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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, progress has been made in
several adolescent girls' rights and gender equality
domains, including declines in global child marriage
rates (UNICEF 2018), higher school enrolment
(UNICEF 2025), and improved access to skilled birth
attendants for pregnant adolescent girls (UNICEF
et al 2025). Yet progress remains too slow to meet
gender equality and sustainable development goals,
and is increasingly threatened by a backlash against
human rights. Adolescent girls' rights are especially
vulnerable. While gender inequality affects girls and
women across the life course, girls often face the
highest risks, especially where gender inequality
intersects with issues such as gender-based
violence, maternal mortality and new HIV infections.

Economic analysis underscores the urgency of
investing in girls. Achieving 100% upper secondary
completion by 2030 in developing countries could
increase GDP by 10%, at an estimated cost of US$1.53
per girl per day (Plan International and Citi, 2020). Yet
adolescent girls are invisible in global financing. Less
than 6% of official development assistance (ODA)
targets their wellbeing and only 1% reaches local
girl- and youth-led initiatives (Guglielmi et al, 2024).
Without action, these gaps will continue to limit
adolescent girls' futures and broader development
progress. Promising initiatives exist but remain small
in scale due to funding and political prioritisation
gaps (Pincock and Jones, 2025).
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A shiftin investment is urgently needed - directing
resources to communities most affected by crises
and human rights backlash, strengthening policy
reform and essential services across health,
nutrition, protection and education. In many
contexts girls and youth groups are already leading
frontline responses, often informally and with limited
support (Purposeful and UNICEF, 2025). Despite
widespread recognition of the principle ‘nothing
about us without us’, meaningful investment in
local leadership remains inconsistent. Over the
past two decades, girls' organising has expanded
significantly, contributing to social justice efforts and
filling systems gaps, prompting growing interest in
the strategic value of girls’movements (Purposeful
and UNICEF, 2025).

New research from GAGE/ODI provides the
first comprehensive review of literature on girls'
movements, examining their resourcing, impact and
evidence gaps (Browne et al, 2025). The emerging
evidence shows that girls’ activism contributes to
change at personal, community, social norm, civil
society and policy levels, though barriers to policy
influence and chronic underfunding persist. This brief
summarises the evidence and concludes with clear
policy, resourcing and research recommendations
for funders, governments and other power holders.




LITERATURE REVIEW:
APPROACH & FINDINGS

Previous research has focused on the funding
landscape for girls’ activism, community
work, and participation in social movements
(Arutyunova et al., 2023), as well as evidence
on which types of collective action girls engage
in (Guglielmi et al., 2024). Yet there is no clear
picture of how effective this collective action
is, and how best to resource and partner with
girls and their allies to support their work.

Accordingly, we undertook a literature review
with systematic principles to explore the impacts
of investments in girls’ movements in LMICs
and crisis contexts and how effectively they
are resourced to contribute to gender equality
efforts.’ A search of academic databases and
relevant websites was conducted for literature
in English, published between 2014 and 2024,
complemented by expert peer reviewers.?

1. For a detailed methodology, see working paper: Browne, E., Guglielmi, S., Jones, N. and Vintges, J. (2025) Exploring girls’
collective action: evidence mapping on impacts of resourcing girls’ movements. Working paper. London: Gender and
Adolescence: Global Evidence (https://gage.odi.org/exploring-girls-collective-action-evidence-mapping-on-impacts-of-and-

resourcing-for-girls-movements/)

2. Thisinitial search produced a list of 159 sources that met the criteria on content. These sources were then assessed based
on the rigour of the evidence presented, with a final database of 40 sources meeting the criteria for robust evidence,
predominantly peer-reviewed journal articles and grey literature. Due to limited investments to explore the impact of girls'
movements through implementation research and evaluation studies, the evidence base is largely comprised of small-scale
case studies and desk-based reviews. It is therefore challenging to track the impacts of girls’movements and to classify their

efficacy, sustainability, relevance and efficiency.
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Girls work across all human rights and development sectors, and largely rely on community
mobilisation and awareness-raising modalities to advance the issues they care about. There is a
strong political advocacy dimension (see Box 1).

The evidence base on the impacts of girls’ movements is nascent and evidence generation
has not employed the full variety of social movement analysis methods available. Impact evaluations
of girls’movements are rare.

The literature suggests impacts across five broad categories - personal change, community
impacts, social norm change, civil society positioning and policy influence - with promising
indicators at individual, community and civil society levels.

Girls receive limited funding from external sources. Girls’ activism is usually funded through
grants for discrete projects, and girls consistently call for flexible core funding.

The evidence does not clearly show which funding modalities lead to which kinds of
impacts, as most research does not set out to track or disentangle these pathways.

The evidence suggests that in-kind resourcing is also valued by girls and young women.
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Box 1: Case study: girls tackling gender-based violence in
Sierra Leone

Over 15,000 adolescent out-of-school girls meet weekly across the country in Girls' Circle
Collectives. These autonomous spaces support girls facing acute vulnerability, including
school dropout, sexual exploitation, and adolescent motherhood. They come together with
young women mentors to explore how to push back against the roots of their oppression,
to access a life skills curriculum, a girl-centred weekly radio show, and to receive a grant
which they decide collectively how to spend. Together they are transforming their lives
and those around them. Ami, aged 17, shares how discrimination impacted her younger
years as a girl with a disability. With her Collective, she raised this issue publicly and led a
community dialogue that resulted in the development of a bylaw protecting disabled children
from harassment. Her group continues to engage in community-level decision-making.
This echoes the experiences and journeys of thousands of girls re-imagining futures for
themselves.

Demonstrable types of impact: Personal empowerment, Community impact, Policy influence
and legal change
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Overall, the literature on girls’ movements tends to focus on girls’ actions, methods of organising and
campaigning, their goals, and barriers to participation and success. Yet there are no harmonised metrics
to measure their impacts. Even so, the literature points to four broad types of impacts, as summarised in
Table 1.
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Table 1: What impacts are girls’ movements having? Impact types

Type of impact | Definition Strength of evidence | High-level finding
on girls’ movements
Personal Participation in a Good level of evidence, Robust evidence that girls'
empowerment | movement can produce |including in peer-review | movements empower
‘biographical’ effects on | journal articles. participants.?
participants, including | Limited engagement with
increased confidence, | broader social movement
self-esteem, well-being, | literature.
and collective efficacy
(Vestergren et al,, 2017).
Community Girls'movements Some evidence, primarily | Girls'movements are
impact involved in tangible case study-based. contributing to small-scale
community-level impacts at community level
change through in girls' access to education,
awareness-raising, sexual and reproductive
peer mobilisation or health (SRH) services and
service delivery (e.q. information, and health and
menstrual tracking nutrition services and uptake.*
bracelets, digital SRHR
information).
Social norm Efforts to shift Good evidence on girls’ | Girls’ movements actively
change dominant norms that | engagement in social challenge harmful social
discriminate against norm change efforts norms related to child
or disempower girls, but limited evidence marriage, GBV, FGM/C, and
developing alliances on attributable impacts | disability rights (see Box 2).
with religious or - especially relative
traditional leaders who | contribution of girls'
can shape cultural movements to those
norms, etc. impacts.
Strengthening Movement-building Limited evidence, partly | Good evidence on the
the positioning | and civil society due to framing. Literature | importance of adult
of girls’ strengthening, often focuses on mentorship and connections
movements alliance formation and | personal empowerment | with feminist movements,
within civil increased recognition | rather than contributions | most often framed as
society of girls' movements to building spaces ‘conditions for success' or girls'
within civil society. for collective action empowerment rather than
and amplifying girls’ movement-building.
movement recognition
and solidarity within
broader civil society.

3. See Guglielmi et al., 2024; Pincock et al., 2024; Temin, Blake and Roca, 2023; and Artazo et al.,, 2021 for additional examples on
personal empowerment and role-modelling impacts.

4, See Purnamasari and Konety, 2023; Jones et al., 2024; Guglielmi et al., 2024; Lewin et al., 2023; and Mulhern, Youssef and
Bransky, 2023 for additional examples on community impact.

5. See Amenta and Polletta, 2019 and Useem and Goldstone, 2022 for evidence of movements contributing to social and political
recognition of the issues raised, increased collective voice and bargaining power, cultural change, transmission of ideas into
public opinion, and discursive shifts in the movements’ landscape.
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Policy influence
and legal
change

Influencing policy and
bringing about legal
changes to benefit girls’
rights.

Limited evidence,
primarily from NGO
reports and cross-
movement literature;

Limited number of examples
in the literature.® Plenty of
evidence that girls have
policy-influencing goals, and

examples of where they lobby
community, municipal, or local
governance, yet evidence

of actual impact is limited

- in part due to age- and
gender-related discriminatory
perceptions of what girls can
do/achieve. Gammage et al.
(2019) note that success often
lies in changing the attitudes
of powerful individuals to
become more convinced to
support girls' agendas.

attribution challenges
to girls’ specific
contributions in this area.

Box 2: Preventing child marriage case study

Although marriage under 18 isillegal in both Bangladesh and Ghana, prevalence remains high:
51% of girls marry before 18 in Bangladesh and 16% in Ghana. Cuevas-Parra and Tisdall (2022)
found that girls and boys aged 10-17 who had participated in child parliaments, where they
learned about and acted to claim their rights, found an entry point to disclose instances of child
marriage in their community. Relationships with adults were important in this process. In the child
forums, adult support was essential, providing skills development, communication channels,
and a gathering space to facilitate adolescent activism. The adult ‘scaffolding’ strengthened
adolescent activism and contributed to multiple impacts: increased personal empowerment
of activists; a decrease in the number of child marriages; shifts in social norms around child
marriage; and changing attitudes toward the value of adolescent activism.

Demonstrable types of impact: Personal empowerment, Community impact, Social norm change,

Strengthening the positioning of girls’ movements within civil society

Girls receive limited funding from external sources.
Where funding is available, it is typically channeled
through intermediaries - often women'’s funds
or larger women'’s and child-focused NGOs. The
literature suggests that girls’ movements receive
both core funding and project grants, though the
latter are more common. Girls consistently call
for more flexible core funding (Arutyunova et al.,
2023). However, there is little evidence on whether
and how different types of funding lead to greater
or different impacts. Other types of non-financial
resourcing are also accessible to girls' movements.
Evidence suggests that girls and young women

particularly value mentoring and intergenerational
relationships. Beyond personal growth and agency,
these opportunities also help social movements
to grow in strength and success as they build
coalitions on specificissues (Khan and Sharp, 2025).
Critically, adults can buttress girls’ efforts and play
a fundamental role amplifying their voices (see for
example Gammage et al., 2019; Haffejee et al., 2020,
Cuevas-Parra and Tisdall, 2022). At the same time,
their intermediation can give rise to challenging
power dynamics, as adult knowledge and voices are
often valued over those of young people (Okondo
et al,, 2024).

6. See Artazo et al,, 2021; Mulhern et al. 2022 for examples of policy change.
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CONCLUSIONS

Despite limited investment in girls' and youth
movements, and in robust evidence on what works,
this review indicates promising evidence that
investing in girls’ movements, organisations
and networks can contribute to an array of
development, humanitarian and gender equality
outcomes. These include dimensions of personal
empowerment (such as self-esteem, confidence and
wellbeing); expanding service delivery to the most
marginalised through trusted community and peer
networks, including in crisis contexts; supporting a
stronger civil society that is inclusive of younger
generations; and contributing to social norms
change. Grants, mentoring and other in-kind support
to girls and feminist youth groups is highly valued
and can contribute to these outcomes. Effective
support requires careful design, including attention
to intergenerational partnerships and the power
dynamics that can arise when support is channelled
through adult-led or intermediary organisations.

While the latest analysis indicates that this type of
support represents a fraction of development and
humanitarian financing, evidence supports a strong
investment case for adolescent girls and gender
equality work. This evidence adds weight to the
long-standing principles of distributing resources to
people and communities who are hardest hit by the
biggest inequities of our time - from climate crisis and

conflict, to equitable health and nutrition services and
freedom from sexual violence and child marriage.”
For philanthropic organisations and individuals
seeking to contribute to a fairer, more equal
and just world, investing in girls’ movements,
organisations and networks offers a powerful
and strategic contribution.

Evaluations of girls' movements have been
constrained by dual limitations, either over-reliance
on standardised metrics and indicators or on
anecdotal and individualised narratives. As such,
assessing impact pathways using robust mixed
methods girl-centred approaches should be
prioritised. There is a clear need for thought-
leadership in partnership with girls and donors to
support independent, large scale evaluation and
implementation research on girls' movements.

Researchers and those investing in evidence-
generation can draw on this review and the body
of literature available to prioritise targeted
investments to advance what we know, in
particular honing in on research methodologies
and questions that build on promising areas. In
order to have strategic and effective investments
in adolescent girls’ and their movements, we need
to invest in evidence so that the investment can be
maximised.

7. Human Rights Funders Network, Ariadne, Gender Funders Co-lab ‘ Human Rights Grantmaking Principles’.

https://www.hrfn.org/new-grantmaking-principles/

8 POWERA4Girls

ueyleuemysiA/Sc0¢90NN/43DINNG 030yd


https://www.hrfn.org/new-grantmaking-principles/

REFERENCES

Amenta, E. and Polletta, F. (2019) The cultural impacts of social movements', Annual Review of Sociology 45:
279-299 (https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073018-022342).

Artazo, G., Ramia, A. and Menoyo, S. (2021) ‘A new feminist ethic that unites and mobilizes people: the
participation of young people in Argentina’s Green Wave', Gender & Development 29(2-3): 335-350
(https://doi.org/10.1080/13552074.2021.2005924).

Arutyunova, A., Babchek, A., Battistini, E., Johnson, R. and Modungwa, B. (2023) Resourcing girls to thrive:
research exploring funding for adolescent girls’ rights (https://resourcinggirls.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/
ResourcingGirlsToThrive-full-report V1.3-final-1.pdf).

Browne, E., Guglielmi, S.,Jones, N. and Vintges, J. (2025) Exploring girls’ collective action: evidence mapping
on impacts of resourcing girls' movements. Working paper. London: Gender and Adolescence: Global
Evidence (https://gage.odi.org/exploring-girls-collective-action-evidence-mapping-on-impacts-of-and-
resourcing-for-girls-movements/)

Cuevas-Parra, P. and Tisdall, E.K.M. (2022) ‘Investing in activism: learning from children’s actions to stop
child marriage’ Childhood 29(4): 529-544 (https://doi.org/10.1177/09075682221117295).

Gammage, S., O'Brien-Milne, L., Dunning, D. et al. (2019) Girl-led advocacy for policy & social change in
Guatemala and Honduras: lessons learned for devising adaptive funding and evaluation frameworks. Washington
DC: International Center for Research on Women (https://www.icrw.org/publications/girl-led-advocacy-for-
policy-social-change-in-guatemala-and-honduras).

Guglielmi, S., Jones, N., Pincock, K. and Devonald, M. (2024) Resourcing girls: the potential and challenges of
girl- and youth-led organising. London: Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence (https://www.gage.odi.
org/publication/resourcing-girls-the-potential-and-challenges-of-girl-and-youth-led-organising/).

Haffejee, S., Treffry-Goatley, A., Wiebesiek, L. et al. (2020) ‘Negotiating girl-led advocacy’ Girlhood Studies
13(2) (https://doi.org/10.3167/ghs.2020.130204).

Human Rights Funders Network, Ariadne, Gender Funders Co-lab ‘Human Rights Grantmaking Principles..
(https://www.hrfn.org/new-grantmaking-principles/).

Jones, N., Pincock, K. and Yadete, W. (2024) 'Youth movements and political protest: opportunities and
limitations of Ethiopia’s Qeerroo movement in affecting transformative change’, in Young people in the
Global South: voice, agency and citizenship. London: Routledge, pp. 237-250
(https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003341666-24).

Khan, A. and Sharp, S. (2025) How women’s movements lead demands for democracy in the face of backlash
and politicised religion. London, UK: ODI Global (https://odi.org/en/publications/womens-movements-
demands-democracy-in-backlash).

Lewin, T., Cannon, M., Johnson, V. et al. (2023) Participation for, with, and by girls: evidencing impact. Evidencing
Impact, REJUVENATE Working Paper 2. Brighton, UK: Institute of Development Studies
(https://doi.org/10.19088/REJUVENATE.2023.001).

Investing in Girls' Movements 9


https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073018-022342
https://doi.org/10.1080/13552074.2021.2005924
https://resourcinggirls.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/ResourcingGirlsToThrive-full-report_V1.3-final-1.pdf
https://resourcinggirls.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/ResourcingGirlsToThrive-full-report_V1.3-final-1.pdf
https://gage.odi.org/exploring-girls-collective-action-evidence-mapping-on-impacts-of-and-resourcing-for-girls-movements/
https://gage.odi.org/exploring-girls-collective-action-evidence-mapping-on-impacts-of-and-resourcing-for-girls-movements/
https://doi.org/10.1177/09075682221117295
https://doi.org/10.1177/09075682221117295
https://doi.org/10.1177/09075682221117295
https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/resourcing-girls-the-potential-and-challenges-of-girl-and-youth-led-organising/
https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/resourcing-girls-the-potential-and-challenges-of-girl-and-youth-led-organising/
https://doi.org/10.3167/ghs.2020.130204
https://www.hrfn.org/new-grantmaking-principles/
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003341666-24
https://odi.org/en/publications/womens-movements-demands-democracy-in-backlash
https://odi.org/en/publications/womens-movements-demands-democracy-in-backlash
https://doi.org/10.19088/REJUVENATE.2023.001

Mulhern, E., Youssef, C. and Bransky, R. (2022) Inside the circle: building power through girls’ collectives in
Sierra Leone. Freetown, Sierra Leone and London, UK: Purposeful (https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/11/Inside-the-circle-english.pdf).

Okondo, C., Kangwana, B., Ndolo, S. et al. (2024) ‘Rapid evidence assessment on the landscape and impact
of young feminist organizing in Kenya’ Adolescents and Young People [Preprint] (https://doi.org/10.31899/
sbsr2024.1037).

Pincock, S., Vintges, J. and Jones, N. (2024) What works to support girls to reach their full capabilities? A
review of reviews of girls’ empowerment programming and interventions. Working paper. London: Gender
and Adolescence: Global Evidence (https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/what-works-to-support-girls-to-
reach-their-full-capabilities-a-review-of-reviews-of-girls-empowerment-programming-and-interventions/).

Plan International and Citi (2020) The Case for Holistic Investment in Girls: Improving Lives, Realizing Potential,
Benefitting Everyone’. Available here: https://plan-international.org/uploads/2021/12/report citi gps girls
in_the economy submitted.pdf

Purnamasari, L.A.P. and Konety, N. (2023) ‘Intersectional approach by youth feminist activism “Girl Up” in
spreading gender equality values in Southeast Asia (Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam)’ Riwayat: Educational
Journal of History and Humanities 6(3): 1136-1149 (https://doi.org/10.24815/jr.v6i3.33784).

Purposeful and UNICEF (2025) ‘Power4Girls: A bold new initiative with and for girls’ https://wearepurposeful.
org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/POWERAGirls-Brochure-CSW.pdf

Temin, M., Blake, S. and Roca, E. (2023) ‘Mentoring in group-based adolescent girl programs in low- and
middle-income countries: Evidence-informed approaches.” Population Council. (https://doi.org/10.31899/
sbsr2023.1058).

UNICEF (2018) 25 million child marriages prevented in the last decade due to accelerated progress, according
to new UNICEF estimates’. (https://www.unicef.org/turkiye/en/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-
prevented-last-decade-due-accelerated-progress-according).

UNICEF (2025) ‘Fast Facts: 30 years of uneven progress for adolescent girls'. (https://www.unicef.org/press-
releases/fast-facts-30-years-uneven-progress-adolescent-girls)

United Nations Children’s Fund, UN Women and Plan International (2025) Girl Goals: What has changed
for girls? Adolescent girls' rights over 30 years, UNICEF, New York, 2025.

Useem, B. and Goldstone, J.A. (2022) The paradox of victory: social movement fields, adverse outcomes, and
social movement success’ Theory and Society 51(1): 31-60 (https://doi.org/10.1007/511186-021-09460-2).

Vestergren, S., Drury, J. and Chiriac, E.H. (2017) ‘The biographical consequences of protest and activism: a
systematic review and a new typology’ Social Movement Studies 16(2). 203-221 (https://doi.org/10.1080/1
4742837.2016.1252665).

10 POWERA4Girls


https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Inside-the-circle-english.pdf
https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Inside-the-circle-english.pdf
https://doi.org/10.31899/sbsr2024.1037
https://doi.org/10.31899/sbsr2024.1037
https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/what-works-to-support-girls-to-reach-their-full-capabilities-a-review-of-reviews-of-girls-empowerment-programming-and-interventions/
https://www.gage.odi.org/publication/what-works-to-support-girls-to-reach-their-full-capabilities-a-review-of-reviews-of-girls-empowerment-programming-and-interventions/
https://plan-international.org/uploads/2021/12/report_citi_gps_girls_in_the_economy_submitted.pdf
https://plan-international.org/uploads/2021/12/report_citi_gps_girls_in_the_economy_submitted.pdf
https://doi.org/10.24815/jr.v6i3.33784
https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/POWER4Girls-Brochure-CSW.pdf
https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/POWER4Girls-Brochure-CSW.pdf
https://doi.org/10.31899/sbsr2023.1058
https://doi.org/10.31899/sbsr2023.1058
https://www.unicef.org/turkiye/en/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-prevented-last-decade-due-accelerated-progress-according
https://www.unicef.org/turkiye/en/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-prevented-last-decade-due-accelerated-progress-according
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/fast-facts-30-years-uneven-progress-adolescent-girls
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/fast-facts-30-years-uneven-progress-adolescent-girls
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-021-09460-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2016.1252665
https://doi.org/10.1080/14742837.2016.1252665

2
2
_
(]

I

=

X}

N

N~

m

Xe}
N
o
P
2
P
i
<
Z
2
©
o
<
]
c
[a

POWERA4Girls Partnership

This brief was prepared by UNICEF and Purposeful, co-leads of the POWERA4Girls partnership.
POWERA4Girls is a joint partnership that combines systems change and movement building
through at-scale programming, direct grant-making to girls and shared evidence building. This
policy brief draws on findings from a literature review from GAGE/ODI.
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