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 Foreword 

Conflict affects women and men differently, and it can alter 
women’s economic and political roles in society. However, 
changes in women’s economic and political status and roles 

during times of conflict do not necessarily lead to long-lasting shifts. 

The significance of the relationship between gender equality and 
peace and stability is reflected in recent UK policy frameworks, 
including the UK National Action Plan on Women, Peace & Security 
2018 – 2022, which sets out how the UK Government will integrate 
a gender perspective into its work to build security and stability 
overseas, and DFID’s Strategic Vision for Gender Equality, which 
outlines how the women and girls who face the greatest challenges 
are those in conflict and crisis situations.

This collection of ESRC-DFID-funded research explores social 
norms, economic empowerment and women’s political participation 
in fragile and conflict-affected states, including Jordan, Pakistan 
and Somaliland. In rural Pakistan early marriage has a range of 
damaging consequences for women and girls, including a risk of 
domestic violence and the possibility that they will drop out of 
school. Research has revealed that in virtually all households, fathers 
had the final say in matters of marriage. However, ‘edutainment’ 
interventions targeted at men are showing potential for shifting the 
social norms which support early marriage. 

In Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey, attempts by female refugees to 
achieve economic stability through entrepreneurship are hampered 
by a lack of support from aid agencies whilst evidence indicates 
that supporting entrepreneurship efforts helps to alleviate their 
poverty. In Somaliland, society is changing from pastoralist systems 
to a more settled, urban way of life, with women prominent among 
small business owners, but they find it difficult to scale up their 
enterprises, and they are excluded from leadership roles in both 
politics and business. 

The value of the insights provided by this research is partly rooted 
in the interdisciplinary partnerships upon which they are based. 
Academics worked with a range of civil society partners, including 
Oxfam Novib, Oxfam Pakistan and grassroots NGOs in Pakistan. 
In the Middle East, researchers are reaching out to policymakers 
through roundtable stakeholder discussions and via a change 

campaign run jointly with their partners. It is essential to work with 
beneficiaries, partners and stakeholders in a collaborative way if 
we are to understand complexity and create policies that will lead 
to sustainable futures.

Dr Becky Faith
Research Fellow, Institute of Development Studies (IDS). Becky’s 
professional experience and research interests encompass gender 
and technology for social change.
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Making fishing nets as part of a co-operative. Some UK-funded aid programmes are supporting both 
Syrian refugees and vulnerable Lebanese citizens to help community relations.

Key messages
• Micro-entrepreneurship can be a route out of poverty for 

long-term refugee women but they are held back by a lack of 
support from aid agencies.

• Interventions to address inequitable gender and social norms 
may also need to target men and boys.

• Conflict and climate change have accelerated urbanisation, 
which has deprived pastoralist women of some of the 
opportunities they had for political participation but has not 
created any new ones.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/677586/FCO1215-NAP-Women-Peace-Security-ONLINE_V2.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/677586/FCO1215-NAP-Women-Peace-Security-ONLINE_V2.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/708116/Strategic-vision-gender-equality1.pdf
https://www.flickr.com/photos/dfid/11173922966/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/dfid/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://flic.kr/p/i2ph1f
https://flic.kr/p/i2ph1f
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Women’s participation in Somaliland society far exceeds their influence   

Somali women outnumber men in lots of grassroots political and 
business activity, yet it is very difficult for them to participate at 
the highest levels. Conflict and climate change have accelerated 
urbanisation, depriving pastoralist women of some of the 
opportunities they had for participation but has not created any new 
ones. Consequently, women are significantly under-represented in 
government, parliament and major business, which has weakened 
the durability of Somaliland’s political settlement. 

The Development Planning Unit of UCL, in partnership with the 
international NGO Progressio conducted research between July 
2015 and April 2017. The project focused on developing a better 
understanding of the ways in which women and men see the political 
settlement in Somaliland, and of the roles played by each gender in 
constructing and maintaining those arrangements. 

The research is critical for three reasons. Firstly, the research 
partners in Somaliland and throughout the Somali Horn of Africa, 
were concerned that, while Somali women participate actively in 
most spheres of life, they tend to be systemically excluded from 
political decision-making and from leadership roles. Secondly, there 
is evidence that the more gender-inclusive a society is, the more 
likely it is to avoid a recurrence of violence or conflict. Somaliland 
endured a brutal civil conflict in the 1980s and the first half of the 
1990s, which was finally resolved in 1997; the research aimed to gain 
understanding of the roles women and men played in maintaining 
the peace after that, and to find out whether gender roles had 
been altered by the conflict. Thirdly, gender roles seem to have 
been affected by climate-change-exacerbated drought, which has 
accelerated urbanisation in a long-established pastoralist society.

The research found that views on gender roles were becoming 
polarised. Somaliland’s peace has been underpinned by clan and 
custom, yet that system is strongly patriarchal. In addition, in a 
context where clan has replaced the state in many respects, the 
patriarchy of the clan system is, arguably, stronger now than it 
has historically been. Whereas many women had a high degree of 
autonomy under customary pastoralist systems, running households 
as full-scale businesses with men absent for long periods, today men 
are more present and have become vigorously defensive of their right 
to retain control of the political realm. 

A better understanding of these arrangements is critical in order to 
comprehend the mix of cultural and other institutions that determine 
which groups are most able to assert their rights and who will tend to 
be marginalised. Activists throughout the Somali Horn, including in 
Somaliland, have long fought for policy initiatives such as a quota for 

women in parliament and local government, but progress has been 
slow. There remains only a single woman in Somaliland’s lower house 
of parliament, with none in the upper house. A record number of 
women stood for office in the 2012 local council elections – 140 
candidates in a field of 2,368, or almost 6 per cent – but only ten of 
those were successful, amounting to 2.6 per cent of the 379 positions 
contested, underlining again the difficulty in translating engagement 
into decision-making influence.

Social change is heavily reflected in the shifting expectations of 
women and men’s ideal roles in Somali society, with economic 
realities also playing a major part. With male unemployment 
extremely high and many men reluctant to assume traditionally 
socially menial occupations, it is frequently left to women to generate 
income. Women are therefore much in evidence running small 
businesses across Somaliland. However, it is very difficult for them 
to transition from sole trader or micro-enterprise owner to owning 
and running a medium-sized or large business. They are heavily 
engaged in most sectors but are significantly under-represented at 
the highest levels.

SEE ALSO:

Kibble, S. and Walls, M. (2013) Swerves on the Road: Report by International Election 
Observers on the 2012 Local Elections in Somaliland, London: Progressio

Parke, A., Stevens, S., Walls, M., Gaid, S., Ali, S., Butterfield, S., Elder, C. and Le Déaut, 
D. (2017) ‘Somali Women’s Political Participation and Leadership: Evidence and 
Opportunities’, Report for UK Department for International Development (DFID), 
London: Social Development Direct and Forcier Consulting

Walls, M. (2013) ‘Women’s Political Participation in Somaliland’, in International IDEA 
(ed.) Journeys from Exclusion to Inclusion: Marginalized Women’s Successes in Overcoming 
Political Exclusion, Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
Assistance:164–97

Walls, M., Schueller, M.-L., Ekman, A.-B. (2017) ‘Political Settlement in Somaliland: 
A Gendered Perspective’, Research report, London: UCL/Progressio.

Project title: Political settlement in Somaliland: a gendered perspective.  

Principal Investigator: Dr Michael Walls 
Development Planning Unit, University College London (UCL)
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Berbera, Somaliland. Ruun Ali prepares food in her teashop.

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net
https://www.theimpactinitiative.net/project/political-settlement-somaliland-gendered-perspective
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/project/children-transport-and-mobility-sub-saharan-africa-developing-child-centred-evidence-base
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Female Arab refugee entrepreneurs in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey 

Political volatility in the Middle East has generated mass 
displacement of Iraqi, Palestinian and Syrian citizens to Jordan, 
Lebanon and Turkey. Through their resourceful entrepreneurial 
behaviour, these refugees have been able to bring about change for 
their families and themselves. However, their enduring, debilitating 
political marginalisation presents them with persistent challenges. 

A study conducted by the Universities of Plymouth and Nottingham 
(UK), the Information and Research Centre at the King Hussein 
Foundation (Jordan), the Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and 
International Affairs at the American University of Beirut (Lebanon) 
and UDA Consulting (Turkey), engaged with 150 female Iraqi, 
Palestinian and Syrian refugee entrepreneurs between 2016 and 
2019. The project aimed to:

• critically analyse the extent to which micro-entrepreneurship is 
a sustainable conduit for poverty alleviation in socio-politically 
volatile circumstances;

• explore the effectiveness and impact of the sources of support 
and advice available to the women concerned;

• inform policy and practice regarding the poverty alleviation 
of Arab refugee women in the above countries, with a view to 
enhancing the support mechanisms that enable such women to 
create sustainable micro-enterprises.

The research found evidence to support the notion that 
entrepreneurship helps to alleviate poverty in poor refugee 
communities to a certain extent. Moreover, its role in improving the 
wellbeing of refugee women and their communities makes a welcome 
contribution to the broader fields of development. However, further 
thought is needed to how refugee entrepreneurship can enhance 
resilience during long-term displacement and political marginalisation, 
rather than viewing it solely as a means for poverty alleviation. 

To solicit support for emerging policy recommendations, the 
research team held stakeholder discussions in Jordan, Lebanon 
and Turkey in April 2019 with approximately 100 representatives 
from micro-finance organisations, humanitarian organisations, civil 
society organisations, and national and international aid agencies, 
and published a policy brief for each country. The policy brief will 
guide a ‘change campaign’ championed by the project partners in 
their respective countries.

As policy and aid practitioners operating in Jordan, Lebanon and 
Turkey continue to focus upon Syrian refugees, this study has raised 
awareness about the Iraqi and Palestinian refugees and their dire 
living conditions. To enhance awareness amongst international 
scholars about refugee entrepreneurship, the project delivered 
capacity building workshops, and presented the study’s methodology, 
findings and recommendations in the UK and internationally at 
ten world-class events targeting the general public as well as 

policymakers, researchers and 
practitioners. 

Despite the initiatives taken by aid 
agencies in the three countries to 
support the refugee communities, 
the majority of the 150 participants 
in the research received little 
support. Aid agencies concentrate 
upon acute support and the 
refugee camps. Yet, as the cohort 
of women in the study are based 
in urban areas, running enterprises 
that are at least three years old, 
and have lived in the host countries 
as refugees for at least five years, 
they tend to be overlooked. In 
turn, the women then perceive 
the agencies as largely irrelevant to 

their needs. In view of this, it is imperative that aid agencies engage 
with these refugees, who remain invisible in the policy development 
landscape. They can inform research, policy and practice relating 
to their present and future livelihoods as they understand their 
needs and circumstances best. Indeed, the majority of the research 
participants operate sustainable micro-enterprises, capitalising on 
their feminised skills, and offer everyday products and services to 
their refugee communities that soften their marginalisation and make 
their displacement more tolerable.

The research shows that these women would benefit greatly 
from subsidised childcare services. Furthermore, if the business 
registration process were simplified, they could grow their enterprises 
and reap greater social and economic benefits for themselves and 
their communities. The researchers also urge policymakers to 
consider realistic solutions to the uncertain status of long-term 
refugees, to help them overcome the political marginalisation that 
their entrepreneurship cannot resolve

Project title: Poverty alleviation and women refugees in the Middle East: 
empowerment through grassroots micro-entrepreneurship?

Principal Investigator: Dr Haya Al-Dajani 
Lead Organistation: University of Plymouth

Project Contributors:
Professor Susan Marlow, Co-Investigator, University of Nottingham; 
Dr Aida Essaid, Jordan Project Partner, Information and Research Centre 
at the King Hussein Foundation; Dr Nasser Yassin, Lebanon Project Partner, 
Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs at the 
American University of Beirut; and Hakan Demirbuken
Turkey Project Partner, UDA Consulting.
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Refugee hairdressing business in Turkey.

SEE ALSO:

Al-Dajani, H., Carter, S., Shaw, E. and Marlow, S. (2015) ‘Entrepreneurship Among the 
Displaced and Dispossessed: Exploring the Limits of Emancipatory Entrepreneuring’, 
British Journal of Management 26(4): 713–30.
Al-Dajani, H. and Marlow, S. (2019) Project Report: Poverty Alleviation and Women 
Refugees, Amman: Information and Research Center – King Hussein Foundation, 
http://haqqi.info/en/haqqi/research/poverty-alleviation-and-women-refugees-middle-east 

Barbelet, V. and Wake, C. (2017) Livelihoods in Displacement: From Refugee Perspectives 
to Aid Agency Responses, Humanitarian Policy Group Report, London: Overseas 
Development Institute. 
Bastian, B.L., Sidani, Y.M. and El Amine, Y. (2018) ‘Women entrepreneurship in the 
Middle East and North Africa: A Review of Knowledge Areas and Research Gaps’, Gender 
in Management: An International Journal 33(1): 14–29.

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net
https://www.theimpactinitiative.net/project/poverty-alleviation-and-women-refugees-middle-east-empowerment-through-grassroots-micro
https://www.theimpactinitiative.net/project/poverty-alleviation-and-women-refugees-middle-east-empowerment-through-grassroots-micro
http://haqqi.info/en/haqqi/research/poverty-alleviation-and-women-refugees-middle-east
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A fifth of girls in Pakistan are married before the age of 18, and half of 
girls do not complete lower secondary education. Research carried 
out by the University of Oxford uses a randomised controlled trial 
to investigate whether these issues are most effectively addressed 
by targeting ‘edutainment’ interventions at men, women, or both 
partners in the household. 

The possible harmful consequences of early marriage are well 
documented and include premature school dropout, early 
childbearing, poor health in the longer term for young brides and their 
children, and a greater risk of domestic violence. These outcomes in 
turn perpetuate the intergenerational transmission of poverty.

In many societies, the preferred age at marriage is culturally 
determined and strongly related to prevailing attitudes and social 
norms. Interventions that seek to tackle social norms may therefore 
be an effective strategy for reducing child marriage. Educational 
entertainment (‘edutainment’) has been shown to be a promising 
type of such intervention. Using entertainment media, it combines 
the delivery of information with entertaining stories and characters 
that individuals can identify with. 

An important unanswered question is whom within the household 
these interventions should target? In contexts such as rural Pakistan, 
many women have low bargaining power, and household decisions 
may predominantly reflect the attitudes of men. Thus, efforts to 
target men, while potentially costlier, may have a bigger impact and 
eventually be more cost-effective. 

To test ‘what works’ in reducing child marriage, and whom belief 
and norm interventions should target, a research team from Oxford 
is working in collaboration with Oxfam Novib, Oxfam Pakistan and 
grassroots NGOs in rural Pakistan. The ‘edutainment’ intervention 
they are evaluating consists of film screenings and gender 
workshops and is conducted across almost 200 villages. The study 
is designed as a randomised controlled trial. In some villages only 
men and boys are targeted, in other villages only women and girls, 
and in others both genders; with some villages held as control for 
comparison.

Prior to the intervention, researchers conducted an extensive survey 
across almost 800 households with unmarried adolescent children. 
Evidence shows that there are important differences between the 
attitudes of men and women, and thus that interventions with men 
and women may have substantially different effects. If anything, 
mothers seemed to be more traditional than fathers, with more 
than one-third reporting a best age of marriage below 18 versus 
approximately one-quarter of the fathers. On the other hand, men 
cared substantially more about social pressure: about half of them 
agreed that a girl should be married straight away if there was 
gossip about her behaviour. Importantly, in virtually all households, 
fathers had the final say in matters of marriage. Therefore, changing 

the attitudes of mothers and daughters may not be sufficient to 
improve girls’ chances. 

Crucially, respondents’ personal attitudes did not appear to coincide 
with their assumptions about what others in their community thought 
– the majority of the population privately preferred later marriage. 
Such misconceptions may play an important role in the persistence 
of early marriage.  

This ongoing research directly contributes to a deeper understanding 
of how best to target interventions to address social norms around 
child marriage. It also strengthens the capacity of local organisations 
to design and implement their interventions. Ultimately, the impact 
findings aim to enable policymakers and practitioners to focus 
resources on the most promising and effective components of 
edutainment programmes addressing child marriage and other forms 
of violence against women and girls. 

Project title: Women’s Empowerment, Social Norms and Violence Against 
Women and Girls (also known as ‘Women empowerment, social norms 
and domestic violence’)

Principal Investigator: Sir Paul Collier
Professor of Economics and Public Policy
Blavatnik School of Government
University of Oxford

The study took place in collaboration with the Amsterdam Institute for Global 
Health and Development (AIGHD) and Oxfam Novib in the Netherlands, 
and the Centre for Economic Research in Pakistan (CERP). Local implementing 
partners are IRC and Bedari. Dr Rachel Cassidy (IFS/University of Oxford), 
Dr Wendy Janssens (AIGHD/Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam) and Dr Karlijn 
Morsink (University Utrecht/University of Oxford) are Co-Investigators. 
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Male gender workshop after the mobile cinema screening.

Gender, social norms and child marriage in Pakistan

SEE ALSO:

La Ferrara, E., Chong, A. and Duryea, S. (2012) ‘Soap Operas and Fertility: Evidence from 
Brazil’, American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 4(4): 1–31

Mackie, G. (1996) ‘Ending Footbinding and Infibulation: A Convention Account’, American 
Sociological Review: 999–1017.

Miller, D.T. and Prentice, D.A. (2016) ‘Changing Norms to Change Behavior’, Annual 
Review of Psychology 67: 339–61. 
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 Series of Research for Policy and Practice papers 

Impact Initiative Research for Policy and Practice papers provide key messages and research evidence for policymakers, practitioners, 
NGOs, and others engaged in development policy and practice. These collections of research provide direct insights into how projects 
enabled by the ESRC-DFID Strategic Partnership demonstrate the depth and breadth of research impact in key areas including: disability, 
gender, education, social protection, teaching, and urban resilience. 

ESRC-DFID Research for Policy and Practice Women and conflict

Women, work and 
social protection
Explores the need for a holistic 
approach to social protection 
which moves beyond a framing 
of poverty alleviation as 
primarily being about access 
to the traditional labour 
market and cash transfers to 
encompassing a broader range 
of considerations. Draws on 
research from Bangladesh, 
Malawi, Lesotho, South Africa 
and Rwanda.

Read/download pdf: http://bit.ly/2JjgO2C
Photo: Eric Miller/Panos Pictures

Women’s life choices
This collection identifies the 
critical elements that need 
addressing if women’s and 
girls’ lives are to change for 
the better. It explores mobility 
constraints experienced by 
girls and how lack of transport 
options hamper their access 
to paid work, health services, 
and schooling; looks at the 
barriers that women face 
regarding lifesaving diagnostic 
treatment and maternal health-
care services; and highlights the role of education systems in 
enhancing women’s economic opportunities. It draws on research 
from Ethiopia, Ghana, India, Lesotho, Laos, Malawi, Nigeria, 
South Africa, and Yemen.

Read/download pdf: http://bit.ly/2JeMWo3

Rethinking impact: 
Applying the gender 
lens
This booklet brings together 
examples of cross-cutting 
work on gender. It includes 
research which explicitly 
focuses on gender inequality, 
and projects where the 
gender dynamics emerged 
during the course of research. 
Highlights the opportunities 
and collaborations that show how a gendered lens can truly help 
understand the realities of people around the world.

Read/download pdf: http://bit.ly/35X4iPS

Gender and education
This report provides valuable 
evidence on strategies to 
ensure commitments to 
eliminate gender disparities 
in education can be met. 
Beyond ensuring that every 
child – both girls and boys – 
is in school and learning, it 
highlights new approaches to 
how gender equality in and 
through education can be 
measured, which is crucial to 
achieving more than just gender 
parity in education.

For more details: http://bit.ly/34ockQA 
Photo: Kieran Dodds/Tearfund/Panos Pictures

 Foreword 

To accomplish the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
it is absolutely mission-critical to unlock and properly account 
for women’s untapped economic potential and their wider 

contributions to society. This must go hand in hand with promoting 
dignity and self-reliance. Doing so is of direct and urgent relevance 
to the ambitions that underpin the Sustainable Development Goals 
related to: ending poverty; achieving gender equality; achieving full 
employment and decent work for all; and reducing inequality.

When Ela Bhatt founded the Self-Employed Women’s Association 
of India (SEWA) in 1972, she spoke passionately about the need to 
reframe poverty alleviation. She said, ‘What we really are looking for 
is self-reliance and that is how we should measure success.’ 

By adopting a holistic approach to social protection we move beyond 
an outdated framing of poverty alleviation as being primarily about 
access to the traditional labour market and cash transfers. To 
meaningfully tackle persistent poverty – particularly how it manifests 
for women – social protection must encompass a much broader range 
of considerations. The selection of ESRC-DFID-funded research that 
follows presents pertinent examples of how this applies in practice.

A study in Bangladesh shows that home-based self-employment, 
which is overwhelmingly preferred by women, offers considerable 
advantages despite being excluded from official data and largely 
overlooked by policymakers. In Rwanda, we see how a national public 
works programme provides opportunities for significant numbers of 
women (and by extension their households) to benefit from diversifying 
their income thus reducing vulnerability to shocks and exposure to risk. 
A study in Malawi and Lesotho demonstrates that while cash transfers 
have a role to play in shoring up the living standards of some of the 
poorest women, they have limited utility with regard to enabling them 
to contribute in a full and satisfying way to their communities. A study 
from South Africa demonstrates that basic employment alone is not 
enough to tackle the lack of dignity that characterises the experience 
of so many women living in or on the margins of poverty.

While undeniable strides have been made towards gender equality 
in recent decades, more often than not this has happened in spite of 
rather than because of the prevailing approaches to economic policy 
and social protection. Typically, traditional modes of thinking result in 
missed opportunities and suboptimal outcomes for women because 
they fail to recognise and address the complexity and nuances of 

women’s experiences, needs and contributions to the economy. Until 
these things are routinely addressed, Ela Bhatt’s vision of self-reliance 
for all women and the ambitions of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development will remain elusive. 

Mandu Reid
National Spokesperson for the UK Women’s Equality Party

ESRC-DFID Research for Policy and Practice:  

Women, work and social protection

Research jointly funded by the ESRC and DFID

Key messages
• Policymakers should use frameworks that recognise and 

capture the economic impact of all relevant activities 
undertaken by both genders, including unpaid work and 
caring obligations, the lion’s share of which falls to women. 

• Social protection strategies for women surviving on very 
low incomes must go beyond cash transfers and include 
measures that uphold dignity and promote self-reliance, 
such as income-generating schemes.

• Where policy is focussed on providing women with access 
to the traditional labour market, the quality of employment 
opportunities must be considered alongside measures 
that support women juggling household and caring 
responsibilities for children and other family members.

March 2019
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A single mother, with her three children and one of their friends, South Africa.
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Foreword 

Women contribute enormously to economies, whether by doing 

unpaid domestic work, agricultural work, or participating 

in businesses. Yet they often face tremendous challenges in 

their daily lives, such as difficulty in even having their voices heard 

or gaining a foothold in job markets. They are subject to violence and 

discrimination, lack of access to health-care services, and inequalities 

in education, which in turn impede them from accessing economic 

opportunities. 

According to the Global Education Monitoring Report 2016 produced 

by UNESCO, 63 per cent of women who have not attained even 

minimal literacy skills live in rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa and 

Asia. In 2015, the United Nations Millennium Development Goals 

Report noted that the large majority of Africa’s high rate of maternal 

deaths occur in the rural areas where only 56 per cent of births are 

attended by skilled personnel. These statistics alone paint a startling 

picture, showing that women, especially those in rural areas, are 

still disadvantaged despite decades of efforts and progress made to 

improve their lives.

This collection of ESRC-DFID-funded research identifies critical 

elements that are important to address if women’s and girls’ lives are 

to change for the better. The research looks at the mobility constraints 

experienced by girls and how a lack of access to means of transport 

hampers their access to paid work, health services, and schooling. It 

also identifies the barriers that women face when it comes to attending 

lifesaving diagnostic treatment or accessing maternal health-care 

services. Furthermore, it emphasises the significant role of education 

systems in not only enhancing women’s economic opportunities but 

also in helping to bridge the gender gap by shaping young people’s 

aspirations in their future career choices.

On the basis of this evidence, several key interventions have been 

identified that will transform the lives of women and girls, especially 

those in poor, rural, and marginalised populations. For instance, it is 

vital to find a way to increase the accessibility of disease diagnostic 

treatment. The research also highlights the value of using existing 

spatial data to tackle exclusion from health-care services. In addition, 

the research identifies the need to strengthen the relationships 

between school and community, teachers and learners, if we are to 

increase young women’s life choices.

To achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls (Goal 

5 of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development), there has to be 

investment in research. However, for research to have an impact, it 

is critical that it is linked to policymaking. Research provides much 

needed evidence for policymakers to design policies and programmes 

as well as influence the allocation of the requisite resources. 

This collective research supported by ESRC-DFID will no doubt 

contribute to the knowledge and evidence that policymakers need to 

address gender disparities and improve the lives of women and girls. 

Adequate policies, programmes, and investments in women’s health 

and education not only lift women’s living standards but also pave a 

way towards gender equality. Unless women are equipped to reach 

their full potential and are empowered to make their own life choices, 

the 2030 Agenda Goals will be missed

Thokozile Ruzvidzo

Director of Social Development Policy Division

United Nations Economic Commission for Africa

ESRC-DFID Research for Policy and Practice:  

Women’s life choices

Research jointly funded by the ESRC and DFID

Key messages

• Stronger consideration of gendered mobility needs is 

essential;

• Combine different types of evidence, for example spatial 

maps and interviews, to improve programme design with an 

understanding of local realities;   

• Work with a range of actors, including being clear about their 

role as this often results in more meaningful and sustained 

networks and interventions;  

• If education systems are to encourage young people to 

aspire to alternative futures, governments, donors and 

development agencies should focus on more than just 

providing educational resources, but should seek to bring 

together communities, teachers, and children to better 

understand the challenges faced by women and girls.

ResPolPrac_WomenLifeChoices_FINAL.indd   1 12/03/2018   15:21
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 Gender and education

Research jointly funded by the ESRC and DFID

November 2019

Despite recognised efforts to improve access of girls and 
women to education, many still face numerous barriers to 
access learning opportunities, ranging from basic education 

to higher education level. Several factors hinder their participation 
and achievement in the formal education system and contribute 
to significant gender equalities in education: namely, the quality of 
teaching and insensitive gender teaching and learning environments, 
plus cultural and social norms lead many girls and young women to 
leave education altogether. 

Prioritising gender equality in and through education is crucial 
to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that the 
international community set itself to achieve by 2030. Yet, one 
third of the way to that deadline, new projections prepared by the 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics and the Global Education Monitoring 
Report show that the world will fail its SDG education commitments 
without a major escalation of progress.

This collection of ESRC-DFID-funded research provides valuable 
evidence on strategies to ensure that we meet our pledge to 
eliminate gender inequalities in education. Beyond ensuring that 
every child – both girls and boys – is in school and learning, it 
highlights new approaches to how gender equality in and through 
education can be measured, which is crucial to achieving more than 
just gender parity in education. 

The collection also demonstrates the need to work together to bring 
about change. In the case of Honduras, for example, community and 
teacher partnerships are working to promote gender equality and 
equip adolescents with the skills and information they need to take 
charge of their reproductive health and complete secondary school. 
The Honduras case also highlights the benefits of targeted social-
emotional learning activities, which can be particularly effective for 
girls in conflict-affected contexts. 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and agenda 2063 
provide new opportunities in the long struggle towards achieving 
gender equality. We need robust evidence if we want accountability 
and the realisation of girls’ and women’s rights. This will help us to 
better understand how different groups of women are excluded 
because of their gender, age, dis-ability, class, ethnicity, religion, and 
many other factors. However, data alone is not enough; we need to 

Photo: Kieran Dodds/Tearfund/Panos Pictures

Girls study in a classroom at a primary school in Malawi.

Key messages
• New approaches to measuring gender equality in education 

are crucial to actions that go beyond just gender parity.

• Collaborative approaches to curriculum design can help 
promote gender equality.

• Non-formal learning strategies that include skills such as 
social-emotional learning opportunities should be considered 
to promote girls’ learning in conflict-affected contexts.

engage with our partners to drive policy change aligned with the 
needs of the stakeholders.

This collection is looking at new approaches to contribute to 
gender equality in educational systems. Both the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and Agenda 2063 – The Africa We Want 
provide new opportunities in the long struggle towards achieving 
gender transformative education.  

Dr Rita Bissoonauth
Head of Diplomatic Mission, African Union/International Centre for 
Girls’ and Women’s Education in Africa.
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Raising Learning Outcomes in Education Systems Programme: aims to provide 
policymakers and practitioners with concrete ideas on how to improve 
learning outcomes and to inform relevant policy and programme decision. 

Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation: aims to enhance the quality and impact of 
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reducing poverty amongst the poorest countries and peoples of the world.
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