms

This section explores key lessons from successful efforts at reforming or 
establishing crucial laws that affect the well-being of adolescent girls, 
particularly laws related to child marriage. As emphasized in chapter 3, 
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there is evidence that laws banning child marriage, when enforced, can 
effectively reduce child marriage and childbearing. Although laws banning 
child marriage, especially strong ones that criminalize it, may not be sufficient 
on their own to drive change in situations in which they significantly deviate 
from prevailing social norms or in which there is little adherence to legal 
regulations, such laws still play a role in creating an enabling environment for 
girls’ empowerment (Svanemyr et al. 2013). Implementing positive changes 
requires strategic approaches. Box S4.2 offers valuable insights from a leader 
in adolescent girls’ empowerment programs, providing a practical perspective 
on bringing about change in this critical area.

Effective legal reform has five key components:

•	 Having a champion.
•	 Having a solid analytical foundation that demonstrates the benefits of 

gender equality and legal reforms for empowering adolescent girls.
•	 Creating an enabling environment for the enforcement of a particular law 

through engagement with various parts of society, starting with key 
stakeholders in communities, and through widespread dissemination and 
explanation of the law’s objectives.

•	 Building a large coalition of partners that includes government bodies, as 
well as local and international nongovernmental organizations, donors, and 
other stakeholders.

•	 Engaging the legal community.

Although the first three of these components are the same as those 
emphasized for adolescent girls’ empowerment programs, they become even 
more critical in the context of legal reforms. Convincing stakeholders to 
invest in girls’ education is one challenge, but persuading them to establish a 
law that defies established norms presents a distinct set of obstacles. 

BOX S4.2  �Recipe for Success: Advice from a Leader of an Adolescent 

Girls’ Empowerment Program to Those Who Want to Bring 

About Change and Work on Empowering Adolescent Girls

	• Begin by assessing the terrain and the presence of analytical work and a 

champion. Without these elements, it may be challenging to proceed.

	• Boldness and a proactive approach are crucial attributes.

	• Develop a deep understanding of the local context. Building rapport with 

authorities; establishing trust; and demonstrating passion, honesty, and a 

willingness to engage in dialogue are all vital components of success.
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Moreover, building a large coalition of partners that includes government 
bodies—as well as local and international nongovernmental organizations, 
donors, and other stakeholders—is crucial. Such a coalition not only 
demonstrates internal and external support for a reform but also serves to 
raise awareness about the issues addressed by the reform and to gain support 
from opponents. 

When it comes to fostering the enforcement of laws, which may be the 
most challenging aspect of the change process, a key informant for this 
spotlight mentioned that “a law is necessary but not sufficient. After the law 
is passed, we must provide households with opportunities for their girls to 
thrive.” This highlights the significance of leveraging existing adolescent girls’ 
empowerment programs that are active within communities as catalysts for 
enforcing laws. In other words, gaining acceptance for laws that postpone 
child marriage within communities becomes more achievable when girls have 
access to education and economic opportunities. Child marriage, though 
fundamentally rooted in gender-inequitable norms, is also influenced by 
factors such as poverty and the limited economic prospects available to girls 
(Petroni et al. 2017).

In school, we receive advice about our future, and we are well educated. 
On the other hand, when we drop out of school, we easily get married.

—In-school girl, age 10 to 14, Perma, Benin

Additionally, engaging the legal community plays a key role in both 
enforcement and monitoring of laws. Building the capacity of the legal 
community facilitates the enforcement of existing laws that support 
girls’ empowerment in countries where such laws exist and advocates 
for the enactment of laws promoting girls’ empowerment in countries 
where there are legal gaps. For example, one World Bank–funded 
adolescent girls’ empowerment project analyzed as part of this spotlight 
has established a regional legal platform comprising senior lawyers, 
judges, parliamentarians, and in some cases, supreme court justices. This 
platform aims to support the implementation of legislative reforms in 
target communities by enhancing the application of existing laws on 
gender; providing capacity building for actors within the judicial system, 
with a focus on texts and good practices related to the rights of girls and 
women; conducting a community-based dissemination of information 
about women’s and girls’ rights through community dialogues to dispel 
misconceptions and myths surrounding potential conflicts between 
laws and customary or religious practices; and supporting legal reforms, 
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including the adoption of new legislation and revisions to discriminatory 
legal texts.

Although legal reforms play a crucial role in advancing adolescent girls’ 
empowerment, it’s also important to consider the impact of broader social 
movements and evolving forms of activism. Box S4.3 explores the landscape 
of youth-led social movements and the emerging role of digital media in 
advocating for adolescent girls’ rights across Africa.

BOX S4.3  �Evolving Social Practices

Adolescent girls’ empowerment is a complex process influenced by various actors operating at 

different levels. Whereas there has been a great deal of emphasis on the role of the private sector in 

youth employment and young women’s empowerment in Africa (Ayele, Glover, and Oosterom 2018; 

Beegle and Christiaensen 2019; Filmer and Fox 2014; Fox et al. 2020), the role of social movements 

remains underexplored.

Youth-Led Social Movements
Traditional social movements—involving, for instance, marches or protests—that advocate for 

adolescent girls’ rights may pursue various strategies, including promoting consciousness raising at 

the individual level, coordinating changes in social norms, lobbying government officials, providing 

training for judges to bring about legal changes, and advocating for constitutional amendments. 

However, there are few well-documented examples of significant youth-led social movements 

or political parties in African countries in the past two decades with substantial engagement 

among adolescent girls or young women. In fact, women’s movements more broadly are relatively 

marginalized in almost all African countries (Dieng 2023; Tripp et al. 2008). This dearth of youth-led 

movements constitutes a significant gap in the empowerment landscape.

In contrast, several Latin American countries, including Argentina with its Ni Una Menos movement, 

as well as countries in the Middle East and North Africa, have witnessed significant social movements 

and political agendas centered on adolescent girls or addressing issues relevant to them. These 

movements have played a crucial role in advocating for the rights and empowerment of adolescent 

girls (Belotti, Comunello, and Corradi 2021; Cohen 2022; Ennaji 2021; Friedman and Rodríguez Gustá 

2023; Taft 2010).

However, some African countries have experienced youth-oriented social movements engaging 

adolescent boys, such as the Mungiki movement in Kenya. While the Mungiki movement started 

with a focus on reviving traditional cultural practices among youth, it rapidly expanded to urban 

centers, especially among young men. Despite its secretive and violent nature, during its peak it 

garnered substantial support among young men (Henningsen and Jones 2013; Kagwanja 2006; 

Rasmussen 2010; Wamue 2001). It’s worth noting that some national-level youth movements in Africa 

(continued)
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are dominated by young men adhering to a heteronormative gender regime that constrains young 

women to dependent, domestic roles (for example, Crossouard and Dunne 2015). Their effectiveness 

remains unclear.

Digital Media and the Changing Landscape
The rise of digital media and social networks has marked a new era for adolescent empowerment. 

Digital media challenge traditional cultural gatekeepers and create opportunities for youth activists to 

disseminate empowering messages. Although both girls and boys are increasingly using social media 

platforms, gender disparities in digital access, along with differences in access to digital technologies 

between urban and rural areas, continue to impede broader participation (Begazo, Blimpo, and Dutz 

2023; Wang et al. 2023). These disparities, coupled with challenges related to misuse and the spread 

of misinformation, limit the potential of digital activism to empower the most vulnerable.

Nevertheless, social media platforms facilitate various types of activism across Africa, including 

activism centered on addressing political issues, access to education, feminist issues, and more 

(see, for example, Nwaolikpe 2021; Reneses and Bosch 2023; and Sebeelo 2021). Notably, many 

African countries are witnessing the expansion of the cultural-production sector through online youth 

activists who actively generate and spread content and discourses resonating with adolescents, 

particularly girls (de Bruijn 2022; de Bruijn and Oudenhuijsen 2021). For instance, francophone Africa 

has seen the emergence of digitally active “slameuses” who use a fusion of hip-hop and poetry in 

slam performances—a form of spoken-word poetry that often addresses social and political issues—

to convey messages of empowerment for adolescent girls. However, although social media and 

subsequent digital activism have transformed the nature of social movements, their influence on 

political party agendas, legislative outcomes, and government interventions related to adolescent 

girls’ issues in Africa requires further examination.

Despite the growing global attention to and investments in adolescent girls’ 
empowerment, there is a notable gap in research on its political economy, 
emphasizing the need for further investigation into the factors shaping this 
domain. The recipe for success in implementing evidence-based programs 
and legal reforms for adolescent girls’ empowerment involves government 
support, preparation of evidence for a sound analytical underpinning, 
engagement with key stakeholders, and collaboration with a diverse range 
of stakeholders. Understanding and addressing the political economy of 
adolescent girls’ empowerment is essential for fostering positive change in 
the lives of adolescent girls across Africa. As work continues toward gender 
equality and girls’ empowerment, the insights that result from such work 
will serve as valuable guidance for policy makers, practitioners, and advocates 
dedicated to this crucial cause.

BOX S4.3  �Evolving Social Practices (continued)
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Note

1.	 It is worth acknowledging the large literature on the political economy of gender 
inequality and women’s empowerment more broadly as well as in specific areas 
such as politics. For an example of a study on the politics of policy and program 
implementation for advancing adolescent girls’ well-being in Ethiopia, see Jones 
et al. (2018).
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Key Messages

•	 Every adolescent girl has the potential to make a unique contribution to the 
world.

•	 Sustained progress improving the lives of adolescent girls requires concerted 
action.

•	 Six practicable steps can set adolescent girls in Africa on a pathway to 
prosperity: 
	– Build human capital.
	– Enhance economic success.
	– Focus on the most vulnerable girls.
	– Adopt a holistic approach.
	– Address data and evidence gaps.
	– Mobilize diverse stakeholders.

•	 The cost of inaction is high. The time for change is now.

Where Do We Go from Here?

Every adolescent girl has the potential to thrive and make a distinctive 
contribution to the world. How can those around them ensure that each girl 
realizes her fullest potential as she transitions into adulthood? Society has a 
collective responsibility, driven not only by a moral imperative, but also by an 
economic incentive, to support each girl on her unique journey. Appropriately 
tailored interventions can transform trajectories for all African girls (figure 5.1), 
from the most vulnerable among them, like 12-year-old Mariam, who enter 
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adolescence in challenging contexts facing the highest risks of school dropout, 
early marriage, and childbearing, to those like 10-year-old Grace, who are still 
on track to stay in school and have bold ambitions yet encounter mounting 
obstacles to fulfilling their aspirations. With tools and evidence-based 
guidance, vital support can be provided to adolescent girls navigating complex 
life transitions, from new labor market entrants like 19-year-old Chantal, 
transitioning from education to employment and seeking fulfilling, dignified 
work, to those like 15-year-old Imani, driven by determination amid the dual 
challenges of work and education, and to married adolescents and mothers like 
18-year-old Aya, who must balance multiple responsibilities. 

FIGURE 5.1   �Appropriately Designed Interventions Can Empower 

Adolescent Girls at Any Age and in Any Circumstance

10 11 12 13 14
Age

15 16 17 18 19 Adulthood

Aya
Mariam

Imani
Grace

Chantal

Empowerment

Intervention

Context

Mariam
Age 12
Rural, out of school,
not working, at risk of early marriage

Imani
Age 15
Semiurban, in secondary school,
helping with family business

Grace
Age 10
Urban, not working, 
in primary school

Aya
Age 18
Rural, out of school, married,
parent, seeking work

Chantal
Age 19
Rural, out of school, working,
in a relationship

Source: Original figure for this report. 

The past two decades have provided inspiring examples of countries that have 
made great strides toward improving the lives of adolescent girls. They have 
also revealed discouraging examples of setbacks and stagnation. The path 
to sustained progress requires concerted action. The conceptual framework, 
data analysis, and evidence reviews in this report outline six actionable steps 
forward.
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•	 Keep girls on the path to success by building human capital 
fundamentals through investments in education and health early on. 
Concerted intervention from early adolescence (age 10) onward can provide 
a buffer for adolescent girls and equip them with a solid foundation that 
will enable them to navigate any challenges they may face on their path to 
adulthood. Policies and programs that reduce direct and indirect costs of 
education to students and their families have been found to be consistently 
effective in improving education outcomes, particularly for girls. In contexts 
in which child marriage is prevalent, education incentives also reduce child 
marriage and early childbearing. In communities in which access to 
education remains restricted or the quality of education is poor, 
interventions that work to alleviate these barriers can bolster the 
development of girls’ human capital fundamentals. Although evidence on 
what works to improve health outcomes for adolescent girls in Africa is 
relatively thin, emerging studies and global evidence point to providing 
sexual and reproductive health education and youth-friendly services as the 
most effective approaches. 

•	 Complement human capital investments with interventions that provide 
girls with the essential resources and agency and a supportive 
environment conducive to their success. Empowering adolescent girls for 
success goes beyond establishing human capital fundamentals. Market-
aligned vocational training, business support, and life skills training need to 
be integrated to boost employment and income for girls, especially those 
who are out of school. Additionally, investment should be made in 
promising approaches to expand and improve the services and opportunities 
to which girls have access, including employment opportunities for women. 
Interventions should be customized to address contextual factors such as 
relevant legal frameworks, labor market structures, fragility and conflict, and 
community and household contexts to ensure sustainable improvements in 
girls’ empowerment outcomes. 

•	 Tailor interventions to address the diverse circumstances and needs of 
girls, putting a priority on the most vulnerable. Various groups of girls, 
particularly the most vulnerable girls—including those from the poorest 
households, rural areas with limited resources, and areas affected by 
violence—should be identified, and their needs should be made a priority. 
Definitions of vulnerability may extend to many circumstances and 
characteristics in addition to those just specified, such as ethnicity, religion, 
or disabilities. Girls balancing dual roles of working while attending school 
or taking care of children require tailored programs to support their needs 
for continuing education, accessing childcare, and earning income. Young 
mothers and married girls face unique obstacles to continuing their 
education and need support to enhance their human capital fundamentals 
and accumulate other resources.
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•	 Adopt a holistic approach in the design of interventions. Potential 
challenges at different stages of program development and implementation 
can be anticipated and addressed. Factors such as program costs, 
implementation capacity, and alignment with existing initiatives must be 
carefully considered. Additionally, leveraging digital tools and platforms can 
be beneficial for reaching girls who are out of school, marry early, or reside 
in rural areas, given evidence of expanding digital access across different 
countries, demographics, and socioeconomic groups. Technological 
innovations can also lower costs given the challenges of tight fiscal space.

•	 Address data and evidence gaps. Measures in areas in which measurement 
is lacking, such as aspects of context, digital capital, and job quality, need to 
be developed and tested. Evidence must be generated and then programs 
designed that allow assessment of not only what works, but what works for 
whom, including for married adolescents and girls with children, who have 
often been overlooked. Priority should be given to measuring program 
quality from the program outset, using detailed indicators for assessing 
implementation effectiveness. Additional insights about cost-effectiveness 
are needed to advance understanding of the trade-offs among promising 
interventions. Effective avenues for scale-up are necessary so that the scope 
of proven approaches can be expanded. 

•	 Mobilize key stakeholders and foster collaboration. Support should be 
rallied from a diverse range of stakeholders, including community, national, 
and regional leaders; governmental bodies; the private sector; civil society; 
nongovernmental organizations; and other development partners. Both the 
social and economic benefits of empowering adolescent girls must be 
emphasized, with support from a robust analytical framework. 
Collaboration can be facilitated among stakeholders to effectively 
implement evidence-based interventions, encompassing both programs and 
policy and legal reforms.

This report adds a crucial perspective to the discourse on adolescent girls 
in Africa, emphasizing not whether, but how policy makers, practitioners, 
and researchers should act to enhance adolescent girls’ empowerment. An 
opportunity exists to catalyze a net benefit of trillions of dollars by investing 
in adolescent girls in Africa. The cost of inaction is high. The time for change 
is now.
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