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Finding some answers: Girls Speak Out 3

Throughout our research we asked girls not just 
what they worry about and how their lives are 
restricted but also what they think should be 
done, and how their lives and opportunities can 
be expanded and improved . They had a lot to say 
and many of their ideas are below . The detailed 
research report can be found online at 
plan-international .org/girls

Young mothers

in ‘Girls Speak out’, having children too young is a 
pressing concern. adolescent girls know it disrupts 
their education, affects their health and limits 
their choices in life. as one girl in nicaragua put 
it, girls should be encouraged “to complete their 
education and to be aware of pregnancy, to not 
hold back their dreams”.

the issues of continuing education while 
pregnant, and returning to school after having a 
baby, were identified by girls in some countries 
as a core challenge. For example, young mothers 
in pakistan were least likely to return to school 
after giving birth. and only 18 per cent of girls in 
Zimbabwe felt that they could continue to go to 
school while pregnant.

the desire for information on pregnancy and 
sexual and reproductive health is a dominant 
theme. the overall picture that emerges from the 
research is a demand for more openness about 
sex and for more creative ways of talking about 
sexuality, contraception and pregnancy. When 
we ask very specifically “what should be done?”, 
girls ask for “a sexual education programme”, for 
talks about “sexuality topics”, for access to and 
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knowledge about contraception: “I would give out 
condoms so that they are not ashamed to ask for 
them .”  

in ecuador and nicaragua girls want more 
education on contraception and sexuality, 
with campaigns in schools and in the media: 
“First I would carry out prevention campaigns 
regarding pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
diseases, since they do not know what having 
sex can bring .” in pakistan, girls are asking for 
more information about the risks and problems 
of getting pregnant at a young age as well as 
information about how to prevent pregnancy. 
education and information also emerge as a strong 
theme in Zimbabwe; nearly half of girls (47 per 
cent) focus on the need for education on sexual 
health and contraception, with almost two-thirds 
also asserting that this education should focus on 
teaching girls to abstain from sex at a young age. 
Zimbabwe is the only country where abstinence 
is seen by girls as a solution to early pregnancy. 
it is also the country where levels of equality in 
relationships appear to be low.

in several countries there is an emphasis 
also on collective action, working with women’s 
groups and breaking down taboos, as this young 

woman from ecuador tells us: “I would organise 
meetings with all the women my age to make 
demonstrations and march about women’s rights, 
that we need information and to talk about topics 
considered by the society as taboos, to talk 
openly .”

Girls in all four countries saw early pregnancy 
as dangerous to their health and many also 
reflected on the responsibilities of motherhood: 
“I would give them talks; provide them with 
more information about the risks . It is a huge 
responsibility to have babies at an early age .”

For girls who do become pregnant, it is 
emotional and practical family support, the 
opportunity to finish secondary education, and 
access to healthcare that are top of the list of what 
they want. alternative educational opportunities, 
enabling girls to complete secondary education, is 
seen as more important than receiving government 
money for child support. Girls in pakistan pointed 
to the importance of affordable healthcare 
services, and in Zimbabwe they highlighted the 
importance of policies which will enable young 
mothers to return to school.

interestingly, support from boys and 
fathers does not come across as a top priority 

What girls want: dealing with early pregnancy
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prompted Suggestions*

Supportive attitudes of families and communities 
towards girls who get pregnant

alternative education opportunities 
to complete secondary education

Better access to affordable healthcare 
services for young mothers

Girls with babies or young children 
being allowed to return to school

Boys/fathers helping girls with 
childcare and domestic chores

childcare services at school, such as nurseries

access to government money for child support

pakistannicaragua Zimbabwe

top few mentions lowest number of mentions *respondents chose three 
out of seven suggestions.

Sec tion 7 :  F inal WorDS



128 the s tate of the world’s girls

in any of the countries. However, some of their 
recommendations show a more widespread 
acknowledgment of the role of boys and men: 
one girl from ecuador suggests raising “awareness 
among the boys as sometimes they are more 
guilty than the girls”.

Child marriage

Girls consistently point to the issue of child, early 
and forced marriage as one of the most pressing 
concerns in their lives. in analysing the solutions 
that girls proposed across the four countries, 
there is a coherent emphasis on building girls’ 
confidence, choice and empowerment. Girls 
everywhere say they need to be in control of this 
important decision in their lives. and they need the 
confidence to speak up and have their voices heard 
on this matter. almost half (47 per cent) of girls in 
Zimbabwe feel that the core solution is for girls to 
be able to decide for themselves when and who 
they marry.  

Girls overwhelmingly also pointed to the 
power of education as an important factor in 
preventing child, early and forced marriage. almost 

half the girls in pakistan and nicaragua, and 40 per 
cent in ecuador and Zimbabwe, say that education 
is the key factor in child marriage prevention. 
Specifically, it is access to quality secondary 
education that is most important to adolescent 
girls and it is girls who are currently in school who 
see the value of education as a core solution to 
early marriage, more so than those who are not: 
“Education is very important so I will tell [other 
girls] to complete their education so that they can 
do anything in their life, and then they won’t need 
anyone’s help” commented one girl from pakistan.

While girls focus their solutions on both their 
own empowerment and education, they also see 
that wider changes in society need to be led by 
those in power. in particular, girls overwhelmingly 
assert that families and communities must change 
how they value girls’ education. Girls in ecuador 
highlight the important role that parents play in 
preventing early marriage, and the significance of 
involving parents and girls together in discussions 
about marriage. in pakistan, girls place particular 
emphasis on how families and communities value 
girls’ education. twenty-nine per cent of girls 

What girls want: tackling child marriage
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prompted Suggestions

Girls having more confidence to raise issues 
with their family or in the community

Girls having access to better quality secondary education

Girls being able to decide for themselves 
when and who they marry

Families and communities valuing girls’ education more

Girls having access to paid and 
dignified work opportunities

Media campaigns that oppose child marriage

Better national laws to prevent child marriage

Discussing the issue of early marriage with men and boys

community leaders publicly condemning child marriage

pakistannicaragua Zimbabwe

top few mentions lowest number of mentions
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in pakistan call for education that would teach 
parents not to force their daughters into marrying 
at a young age: “I guess we should explain to all 
parents, because if they are sensible they will take 
the right decision and we can solve this issue, 
otherwise it is not possible .”  

Girls want to see educational programmes and 
campaigns in the community that explain the risks 
and consequences associated with child marriage. 
“I would have media campaigns to fight against 
marriage at an early age due to its consequences” 
was one recommendation from nicaragua.

Violence against girls at home and in the 
community

Girls are unequivocal in not accepting violence 
from husbands and partners and very aware of 
their rights in this area. the vast majority of girls 
(80-100 per cent) across all countries disagree that 
it is ever acceptable for a boy to hit or use violence 
against them. Girls overwhelmingly reject the use 
of violence at home – women should not put up 
with it. this came across particularly strongly in 
the two latin american countries. However, when 

asked whether it would be better for a girl not to 
tell anyone that she had been raped, the numbers 
decline in most countries. in pakistan 67 per cent 
of girls choose silence.   

When it comes to public transportation there 
are some shocking statistics. a large number of 
respondents in each country believe that girls 
should not travel on public transportation without 
a male family member or friend travelling with 
them. in ecuador, about a quarter of girls accept 
this, whereas the numbers more than double in 
pakistan, with over half not believing that they 
have the right to catch a bus, train or tram without 
a male escort. When asked if they agree that 
girls should not be seen in public after dark, the 
majority of girls in each country either ‘agree’ or 
are unsure. in Zimbabwe, 90 per cent of girls are 
either in agreement or uncertain if girls should be 
seen in public after dark.

When we asked girls what should be done 
about the violence and abuse that they face in 
their communities, the most popular response 
across nearly all countries was the need for 
someone that girls trust to talk to when they 

What girls want: tackling violence 
and abuse in the community
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prompted Suggestions

Girls having someone they trust who they can talk 
to if they experience any abuse or violence

Girls feeling able to report violence or abuse to community 
leaders, local authorities or police without being afraid

Girls having better access to information and 
training to protect themselves from violence

Governments and the police acting to tackle problems 
with alcohol or drug use in the local area

Working with boys and men to educate them about the 
harmful effects of violence and abuse towards girls

tougher penalties for boys or men who abuse or are violent 
towards girls or women, such as longer prison sentences

Safe places and groups where girls and women can share 
information and experiences related to violence and abuse

Families and communities valuing girls the same as boys

pakistannicaragua Zimbabwe
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experience any abuse or violence. this links to 
another popular response: to be able to report 
violence to police, community leaders or local 
authorities. one girl in nicaragua said: “I would 
gather all girls to talk on this subject and tell 
them they should not remain silent if they are 
being abused .”

again, working with men and boys to put a 
stop to violence is a low priority, as is improving 
the value of girls among their families and 
communities. Most important to the girls we 
spoke to is their own agency and power; giving 
girls “martial arts training so that they can protect 
themselves and no one can hurt them” or “setting 
up safe places and groups where girls and women 
can share information and experiences” are two 
key suggestions.

nearly half of girls advocate for better 
access to information and training to protect 
themselves from violence. only in Zimbabwe are 
tougher penalties for the abusers one of the top 
recommendations. although girls in all countries 
do mention legislation and the role of the police 
in protecting girls and keeping communities 
safe overall, it is empowering girls to defend 
themselves, and to speak out, and providing safe 

spaces for them to talk to each other that are seen 
as more crucial to ending violence. 

School-related gender-based violence

School-related gender-based violence (SrGBV) is 
a critical issue across the four countries. Mostly, 
girls are of the view that violence in and around 
schools is a violation of their rights. Despite this, 
nearly 20 per cent of girls in pakistan either don’t 
know or agree that in certain circumstances it 
may be acceptable for a teacher to ask a girl 
for sexual favours in exchange for good grades. 
on average, around a quarter of girls across all 
four countries either agree or aren’t sure if a girl 
is at fault if a male student or teacher sexually 
harasses them. importantly, a large number of 
girls do not believe that there is anyone that they 
could report abuse to without putting themselves 
in danger.

in all four countries girls point out that the 
government has a responsibility to tackle the 
issue of violence against girls in schools and that 
a national action plan should be put in place to 
combat it. nearly half of girls identify the need for 
a clear and easy-to-use complaints process, with 
around the same number calling for stronger police 

What girls want: keeping safe at school
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prompted Suggestions

Schools having clear and strong rules that harassment, 
violence and abuse are not acceptable at school

Schools having a clear and easy to use complaints process, so 
girls report situations of violence in a safe and confidential way

the government having a national action 
plan to end violence and abuse in school

improvements to make the school more secure, 
such as protective fencing and security gates

police or security services taking action when cases of 
violence or abuse at school are reported to them

Having separate toilets or latrines for 
girls only that are safe and clean

Schools recruiting more female teachers

Schools having rules for teachers, which do not allow 
relationships with students and exchanging sex for grades

pakistannicaragua Zimbabwe

top few mentions lowest number of mentions
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or security service responses to reported cases of 
violence. this shows that, faced with violence in 
their schools, girls feel unsupported.  

More than any other option, though, girls 
prioritise schools having clear and strong rules 
that ban harassment, violence and abuse. it is girls 
themselves who point to the ways that SrGBV has 
become institutionalised and must be eradicated 
through comprehensive action at all levels. this 
must include stronger national action plans at the 
government level, a solution that 40 per cent of 
girls identified.

it is interesting to note that the concept of 
physical improvements around the school to 
improve student safety shows a wide diversity of 
support from the girls. While only around 20 per 
cent of girls in Zimbabwe found safer toilets or 
stronger gates to be necessary, nearly 60 per cent 

of girls in pakistan felt that their schools were not 
providing adequate safety.

the solutions that girls identify to eradicate 
SrGBV are not simplistic; they show a 
comprehensive strategy across a diverse range of 
priorities. they give schools themselves a large part 
of the responsibility to keep girls safe – though, 
perhaps surprisingly, increasing the numbers of 
female teachers was a low priority across all four 
countries. 

if we are to find lasting solutions to the issue of 
gender justice, listening to, and acting upon, these 
voices is essential in bringing about change. this 
holds true not just for schools and governments 
charged with eradicating school-based violence 
against girls, but across all sectors of society and 
across all the issues that girls have identified as 
disempowering and discriminatory.
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