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About This Report

This report summarizes existing survey efforts, considerations, and best practices for
measuring gender norms given the critical role they play in shaping the well-being of
adolescents, particularly very young adolescents (VY As) aged 10 to 14, in low- and middle-
income countries (LMICs). Despite recent advances in programming aimed at improving
adolescent health, significant gaps remain in understanding VY As’ experiences and needs.
Recognizing that the landscape has evolved since data collection, this review identified survey
efforts in place as of 2024 such as those included in the Global Early Adolescent Study (GEAS)
and the Gender and Adolescence Global Evidence (GAGE) study, while also assessing
limitations in producing more comprehensive global measures. Drawing on literature and expert
consultations, we outline promising methodological practices for enhancing the validity and
reliability of gender norms measurement among VY As.
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Summary

This report presents expert perspectives collected in 2024 on measuring gender norms, given
the critical role they play in shaping the well-being of adolescents, particularly very young
adolescents (VY As) 10 to 14 years of age in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). There
is a pressing need to advance measurement strategies to better understand the effects on VY As of
entrenched gender norms, such as economic disadvantage, gender-based violence, and poor
mental health, as well as evaluate the effectiveness of interventions to shift gender norms.
Despite recent advances in programming aimed at improving adolescent health, significant gaps
remain in understanding VY As’ experiences and needs. This review identified survey efforts that
were in place as of 2024, such as those included in the Global Early Adolescent Study (GEAS)
and the Gender and Adolescence Global Evidence (GAGE) study, while also assessing
limitations of producing more comprehensive measures of gender norms. Drawing on literature
and expert consultations, we outline promising methodological practices for enhancing the
validity and reliability of gender norms measurement among VY As.

Key Takeaways

Key findings emphasize:

e The importance of a well-defined theory of change

e Tailoring survey instruments to age-specific contexts

e Integrating qualitative methods alongside quantitative approaches

e Measuring norms among family and community members in addition to youth.
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Gender Norms Survey Measurement in Very Young Adolescents
in Low- and Middle-Income Countries: A Review of Survey Efforts
and Synthesis of Best Practices

A Review of Survey Efforts and Synthesis of Best Practices Recent studies have emphasized
the importance of addressing gendered influences on the well-being of adolescents [1]. Gender
norms can contribute to disparate and negative outcomes for youth including economic
disadvantages, violence, child marriage, and poor mental health. Citing statistics such as one in
five young women being married before their 18" birthday, the United Nations has called out the
need for progress in these outcome areas [2].

The past decade has yielded an increase in programming and interventions to improve
adolescent health and well-being, including among very young adolescents (VY As) (i.e., those
ages 10 to 14 years old) [3]. Despite the recognition that this unique developmental period is a
“key window of opportunity” to affect health and well-being, [3], significant gaps remain in how
to understand and support this population, particularly in low- and middle-income countries
(LMICs). For example, even the term “adolescents” is quite broad, and there are clear
differences in maturity, cognitive development, and social context (e.g., peer relationships) at
each age within adolescence. Azzopardi and colleagues [4] highlighted a gap in current efforts to
measure gender norms, with a few notable exceptions, including the Global Early Adolescent
Study (GEAS) [5] which focuses specifically on VY As, and the Gender and Adolescence Global
Evidence (GAGE) study [6], which includes very young adolescents as part of a larger study of
those 10 to 19 years of age.

While these studies have expanded the limited evidence on how gender affects this
population, they are not — and were not — intended to produce global measures of health and
well-being among adolescents. For example, the GEAS focuses on VY As in very low-income,
urban areas, limiting the generalizability of their results to adolescents living in other contexts.
Thus, as the field looks to improve gender norms measurement efforts on a more global scale,
and in a sustainable manner (i.e., in regular data collection efforts), it is an important time to
revisit the literature and gather expert input on potential future directions.

In 2024, the Gates Foundation (hereafter “the foundation™) engaged a research team at
RAND to identify some of the key survey efforts and associated challenges with measuring
gender norms among VY As in LMICs. This paper focuses on learnings across four selected
gender norm topics that significantly impact adolescent well-being outcomes: 1) uptake of
modern contraceptives; 2) women’s economic empowerment (i.e., paid work, ownership of
assets); 3) gender-based violence, and 4) child marriage.



As part of this review, the foundation was especially interested in existing promising
measurement approaches that might be scaled or used across countries more consistently,
considering cost and timing. This review was especially important as the field seeks to advance
the science for VY As in low- and middle-income countries, to ensure measurement is valid,
reliable, and — most importantly — informs strategies to advance the health and well-being of
VYAs [7, 8]. Below, we (1) describe survey efforts included in our review aimed at measuring
gender norms among VY As; (2) present a comparison of some of the benefits and drawbacks to
scaling these studies or platforms for broader use; and (3) detail promising practices identified
through conversations with experts and in the literature on methods to improve the validity and
reliability of measures on VY A gender norm topics.

Methods

We began with a review of peer-reviewed and gray literature, as well as existing
documentation shared by the foundation and its partners. The peer-reviewed search initially
targeted in-country efforts for a set of priority countries identified by the foundation. This was
followed by a more expansive examination of reports and websites of major studies on gender
norms, such as the GEAS and GAGE, and related peer-reviewed studies outside the initial focus
on prioritized countries. The team supplemented the literature scan with semi-structured
discussions with 14 experts on VYA measurement and gender norms in LMICs.' These experts
were identified primarily based on recommendations from the foundation and its partners. We
took near-verbatim notes during the discussions, and recorded with permission, to supplement
notes as needed. In addition, we solicited recommendations for other articles or literature that
might inform promising practices in this space.

We used an Excel spreadsheet to organize and synthesize findings from the literature and
discussions. One worksheet detailed existing large multinational survey platforms or studies of
VY As with questions on the prioritized gender norms, with columns to capture details on topics
covered, target age range, sampling frame, and number of countries administered in. Survey
quality was not assessed. Relevant text was extracted from a study team member or extracted
using Elicit, an Al research assistant tool [9] with manual review by a study team member for
accuracy. In addition, notes from expert discussions, which provided data on the benefits and
drawbacks to scaling existing efforts and on promising methodologic approaches, were entered
into a separate Excel file with columns aligned to topics of interest which allowed for easy
comparison and synthesis by topic (columns) and thorough documentation of each source (rows).

All data collection and rapid analysis occurred in spring and early summer of 2024. RAND’s
Human Subjects Protection Committee reviewed this study and determined it was exempt.

! Expert names are not included as participants were promised confidentiality in our informed consent process.



Findings

The literature, as well as researchers and practitioners with firsthand experience, provided

insight into existing survey efforts focused on VY A gender norms and promising practices to

improve gender norm measurement. We begin with a discussion of the benefits and drawbacks

of building off some of the identified existing survey efforts and follow with promising strategies

and practices for survey developers looking to more validly and reliably measure gender norms
in VYAs.

Existing survey efforts on gender norm measurement among VYAs

We identified four multi-country gender norms surveys that were collecting data from VY As

and two that collected data on a larger scale from older adolescents in 2024, all of which served

as options for large-scale gender norms measurement among VY As:

GEAS (adolescent focus, ages 10-14): In collaboration with Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health and the World Health Organization (WHO), this study includes
surveys of young people’s perceptions of the gender norms that influence their behavior,
how they form their beliefs about gender, and how these beliefs align with social norms
in their communities. The focus is on very low-income urban areas across multiple
countries over a five-year period.

GAGE (adolescent focus, ages 10-19): This study, led by a consortium of organizations
and managed by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI), examines young people’s
individual and collective well-being across six broad domains: 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. A survey is a key component to this 10-year
longitudinal study of 20,000 adolescents in six low- and middle-income countries.
Global Kids Online (GKO) (primarily adolescent focus but includes parent and teacher
modules; ages 9-17): As part of a collaborative research project among UNICEF, the
London School of Economics and Political Science, and the EU Kids Online network,
this survey examines gender inequalities in terms of access to and use of the internet and
mobile devices, particularly to understand risks as well as protective factors around
adolescent internet use.

Global School-based Student Health Survey (GSHS) (adolescent focus; ages 13-17):
Led by WHO, modeled after the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s
Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System, these self-administered surveys are
administered in schools to obtain data on adolescents’ health behaviors.

Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) (caregiver focus, with one module for 7—
14-year-olds; all ages): Led by UNICEF, this cross-country survey generates data on
various well-being indicators for children and women. It has been in place for almost 30
years and implemented in ~120 countries. A newly added module on time use enables the
collection and analysis of data on gender norms related to children’s engagement in
unpaid work to help policymakers and practitioners better understand how gender norms
influence boys’ and girls’ engagement in unpaid domestic and care work, and how the



unequal distribution of unpaid work among them affects their opportunities and
wellbeing.
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) (caregiver or young adult focus, ages 15-59):
Led by ICF and primarily funded by USAID, these surveys focus on nationally
representative data on topics such as family planning, gender, and child health. There
have been over 400 surveys administered in ~90 countries. The surveys examine the life
courses of women and men, when they first have sex, marry, and have their first child,
whether they work, whether they control income and household decisions, and explores
gender differentials in education and in children's health and health care, women's
experience of various forms of gender-based violence.

Benefits and drawbacks of scaling existing survey efforts

Survey efforts like GEAS and GAGE that are notable in their focus on VY As are not national
or country-level assessments, but rather part of longitudinal studies assessing how norms change

within a specific group over time. For example, the GEAS is focused on a longitudinal

assessment of gender norms in specific urban geographies for very low-income youth. Therefore,

when considering scaling existing infrastructure or survey platforms to inform global indicators

of adolescent well-being, it is important to weigh the benefits and drawbacks of each, given what

they were designed to measure (Table 1).

Table 1. Pros and cons of existing survey platforms for strengthening gender norm measurement

among VYAs
Survey Pros Cons
GEAS e Only includes VYAs Primarily uses school-based samples (does not
e Gender norms focus capture VYAs not attending school)
Focus on low-income urban areas, not nationally
representative
GAGE e Includes VYAs and older adolescents Specific longitudinal (2015 to 2025) research and
e Includes urban and rural areas evaluation study
e Gender norms focus Only in six countries
GKO e Includes VYAs and older adolescents Focused on internet users
e Comprehensive toolkit encourages No modules focused only on gender norms
implementation and adaptation by others
GSHS e Includes a subset of VYAs and older Primarily uses school-based samples (does not
adolescents capture VYAs not attending school)
e Captures youth in schools No modules focused specifically on gender norms but
some questions relate to priority gender norms
MICS o Base survey established in many countries Currently, only one module asked of VYAs
e Typically conducted every 3-5 years No modules focused only on gender norms
e Sometimes includes VYAs Gender norms questions not focused on VYAs
* Nationally representative
DHS e Base survey established in many countries Does not interview VYAs

Typically conducted every 5 years
Nationally representative

No modules focused only on gender norms




These established surveys have the benefit of existing infrastructure, relationships, and data
collection instruments. However, GEAS, GAGE, and GKO have been implemented in fewer
countries than DHS and MICS, which can make scaling these platforms to a more global scale
more challenging. Further, while standardization is important for cross-country comparisons and
ease of implementation, several experts noted that gender norms surveys need to be adapted to
different cultural contexts (e.g., collectivist versus individual cultures).

Promising practices

Experts identified several promising methodological approaches to conducting surveys to
measure gender norms among VYAs. The first — and arguably the most important — is employing
a well-defined theory of change. Survey designers and implementers should consider what they
are measuring and why. Experts we consulted stressed the importance of ensuring that data
collection efforts establish a clear theory of change and articulate the purpose of measurement.
With so many areas of interest and existing literature surrounding norms, it is important to
understand which topics should be investigated on a global scale, and which are most relevant
and appropriate for specific national or regional contexts, such as presence (i.e., is there a norm)
versus power (i.e., influence of norms on actions). As one expert noted:

As a field, we are still evolving our rationale for why we interview with this
[VYA] group, and what change we want to see in the short-, medium- and long-
term. The Theory of Change need[s] to continue [to] evolve and get better as a
field... There are a lot of diverse perspectives on what we’re trying to achieve
with this population...[better] education outcomes, gender outcomes, child
marriage outcomes, and health outcomes and health knowledge and health
service use and reducing adolescent childbearing. There is not one right answer
but forcing ourselves as a field to get really clear on each individual experience
and what are we trying to achieve [will be important].

After identifying the relevant theory of change (what is being measured and why), then
survey developers should think about who should be prioritized for measurement. Several studies
highlighted the importance of collecting self-reported data directly from VY As about gender
norms and gendered experiences, as evidence suggests that caregivers may be unaware of social
and emotional challenges that adolescents (particularly girls) are facing [10, 11]. Experts stressed
the importance of asking not only VY As about gender norms but also asking family members
and others in the community, given the multilevel nature of norms and how strongly norms and
beliefs at each of these levels can influence adolescent outcomes. In addition, this can help
distinguish direct from indirect norms (e.g., disentangling a VY A’s belief that their family with
disapprove of them if they access reproductive health services (direct) with the more general
believe that VY As (girls) who have premarital sex are dishonorable (indirect) [12]. However,
they also cautioned about the nuances of developing survey items for 10-year-olds compared to
14-year-olds. As one expert noted:



We need to recognize what you can ask a 10-year-old versus a 14-year-olds and
[their] norms are different. Hypotheticals are different. Scales are hard. We
initially had [a] 5-item Likert [scale] and had to go back to 3 [items]. We kept it
at 3 for everyone.

In addition to gathering survey data from people that interact with VY As, another
methodologic best practice is to verify accuracy of the adolescent’s age. For school-based
surveys, experts felt that grade level can serve as a useful proxy for age, in that students of a
particular grade level are socialized together, even if their ages vary by a few years. Accurately
ascertaining age in the community outside of grade-level structures is an ongoing challenge,
which experts noted explains why ages of children and adolescents in large multi-purpose
surveys tend to show up in the data as round numbers like 5 or 10 years old.

Survey developers also need to think about the tradeoffs inherent in deciding where to
conduct surveys. Best practices for developing sampling frames for gender norm surveys depend
on the survey’s goals. For instance, many gender norm surveys evaluate specific programs or
interventions, such that they sample from the setting in which the program was delivered. GEAS
and GAGE experts also noted that they have employed purposive sampling relevant to their
research questions, such as focusing on places with high child marriage rates or low-resource,
urban areas. However, if the survey's goal is to measure national norms across an entire country
and produce generalizable results, purposive sampling would not be appropriate.

Adolescents (and others) are typically asked questions about their current norms and
behaviors, as well as their expectations for the future. For instance, as part of the GEAS’s core
set of questions, VY As are asked at what age they expect to get married. However, it is
important to determine, for any survey effort, how often (i.e., (when) norms should be assessed
to understand their evolution over time and their change in response to interventions, which ties
back to the why question and should be informed by a theory of change.

Similarly, survey developers will need to consider Zow to overcome some of the unique
challenges with the VY A age group. There are a few factors to consider to increase the reliability
and validity of responses. For example, response bias may arise for sensitive gender norms
questions (e.g., about sexual behaviors and health) or in settings in which children are typically
discouraged from sharing opinions. Approaches such as the “best friend” technique was noted as
helpful when conducting surveys about stigmatized behaviors including premarital sex. Instead
of asking about the respondent’s norms and behaviors, the questions are framed as “What does
your best friend think about...?”” Another expert noted that for very young adolescents, they
found they received more (or better) information on norms by asking about behaviors (e.g., do
you do chores?) rather than asking directly about norms or attitudes.

Finally, while more quantitative measures are typical of surveys, multiple gender norm
experts emphasized the importance of qualitative data collection, such as focus groups and
Photovoice, for understanding gender norms, given the nuances around these norms. Other
innovative strategies include role play scenarios and the use of visual aids. For example, one



expert described an interview in which children were presented with toy animals and asked to
identify ones that reminded them of an “ideal” man or woman. Another researcher mentioned
soliciting VY As’ responses in more active, engaging ways, such as using two different trees to
represent “agree” and “disagree” and having the child respond by running to one of the trees.
However, these modes can be more resource and time intensive, making them difficult to scale.
In addition, they may not be culturally appropriate. One expert shared:

One study with kids, we used happy faces, sad faces, and that’s not universally

understood. In Uganda, I’ve used cans to show half full or partially full to show

partially full or scales or piles of corn. Those are more universally accepted and
understood.

Discussion

This review identified several survey efforts for the VY A age group that were in place in
2024 and could be built upon for future global measurement efforts. Each survey has pros and
cons when considering scaling them to national or multinational contexts. This review also
identified experts’ perspectives on methodologic best practices for collecting data from this age
group. Overall, while there is consensus around the need to improve survey measurement of
VYA gender norms, there is less agreement on which outcomes influenced by gender norms
should be measured and why.

Both the existing literature and experts we consulted described areas that would benefit from
further study to improve gender norm measurement among VY As. The first is how to best design
questions that are age appropriate and can be used across age groups as respondents age. This
consideration is especially important as many existing gender norms surveys are longitudinal, as
they aim to capture pre- versus post-intervention norms or other changes over time. Furthermore,
survey questions may need to be applicable to a wider range of ages but consistent enough to
measure change over time. This design question needs to be informed by an improved
understanding of how VY As interpret survey questions about the complex topic of gender
norms, which requires cognitive interviewing and qualitative work. Developing age-appropriate
surveys also may require testing more innovative data collection approaches, particularly
participatory qualitative data collection techniques such as Photovoice, narrative storytelling, or
drawing to initiate conversations and gather more information on lived experiences [13].

Additionally, there is a clear need for better strategies to survey VY As and those they interact
with, such as siblings or parents, to investigate dynamics in those relationships and associated
theories of change (i.e., does changing an individual VY A’s beliefs translate to tangible behavior
change) and understand pathways or mechanisms of gender norm development and evolution
(e.g., older siblings may have more influence on norms than peers). One expert felt that network
analytic methods might provide needed insights into these strategies:



I do think a network style study where you are interviewing everyone in a
community would be very interesting to better see how gender norms work at
different levels and what different measurement styles tell you.

In addition to these gaps, multiple experts highlighted a lack of research on masculinity,
particularly outside of the Gender-Equitable Men Scale (GEMS) [14], and the need to survey
boys to fully capture the origins, evolution, and range of gender norms in a population. One
expert expressed an interest in surveys of how norms impact gender minorities and youth who do
not identify as heterosexual. Other topical areas of interest raised by experts we consulted
include the relationship between gender norms and mental health, norms related to economic
activities, and factors that influence VYA involvement in social change.

Conclusion

Our work complements and reinforces other efforts that stress the need to better understand
gender norms among VY As and their influence on adolescent health and well-being. With
significant siloes in the field — often a product of disparate funding sources or different topical
foci — exploring scalable and sustainable measurement approaches to inform future interventions
with this age group is critical.
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