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a. overview

can support and strengthen a gender-transformative
approach to CEFMU and adolescent girls’ rights work
that addresses root causes of CEFMU; prioritizes local,
feminist knowledge, strategies and solutions; shifts
power and norms; and is responsive to the long-term
nature of this social change process.

Central to the meeting was the premise that CEFMU is one
of many manifestations of systemic gender inequality,
power disparities, and patriarchy, and that control of
girls’ and womens sexuality is an often under-examined
driver of CEFMU. This understanding was acknowledged
by convening participants, though the extent to which this
understanding is fully evident in their institutional practices
varies. Participants declared a strong desire to understand
in concrete terms how their work can better reflect this
understanding. Much of the day’s discussion centered
around how global stakeholders and, in particular, donors

Select key themes that emerged from these discussions
included:
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•

Empowering girls through a holistic set of
resources, including support for building selfdetermination; individual and collective leadership;
negotiation, resistance, and advocacy skills and
a deeper understanding of sexuality and gender,
is critical. Addressing gender diversity and sexual
identity is part of this. Dorothy Aken’Ova, Executive
Director of INCRESE (Nigeria) noted that, “[when
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designing a feminist curriculum] we included sexuality
and sexual orientation— dealing with internalized
needs, homophobia and transphobia—because it is first
important for girls to understand who they are in order to
be able to make their own decisions.”

•

•

There was a powerful reminder of the impact of
humanitarian crises and natural disasters on further
narrowing choices and agency of girls—as one
participant noted: “Women’s bodies are the credit card in
times of crisis.”
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For TICAH, a gendertransformative approach to
CEFMU involves bringing all of these issues to the
table and having conversations with girls about their
own agency and control over their bodies. “Some of the
decisions that girls are talking about aren’t necessarily
the ones that we think are good, but it is still success that
it’s what they have chosen, and that they have had the
agency to make that decision.” Maina also noted the
economic dimensions: “If you speak strongly against
child marriage, it’s because you have the resources…”
Other CSOs and INGOs were mindful of the challenge
of creating economic alternatives or pathways out
of CEFMU, asking “how free are the free choices that
young people make?” The example of how control over
women and girls manifests in this particular culture
highlights how programs must be tailored based on
a deep understanding of local context in order to be
relevant and effective. How can global institutions,
including donors, support such an approach?

•
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attitudes are as important as
technical skills, and this takes
time and resources. Reflecting on the challenges staff
expressed in telling family about their work to support
adolescent sexual and reproductive health and rights,
Sheena Hadi, Executive Director of Aahung Pakistan,
said, “We need to take a step back and ask the question—
who are the people speaking to these girls and boys? Have
they grappled with their own sexuality and experiences?”
Other CSOs described the value of ongoing, regular
support for staff, mentors and volunteers for
“perspective-building.”
Girls’ collectives are a special model of girls’
leadership; they also highlight the important role
grassroots groups play, because they understand
their context and have insight into how to
influence their communities. The young leaders of
FAT described their organization’s three-level girls’

leadership model, which centers on girls learning
riddled with fear. Age of marriage has been emphasized
technology and leadership skills and mobilizing as
too much, instead of what it really means for a girl to
collectives as a means for effecting personal and social
be empowered to have agency.” The criminalization of
change. Girls identify an issue they want to address
adolescent sexuality, and conflation of age of consent
(the example given was early and forced marriage)
with age of marriage have exacerbated this fear in
and use technology to grapple with it (in this case,
many contexts.
creating a film) and engage their communities and
families (in this case, through a
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campaign on early and forced
are also key. Dorothy Aken’Ova
marriage). Asked what helps
asked for, “Trust, because so much can
them work effectively to create
change the outcomes that have been
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shifts in behavior and attitudes,
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the girl leaders answered that
to ensure that we are able to address
as owning their own bodies.
it is their knowledge of how to
challenges that emerge along the way.”
They are always owned by
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• Long-term investment that doesn’t
force CSOs into pivoting to “what is
sexy” for a donor in a given moment.
—jade maina, executive director
• The girl leaders from FAT
also emphasized the value of
CSOs also noted that the pressure to
of ticah
collectives in providing a space
“scale” can detract from the support
for mutual support, learning
to do the necessarily “intensive
and growth, as well as political mobilization.
work” that changing social norms requires.
They noted that the fact that the four of them are
not married and are given space by their families to
• The building of a relationship “which cannot
participate in the organization is a sign of impact in
be opened and closed overnight”—with
their own lives; the collective also mobilizes to stop
support for organizational development which
marriages of girls in the community. While reactions to
shifts the engagement from the transactional to
their campaign varied among family and community
the transformational. Within this relationship,
members, the girls succeeded in gaining the support of
introductions to new donors and new platforms are
their mothers as allies. The importance of collective
also valued.
agency was turned to again over the course of the
day, as an increase in individual agency might lead to
When asked what is most challenging for them to find
increased isolation and vulnerability for girls in their
support for, even from the most progressive of funders, the
communities. Girls who are active in the collectives
CSO leaders cited:
go on to hold leadership positions in the organization
itself, as part of the goal of transitioning to a girl• Evaluation that captures gains from their work that
led organization. Linked to discussions on the value
aren’t the same as what donors might expect. One
of supporting individual and collective leadership,
leader said, “For instance, sometimes we’re working
CSOs drew donors’ attention to the development of
to prevent pregnancy or ECM, and girls might still get
leadership as a positive outcome in and of itself, and
married, but they’re doing so with the skills to negotiate
not to be measured solely in terms of a “means to
and get out of it what they need.” Another challenge
an end.”
shared is that monitoring and evaluation are more
geared to accountability and less focused on learning,
The CSO leaders reflected on what has been most helpful
and drive data collection that is not meaningful to the
from donors in supporting, deepening and sustaining their
CSOs or community.
work:
• Insufficient core funding to enable the organization
to grow and develop and in particular invest in the
• Funding without fear is the most valuable kind of
funding. As Sheena Hadi noted, “a lot of funding will
people who work within the organization. Some CSOs
come with a nod to the need to work with girls, but it’s
noted that not only is it very difficult to get salaries
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funded, but that professional development and
capacity development are rarely supported, making
investing in personnel and growing as an organization
very difficult. It also means that organizations spend
valuable time on budgeting acrobatics, trying to figure
out how to pay staff—time that could be spent on
advancing the work.

•

to trying to measure increases in girls’ agency (selfdetermination, negotiation, confidence, mobility). It
was noted that within these broad categories, what
confidence looks like, and how to capture changes in it,
needs to be highly context-specific. There was also variety
in who defined success, with some funders and larger
organizations setting quantitative
measures for organizations on the ground
(i.e., their grantees or implementing
partners) to strive to meet, and other
funders who made room for grantees to
Boys were asking great
success and were open to
questions about how do they define
qualitative measurement methods.
know whether their partners Other funders focused on site visits and
getting girls’ perspectives in order to
are having fun during sex,
understand progress.
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address the connections
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girls’ rights work and
other essential fields of
work (such as political
participation or climate
and were being answered by
justice) and b) are
intentional in including
Several in the room emphasized the
‘no means no’—understand
marginalized populations,
critical importance of listening first to
consent.
such as people with
how girls, communities and communitydisabilities and sexual
based organizations define success, and
—manak matiyani, executive
minorities. The siloed,
having that at the center of what is being
director of the yp foundation
thematic nature of funding
measured, how and by whom. As one
streams is one of the
participant said, “As we move beyond age to
barriers to strengthening
agency, we need to move further out and
intersectional work. Work on sexuality through a
look at the social context and systems. We need to be guided
gender and power lens enhances outcomes in nearly
by communities about how change can be measured, and
all thematic areas and sectors; for example, within an
then make space for learning so that there’s safety and trust.
SRHR-focused program, work on gender and power
And there needs to be funder accountability—funders are a
will enhance positive outcomes in women’s political
part of systems that perpetuate inequality and have to be
participation and voice.
accountable for helping to fix this.”

c. how do we define and measure
success in cefmu and adolescent
girls’ rights work?

Qualitative measures that might align with a broader
vision of change around girls’ agency and power were
discussed, including:

A significant portion of the day’s discussion centered
around how success is defined when it comes to CEFMU
programming, by whom, and how to measure it. There was
a general acceptance of the idea that age of marriage
alone is not an adequate definition or measure of
success, as programs may successfully delay marriage
without addressing the root causes of it, and thus do not
necessarily result in improved lives for girls and women.
One participant pointed out that if a woman marries
against her own wishes at age 19, nothing has been solved.
Progress toward much larger change in the lives of
adolescent girls and in social norms around adolescent
girls’ agency and decision-making power must also be
part of the definition of success.
There was a diversity of approaches to defining and
measuring success employed by the institutions
represented—ranging from a focus on age of marriage
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•

The strength of girls’ movements and allied feminist
movements. One participant pointed out that “the
fact that a girls’ movement exists at all is a measure of
success: having girls feel that they are not alone when
they’re facing a problem. Patriarchy is about dividing
and conquering so girls feel powerless—that’s what we
need to break down.” A related point raised was: What
is the role of funders in resourcing social movements,
as opposed to organizations and programs? Social
movements can be an answer to scale with regard to
social change, but would they be compromised by a
relationship with donors?

•

Changes in knowledge, attitudes and practices, and
the quality of relationships among girls, within families,
and in communities.

There was a diversity of opinion as to whether an
overarching set of indicators, reflecting a broader
definition of success than age of marriage, would be
possible and helpful given the heavily contextual, multilevel nature of the work, and the different institutional
constraints of funders. Finding points of intersection
between systems that don’t currently seem to speak to one
another (SDG-driven indicators and communitydriven definitions and measures of success) was
acknowledged as a major challenge that needs further
consideration. An alternative to a set of indicators could
be a shared conceptual framework that would identify
various domains of change needed to realize adolescent
girls’ rights and ways to measure them.
The under-resourcing of
community-based organizations
(CBOs) for building their own
capacity to carry out meaningful,
learning-oriented evaluation was
also flagged as an issue requiring
greater attention by donors. As one
participant said, “It’s difficult [for
CBOs] to mobilize resources in general
and even harder for capacity-building:
not only building technical abilities but
for creating their own theory of
change…CBOs are struggling to sustain
themselves at the same time that
donors are trying to get them to
evaluate for the future.”

Is the CEFMU frame too narrow, given that it is a
manifestation of much larger issues? Some in the
room felt that there is a need to go beyond a CEFMU
focus to instead focus on “girls’ rights” more broadly.
One participating funder emphasized the problem with
compartmentalizing issues—e.g., FGM, child marriage,
etc., noting that in places where these two “practices”
occur, “they happen to the same girl,” and are driven by
the same forces, and further, separating them can pit
advocates or organizations against each other in the
quest for funding and support. At the same time, there
was acknowledgement that CEFMU serves as a useful
point of entry for funders and CSOs and others who
do have a broader vision to end gender inequality, and
that CEFMU is a helpful focus for
then addressing a constellation
of issues. A suggestion was also
A lot of funding will come
put forward that CEFMU could
be used as a “filter” rather than a
with a nod to the need to
framework to support decisionwork with girls, but it’s riddled making about where priorities
and opportunities for supporting
with fear. Age of marriage
broader adolescent girls’ rights
has been emphasized too
work reside. Generally speaking,
there seemed to be support for
much, instead of what it
the notion of shifting toward a
really means for a girl to be
broader framework of girls’ rights
and empowerment5 with CEFMU
empowered to have agency.
as a component, rather than the
other way around. Emphasis on
—sheena hadi, executive
not losing the lens of sexuality in
director of aahung
this work was emphasized.

Another participant highlighted the
opportunities presented by a feminist approach to
measurement and evaluation, which involves shifting the
locus of power and expertise to those who understand the
context best. Partnering with community-based groups to
conduct research, and empowering grantees to tell the
donor what they should be measuring, provides space for
groups to reflect on what they want to accomplish, what is
working and what is not. This type of research can itself
contribute to gender-transformative change: “…you can use
research to build solidarity and conversations.”

d. overarching questions
and challenges

Group discussion in the course of the day surfaced a
number of important questions and challenges
that participants felt require further discussion,
introspection (particularly on the part of funders) and
strategizing, including the following:

1.

2. How do we move beyond “the choir”: Who are our
targets in increasing understanding and resourcing
of feminist, gender-transformative programs and
approaches? There was acknowledgement that
funders and other global organizations, including the
institutions in the room, are on a spectrum in terms
of knowledge as well as political will with regard to
the importance of a feminist, gender-transformative
approach to girls’ rights and how to support it. There
is a need to better understand and leverage where the
opportunities lie for further funder advocacy, what the
different opportunities and constraints within various
institutions are and how they can be leveraged and
addressed. What do “sympathetic” institutions need
to better support this work, and how can those not
already on board be brought along? What institutional
barriers do funders face to shifting/strengthening
approaches? One funder reflected on how much effort

With the caveat that “girls’ empowerment” itself is a term that can be co-opted by those who are less interested in gender equality and ending patriarchy. The emphasis on “taking
power” as opposed to “being given power” is central to a feminist approach to adolescent girls’ rights.
5

should be put toward influencing non-expert individual
donors versus focusing on the foundations and
bilaterals.
3.

1.

Related, an important distinction was made
between funders supporting gender-transformative
programming, and funders taking a feminist,
gender-transformative approach to funding. This
distinction is critical, as the latter better encapsulates
the need to let local feminist organizations and
movements lead the charge, define the problem and
identify solutions in their context, as opposed to
reacting to a top-down approach from global north
institutions.

2. Creating a measurement framework and/or guidance
for taking a gender-transformative approach to
measurement, linked to the conceptual
framework
3.

4. Working to promote the sexual rights and agency of
girls is at the sharp end of confronting patriarchy and
the status quo. The backlash organizations face for
addressing sexuality was raised as an important reality
that both organizations and funders should seek to
better understand and address.
5.

Building a shared understanding/conceptual
framework for gender-transformative programming
for addressing CEFMU

Using the gender continuum to illustrate the trajectory
to a gender-transformative approach, plotting
examples from practice to show differences between
gender-neutral, sensitive and transformative

4. Building capacity for CSOs and other implementing
organizations to work from a feminist perspective and
take gender-transformative approaches and address
sexuality in their work
5.

How do we grapple with the larger economic and
political context and systems in which this work
is situated while still centering communities’
priorities and strategies to create change? One
participant questioned, “In highlighting the problem
of CEFMU, are we continuing to put the blame into the
community rather than addressing systemic inequality
and white supremacy?”

Naming and agreeing upon funding practices that
support gender-transformative programming; capacitybuilding for donors to work from a feminist perspective

6. Developing a donor mapping to identify potential allies
and advocacy targets and the best spaces and modes
for engagement
7.

Undertaking advocacy activities to strengthen support
among global institutions for a gender-transformative
approach to CEFMU and adolescent girls’ rights

6. There are important evidence gaps, including in Latin
America and the Caribbean (LAC) and in humanitarian
settings. The CEFMU and Sexuality Working Group
plans to develop case studies on LAC communitybased organizations that address sexuality from a
gender-transformative approach to complement the
Tackling the Taboo report.

8. Creating a community of support for funders and
practitioners who are already supporting feminist,
gender-transformative work (“the choir”) and want to
deepen it and/or expand support within their larger
institutions

e. building momentum and taking
this work forward

9. Articulating the process(es) by which girls’ and
communities’ voices can be centered in defining and
measuring success

Participants recommended a number of action—and
learning—oriented next steps, seeking to address some of
the questions and challenges discussed in the course of
the day with a view to identifying important resources
and actions that will continue to build support for
resourcing a gender-transformative approach to CEFMU.
The follow-up survey collected information on which
participants and organizations would want to contribute
to the different areas of work and otherwise remain
connected for joint action on adolescent girls’ rights.
Among those considered a priority were the following:

10. Continuing to build evidence for what works and what
doesn’t, with support for local research and knowledgegeneration
11. Building a better shared understanding of gendertransformative work that is addressing the macroeconomic and political systems that undermine gender
equality and limit the exercise of real choice for girls
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12. Creating opportunities for community-based organizations and activists to share their knowledge and experience in a
way that minimizes the power dynamics inherent in funder spaces
13. Creating space to strategize and deepen understanding around the impact of criminalization of adolescent sexuality
on CEFMU and adolescent girls’ rights work, as well as intersectional linkages, including, but not limited to, girls with
disabilities and other marginalized groups
14. Compiling new and existing resources that highlight the intersection between sexuality, CEFMU and gendertransformative approaches, and address the gap in current resources providing practical guidance on gendertransformative programs that include issues of sexuality

f. conclusion and next steps

The CEFMU and Sexuality Working Group will consider its role and contribution to the recommended steps above,
and seek to further build alliances and coordinate action with a variety of stakeholders at all levels to build toward a more
feminist, gender-transformative approach to girls’ and women’s rights.
Recognizing that the priorities and needs of funders, program implementers, policy and research organizations and
community-based groups and individual activists are multi-faceted and different, the Working Group welcomes further
input and engagement of all those who are interested in advancing this collective work going forward.
Questions or comments about this report or the CEFMU and Sexuality Working Group can be sent to:
Sarah Green, Senior Policy Advisor at American Jewish World Service: sgreen@ajws.org
Anne Sprinkel, Program Director, Tipping Point, CARE: Anne.Sprinkel@care.org
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