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NEET  A young person who is ñnot in education, employment 
or trainingò 

RAs Research advisers 

RTT Research task team 

SDGs  Sustainable Development Goals 

SRHR Sexual and reproductive health and rights 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover photo: Plan International.  Adolescent girls participating in focus group for ñCounting the 
Invisibleò, Nicaragua. 
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Adolescent girl ï A girl in the transitional phase between childhood and legally defined 
adulthood (13 to 18 years of age). The legal definition of an adult varies from country to country 
but is usually between 17 and 21 years. For the purposes of this report, reference to adolescent 
girls includes the age range 15 to 19 year olds included in this research sample. 

Agency ï The ability to make meaningful choices and act upon them. 

Basic services ï Services delivered by the government, including water, sanitation, electricity, 
housing and health services.  

Civil society ï Citizens or groups participating outside formal government institutions. This can 
be non-governmental organisations (NGOs), organisations in local and community life, union 
organisations, and business associations.  

Condition and position ï Condition refers to our material state and daily life. This usually 
includes access to basic resources such as shelter, food and protection. Position refers to our 
social status and to the value that society places on us. This includes our ability to control 
resources and to make the decisions that affect our lives.  

Decision-making ï The capacity of a person to participate in the process of making decisions 
that affect their lives.  

Empowerment ï Power is the ability to shape oneôs life and oneôs environment. The lack of 
power is one of the main barriers that prevent girls and women from realising their rights and 
escaping cycles of poverty. This can be overcome by a strategy of empowerment. Gender-
based empowerment involves building girlsô assets (social, economic, political and personal), 
strengthening girlsô ability to make choices about their future, and developing girlsô sense of self-
worth and their belief in their own ability to control their lives. 

Exclusion ï Defined as the process through which individuals or groups are partially or fully 
excluded from the rights, opportunities and resources that are available to others in the society 
they live in. The term exclusion is used as an umbrella term that covers related terms of 
marginalisation, at risk of exclusion, discrimination, inequity and others. 

Exclusion and discrimination ï Discrimination is the unjust or prejudicial treatment of people 
on the grounds of their identity. Peopleôs identity is shaped by their social surroundings, the 
multiple facets of exclusion and the vulnerability they experience. 

Exclusion and vulnerability ï Exclusion can increase a personôs vulnerability by reducing 
her/his ability to overcome shock and adversity. Vulnerability, in turn, can create and reinforce 
exclusion. Both diminish life opportunities and can result in poverty.  

Gender discrimination ï Whereby people are treated differently simply because they are male 
or female, rather than on the basis of their individual skills or capabilities.  

Inclusion ï A sense of belonging, the feeling as though one is welcomed in an area without 
feeling threatened or uncomfortable.  

Intersectionality and experiences of exclusion ï Unpacking intersecting identities is key to 
understanding discrimination and exclusion. While it can be useful to understand the specific 
issues that are caused by gender inequality or by each form of exclusion, people do not fall 
neatly into social groups. Each individual can self-identify with, or be identified by others as, a 
range of social categories that overlap and intersect such as ethnicity, class and gender. For 
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example, an indigenous adolescent girl with a visual impairment may simultaneously be dealing 
with issues of discrimination on account of her age, ethnicity and disability. 

Machismo ï In Nicaragua, the word ñmachismoò is used to describe a socio-cultural model of 
masculinity that, passed on from generation to generation, dictates the attitudes, values and 
behaviour that men should adopt to be considered men and to feel that they are men. It 
encompasses not only the way that men relate to women but also to other men and to children 
in both the domestic and public spheres of life. 

Marginalisation ï Refers to a process that situates rights holders in a state between 
ñexclusionò and ñinclusionò. For example, the marginalised may be those who have partial 
access to a service or facility, but are unable to make full use of it; or who may be able to speak 
at a meeting and express an opinion but are unlikely to be listened to or to influence any 
decisions. However Plan International uses the term exclusion as an umbrella term that covers 
related terms of marginalisation, at risk of exclusion, discrimination, inequity and others. 

Masculinities ï Conveys that there are many socially constructed definitions for being a man 
and that these can change over time and from place to place. The term relates to perceived 
notions and ideals about how men should or are expected to behave in a given setting. 

Partnership/alliances ï The coming together of different people, groups and institutions for 
cooperation, coordination, resource exchange, and the joint solving of problems. They bring 
together institutional capabilities and human resources in the form of skills, experiences and 
ideas to tackle common problems that are often beyond the capacity of a single organisation or 
group.  

Public space ï Spaces that are open for public use. This includes streets, recreation areas, 
parks, community squares, etc.  

Principal duty bearers ï Governments and institutions, responsible for changing laws, policies 
and services.  

Safety ï Freedom from the occurrence or risk of injury, danger, or loss.  

Social environment ï Community use of the space, joint social practices in the area, different 
groups of people using the space.  

Social norms ï Informal rules, gender role divisions and the beliefs, attitudes and behaviours 
that regulate behaviour in society, prescribe what behaviour is expected and what is not allowed 
in specific circumstances, influence beliefs of what to expect of girlsô behaviours, for example. 

Sexual assault ï Any form of sexual contact (up to and including rape) between two or more 
people without voluntary consent. Consent obtained through pressure, coercion, force or threats 
of force is not voluntary consent.  

Sexual harassment ï Unwelcome sexually determined behaviour, both physical and non-
physical, whether by words or actions. Such conduct can be humiliating and may constitute a 
health and safety problem. Some examples of physical contact include sexual demand by 
action, such as touching a personôs clothing, hair or body, hugging, kissing, groping, pushing or 
pulling, patting or stroking, standing close or brushing up against a person. Some examples of 
non-physical sexual harassment include sexual demand by words, sexually coloured remarks, 
showing pornography, staring (ñeve teasingò), ñcat callingò, following, chasing, stalking and 
exposing oneself.  
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Social groups ï Two or more people who interact with each other, share similar characteristics 
and have a sense of unity. Social groups can come in multiple forms and sizes; individuals can 
belong to multiple social groups at the same time. Belonging to specific social groups often 
determines the level of exclusion and inequality that individuals experience. 

Violence ï The World Health Organization (WHO) defines violence as: ñThe intentional use of 
physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a 
group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, 
psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivationò. 

Violence against women and girls ï Any act of gender-based violence, that results in, or is 
likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats 
of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private 
life. 

 

This glossary is meant to serve as a guide for reading the report, however please note 
that the definitions presented are dynamic and subject to change. 
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Violence against women and girls is widespread in Nicaragua. 
Throughout this research, girls reported that they did not 

feel safe in their homes, in their relationships and on the 
streets. Early pregnancy was directly associated with 

various manifestations of violence, negatively 
impacting girlsô opportunities and wellbeing and 
restricting their progress in life.  

This research seeks to examine how intersecting 
vulnerabilities shape and determine the opportunities 
available to adolescent girls and how this, in turn, influences 

whether they can or cannot realise their rights. Within the 
context of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which 

commit to focusing on the poorest, most vulnerable and furthest 
behind, the research aims to uncover the perceptions and 

experiences of a group of people at risk of being left behind unless 
their unique voices can be heard. 

1.1 Introduction 
 
In 2016, in an effort to further the global understanding of adolescent girlsô rights, Plan 
International commissioned and undertook a three-country study (in Nicaragua, Zimbabwe and 
Pakistan) on a set of themes related to the SDGs.  

These themes, which can offer insight into advancing the rights of adolescent girls, included: 
girlsô enabling environment, care and domestic work in the home, education quality and value, 
early pregnancy, early marriage, violence against girls, safety in public places, social relations, 
and interpersonal communications. 

The aim of this research is to understand not only the day-to-day reality for the girls interviewed, 
but also to gain insight into their thoughts on how things should be. Asked whether they thought 
they should have more opportunities to get on in life and achieve their life goals, the girls 
interviewed in all three countries overwhelmingly answered: ñyesò. 

This technical research report presents the analysis and findings from Nicaragua, the first 
country where data collection was conducted. Subsequent reports will present the analyses and 
findings from Zimbabwe and Pakistan.  

1.2 Background and rationale 
 
From 2007 to 2015, Plan International published a yearly flagship report called The State of the 
Worldôs Girls (SOTWG). These reports explored the experiences of adolescent girls by looking 
at varying yearly themes, including education, disasters, the economy, and girlsô position and 
condition in society.  

The rationale behind these reports was that little data was available on the experiences of 
adolescent girls. Their experiences were instead commonly collapsed into those of women, 
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which resulted in their voices being unheard and their life experiences being out of sight. 

Because of this, in the era of the Millennium Development Goals1 it was often difficult to 

understand how adolescent girls were faring across the goals and which girls were being left 
behind in the effort to reach the goals.  

The SOTWG reports ï as well as other research commissioned by Plan International such as 

Hear Our Voices,2 Adolescent Girlsô Views on Safe Cities,3 and Girls Speak Out4 ï shone a 

spotlight on the experiences of adolescent girls. The reports and research aimed to bring new 
evidence to the fore to influence national and international policies as well as local and global 
development programmes. They also aimed to raise awareness more broadly on the urgent 
need for disaggregation of data, not only on the basis of sex but also age, including a focus on 
adolescence as a distinct phase in a girlôs life. 

The final SOTWG report in 2015, Girlsô Rights: An unfinished business,5 paved the way for a 

new series of reporting on girlsô rights in the SDG era. Plan Internationalôs 2016 report, Counting 

the Invisible: Using data to transform the lives of girls and women by 2030,6 explores the current 

state of global gender data, identifying some critical approaches to data collection that will be 
needed in order to reach the SDGs by 2030.  

To contribute to the development of meaningful approaches to collecting data about adolescent 
girls, primary research for Counting the Invisible was commissioned to show how rich qualitative 
research can reveal valuable insights that complement quantitative data. Key research findings 
from this research were published in Counting the Invisible, in October 2016. Technical 
research reports were also developed for each of the three countries where the research was 

conducted: Nicaragua, Zimbabwe and Pakistan.7  

This report presents the full technical research findings from Nicaragua.  

1.3 Research objectives 
 
In 2015, Plan International published Girls Speak Out, a primary research report focusing on the 
perceptions and experiences of girls regarding rights issues such as safety in school and public 
places, decisions and control over their own lives and bodies, and gender-based violence. A 
total of 4,218 interviews were conducted with girls aged 15 to 19 across Ecuador (1,000), 
Nicaragua (1,000), Pakistan (1,018) and Zimbabwe (1,200).  

Girls Speak Out provided evidence on a large scale regarding the perceptions and attitudes of 
girls relative to core rights-based issues. In particular, the research showcased how adolescent 
girls are not a homogenous population. In fact, their daily realities are shaped by a set of 
intersecting vulnerabilities, including the economic wellbeing of the household in which they live, 
their marital status, and their parental status.  

 

 
1 United Nations Millennium Development Goals (www.un.org/millenniumgoals) 
2 Plan International (2014). Hear Our Voices: Do adolescent girlsô issues really matter? Woking, UK: Plan International 
3 Travers, K., Ranganath, M. and Livesey, A. (2013). Adolescent Girlsô Views on Safety in Cities: Findings from the Because I am a 
Girl: Urban Programme study in Cairo, Delhi, Hanoi, Kampala and Lima. Women in Cities International (WICI), Plan International, 
and UN-HABITAT 
4 Plan International (2015). óGirls Speak Outô:ΟA four-country survey of young womenôs attitudes and recommendations for action. 
Woking, UK: Plan International and Ipsos MORI 
5 Plan International (2015). The State of the Worldôs Girls 2015: The unfinished business of girlsô rights. Woking, UK: Plan 
International 
6 Plan International (2016). Counting the Invisible: Using data to transform the lives of girls and women by 2030. Woking, UK: Plan 
International  
7 Technical research reports for Zimbabwe available at: planinternational.org/publication/girls-rights-and-realities-zimbabwe, and 
Pakistan, available at planinternational.org/publication/girls-rights-and-realities-pakistan 

https://planinternational.org/publication/girls-rights-and-realities-zimbabwe
https://planinternational.org/publication/girls-rights-and-realities-pakistan
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Their identities are further defined by factors such as ethnicity, class, race and sexuality. 
Therefore, it is important to understand their experiences from a perspective of intersectionality, 
allowing the distinct and specific experiences of a diverse range of girls to be voiced.  

The findings of the research in Girls Speak Out set the scene for a more in-depth exploration of 
the diverse experiences and distinct lived realities of adolescent girls, and led to a further set of 
questions. Of particular interest, for example, was an examination of how intersecting 
vulnerabilities shape and determine the opportunities available to adolescent girls and how this, 
in turn, influences whether they can or cannot realise their rights. 

This is particularly relevant in the era of the SDGs, which promise to ñleave no one behindò. 
Such research can help uncover the perceptions and experiences of adolescent girls who are 
marginalised or excluded and, therefore, most vulnerable to being left behind because they are 
not as visible in their communities, or because they are difficult to access due to social and 
gender norms that restrict their movement and visibility.  

The conceptualisation of Plan Internationalôs 2016 report, Counting the Invisible: Using data to 
transform the lives of girls and women by 2030, offered a timely opportunity for the organisation 
to explore how qualitative research can reveal valuable insights that complement quantitative 
data. The purpose of this research was, therefore, to produce meaningful qualitative and 
quantitative research that captures the experiences and perceptions of adolescent girls on a set 
of themes aligned to the SDGs, from a perspective of intersectionality.  

To support the development of this research, Plan International commissioned a consultant to 
review SDG targets and indicators and determine available data to track the progress of 
adolescent girls as well as identify where data gaps exist. Recommendations from that review 
informed the development of this research through outlining goals, targets and indicators key to 
advancing the progress of adolescent girls to meet the SDGs.  

The overarching research objective was to contribute to an understanding of the diverse 
perceptions and experiences of adolescent girls related to specific rights-based themes, aligned 
with SDG goals and targets. The aim was to generate evidence on the following: 

¶ Dimensions of girlsô empowerment and an enabling environment: exploring 
experiences, perceptions and social norms. This theme is related to SDG 5: 
óAchieve gender equality and empower all women and girlsô.8 The analysis will 
contribute to knowledge of how this goal relates specifically to adolescent girls. 
The findings are especially pertinent to target 5.5.9  
 

¶ Social and gender norms: exploring positive and discriminatory social norms 
and care and domestic work in the home. This theme is also related to SDG 5, 
contributing to knowledge on targets 5.3, 5.4 and indicator 5.4.1.10 

 
¶ Quality and value of education, including access and completion of 

education: exploring experiences, perceptions and social norms. This theme is 
related to SDG 4: óEnsure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 

 

 
8 United Nations, Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform (https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5). 
9 Target 5.5: Ensure womenôs full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making in 
political, economic, and public life.  
10 Target 5.3: Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced marriage and female genital mutilations; SDG Target 
5.4: Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public services, infrastructure and social 
protection policies, and the promotion of shared responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate; 
Indicator 5.4.1: Proportion of time spent on unpaid domestic and care work, by sex, age and location. 
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lifelong learning opportunities for allô.11 The analysis will contribute to knowledge 
on targets 4.1, 4.3, 4.5, indicator 4.5.1 and indicator 5.6.2.12    
 

¶ Early pregnancy: exploring experiences, perceptions and social norms. This 
theme is related to SDG 3: óEnsure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at 
all agesô,13 contributing to knowledge on target 3.7 and on indicator 5.6.1.14 
 

¶ Early marriage and early unions: exploring experiences, perceptions and social 
norms. This theme is related to SDG 5, contributing to knowledge regarding 
indicator 5.3.1.15 

 

¶ Violence against girls and safety: exploring experiences, perceptions and 
social norms. This theme is related to SDG 5 as well as SDG 11: óMake cities 
and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainableô,16 contributing 
to knowledge of targets 5.2, 11.2 and 11.7.17 

 
The research also included a series of additional and inter-related objectives: 

¶ To uncover situations where adolescent girls report experiences of exclusion.  

¶ To contribute to knowledge gaps in the area of adolescent girlsô rights and gender 
equality, to inform Plan Internationalôs programming and advocacy.  

¶ To demonstrate how qualitative data can be reputable and add value to measuring 
the strategic interests and practical needs of adolescent girls.  

¶ To provide opportunities to young female researchers in each country by building 
capacity in research methods and application, ethics, gender and protection issues 
and offer a chance to learn more about the challenges that girls in their country face. 

¶ To provide opportunities for Plan International in-country staff to participate in the 
research process including design, methodology, capacity building, data collection 
and analysis, and offer a chance to learn more about the specific challenges that 
girls in their country face.  

 
1.4 Methodology 
 
The research methodology had two clear intents: generate meaningful data and analysis on the 
situation of girls from a perspective of intersectionality, exploring the challenges that girls face 

 

 
11 United Nations, Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform (https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg4). 
12 Target 4.1: By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading 
to relevant and effective learning outcomes; Target 4.3: By 2030, ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable and 
quality technical, vocational and tertiary education, including university; Target 4.5: By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in 
education and ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with 
disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable situations; Indicator 4.5.1: Parity indices (female/male, rural/urban, 
bottom/top wealth quintile and others such as disability status, indigenous peoples and conflict-affected, as data become available) 
for all education indicators on this list that can be disaggregated; Indicator 5.6.2: Number of countries with laws and regulations that 
guarantee women aged 15-49 years access to sexual and reproductive health care, information and education. 
13 United Nations, Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform (https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg3). 
14 Target 3.7: By 2030, ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health-care services, including for family planning, 
information and education, and the integration of reproductive health into national strategies and programmes; Indicator 5.6.1: 
Proportion of women aged 15-49 years who make their own informed decisions regarding sexual relations, contraceptive use and 
reproductive health care.   
15 Indicator 5.3.1: Proportion of women aged 20-24 years who were married or in a union before age 15 and before age 18.  
16 United Nations, Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform (https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg11). 
17 Target 5.2: Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private spheres, including trafficking and 
sexual and other types of exploitation; Target 11.2: By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable 
transport systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public transport, with special attention to the needs of those in 
vulnerable situations, women, children, persons with disabilities and older persons; Target 11.7: By 2030, provide universal access 
to safe, inclusive and accessible, green and public spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and persons with 
disabilities.  
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and the quality and equality of opportunities available to them across a set of rights issues; and, 
by applying principles of participatory action research, to include young female research 
assistants and Plan International advisers in the research process, in order to build collective 
and critical knowledge of the areas of research.  

In order to generate meaningful data that responded to the research objective, a mix of 
qualitative and quantitative methods were applied to the research, focusing more heavily on 
qualitative methods, as the sample was relatively small compared to many quantitative studies.  

The mixed methods approach was designed to measure the perceptions, attitudes and 
experiences of adolescent girls through quantitative measures but also to capture the 
complexity and changing realities of their lives through applying qualitative methods in the form 
of open questions and creative and reflective workshops.  

Parallel to the quantitative analysis, the insights derived from the qualitative methods allow the 
report to go beyond the statistical data and provide insights into social norms within households, 
community dynamics and social relations.  

1.4.1 Research sample 

 
The target sample size was set at 120 adolescent girls in each country. Given the small scale 
and stronger qualitative nature of the research, a purposive sampling18 approach was applied. 
Guidelines were sent to the Plan International country offices in order to frame a selection of 
girls that aligned with the intersectionality focus of the research. The selection criteria was as 
follows:  

¶ girls between the ages of 15 and 19  

¶ three diverse groups of identities of girls reflecting intersectional characteristics 
and/or intersecting vulnerabilities 

¶ three differing locations across the country, including both rural and urban settings. 

 

1.4.2 Characteristics and identities of girls 

 
Gender and programme staff from Plan International Nicaragua collaborated with the lead 
researcher to identify specific groups of adolescent girls in Nicaragua facing intersecting 
vulnerabilities and risks, such as being marginalised, excluded or discriminated against. The 
selection of the particular identities and groups of adolescent girls was based on Plan 
International Nicaraguaôs current programme evidence and practice. Three target groups were 
selected:   

¶ young mothers ï married and unmarried  

¶ members of the ethnic Miskito group from the North Caribbean Coast Autonomous 
Region (RACCN) 

¶ adolescent girls with intersecting vulnerabilities and facing multiple discrimination: for 
example, girls from environments where high levels of poverty and a high risk of 
violence exists, increasing girlsô vulnerability and increasing risk of girlsô exposure to 
child labour, informal labour and dropping out of school. 

 

 

 
18 Purposive sampling is a non-probability form of sampling, applied when research targets specific characteristics of people or 
contexts. It differs from random sampling, as participants are selected on the basis of criteria most relevant to the research 
questions. Purposive sampling does not allow researchers to generalise findings to a population.  
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Young mothers: Out of the total sample of 119 adolescent girls, 27 identified themselves as 
young mothers. However, 31 stated that they had children between the ages of 12 and 18 and 
two respondents preferred not to identify the age at which they first gave birth, so out of the 
overall sample a total of 33 adolescent girls had given birth. This disparity suggests that six of 
the adolescent girls do not currently self-identify as mothers. Possible explanations for this 
include the death of the child, the child being cared for by another family member, or the child 
being taken into care by the Ministry of Family. For the purposes of this report, only the 
experiences of the 27 who identify as young mothers were analysed, however the demographic 
section below reports on the age at which all 33 respondents gave birth.  

The graph below illustrates the young age at which many of the respondents gave birth: four 
reported that they had their first child at age 12 or earlier, with four more giving birth between 
the ages of 13 and 14. The highest categories were between the ages of 15 and 16, with 15 
respondents, and between the ages of 17 and 19, with eight respondents. Two girls did not 
want to identify their age when they first gave birth. 

 

 
 
Indigenous Miskito adolescent girls: The Miskito are a Native American ethnic group in Central 
America, mainly residing in the North Caribbean Coast Autonomous Region. The group has 
dances and special meals, which are celebrated as part of the ethnic tradition and culture. They 
speak Miskito, an indigenous language derived from Misumalpan. Community figures have a 
great influence on the Miskito culture, including the council of elders, community judges and 
sukias or healers.  

Cultural patterns and social norms mean that very few Miskito women assume leadership 
positions in their community. Participating in community leadership is a further challenge for 
adolescent girls, who are discriminated against because of gender and age.  

The research was conducted in the city of Puerto Cabezas (12 respondents) as well as the 
neighbouring rural village of Sinsin (21 respondents). Respondents from this group made up 28 
per cent of the total sample size.  

Adolescent girls facing intersecting vulnerabilities: Two communities ï San Rafael del Sur and 
Boaco ï were selected to explore the daily lives of girls who face a range of diverse intersecting 
vulnerabilities. The conditions in these communities often mean that girls have low levels of 
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support from their families, face high levels of poverty and are more susceptible to child labour, 
informal labour and dropping out of school.  

Of the total sample of girls interviewed, 21 per cent (25 girls) came from the community of San 
Rafael del Sur and 30 per cent (36 girls) came from the community of Boaco.  

Additional demographic information: 

¶ Married and/or living with a partner or husband: Out of a sample of 119, 15 
adolescent girls reported living with either a husband or partner; 13 identified as 
married.  

 

¶ Adolescent girls self-identifying as having an impairment: Four reported a visual 
impairment; one reported a hearing impairment; two reported a physical impairment; 
and two reported a mental impairment that led to difficulties with memory or 
concentration.  
 
Although disabilities were recorded as part of the survey, a specific and separate 
analysis was not conducted due to the small capture of this group and the limited 
time available to conduct further analysis. However, where interesting and 

compelling data was available for this small section of girls, it has been included in 
the report.  
 
Education: The majority of adolescent girls surveyed (78 per cent) were in secondary 
education, with others in paid work (3 per cent), an apprenticeship or training (5 per 
cent) or not in training or education (NEET) (9 per cent).   

 

  

1.4.3 Field data collection 

 
Once the characteristics and locations of target respondents were identified by gender and 
programme advisers from Plan International Nicaragua, the country office contacted local 
offices from these areas and asked to collaborate with local partners in the communities to 
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mobilise adolescent girls who fit the criteria.19 With consent from parents and from the girls 
themselves, they were invited to participate in the research survey.  

Adolescent girls who wished to participate in the research were given the date, location and 
time when the data collection would begin and presented themselves to the research team at 
the appointed time. After screening to ensure the adolescent girls matched the criteria, they 
were invited to partake in survey interviews.  

A total of 119 adolescent girls between the ages of 15 and 19 were surveyed, with an average 
age of 16. Respondents came from the communities of Boaco (30 per cent), Puerto Cabezas 
(28 per cent), San Rafael del Sur (21 per cent) and Managua (21 per cent).  

In addition to the surveys, 40 adolescent girls participated in reflective workshops and group 
discussions held at each of the survey locations. Twenty adolescent boys between the ages of 
15 and 19 from the areas of Puerto Cabezas and Boaco also participated in reflective 
workshops. These adolescent girls and boys were identified and invited by local Plan 
International community staff to participate, based on criteria provided by the research team.  

1.4.4 Quantitative survey questions 

 
A perceptions-based survey was conducted with 119 adolescent girls. A Likert-type scale20 was 
applied to quantify and measure the perceptions and attitudes of adolescent girls through 
degrees of agreement and disagreement to statements related to the core themes for inquiry. 
Additional statements were added to gauge the differentiation between how the situation 
actually is for girls and how they perceive situations should be. For example, one might say ñI 
have some opportunities available but I should have more.ò It is important to highlight that the 
results of this research are not representative of the entire adolescent girl population from each 
country and should be framed as an insight into a diverse set of experiences and lived realities.  

Descriptive analysis of quantitative data is presented in percentages of agreement and 
disagreement; perceptions of neither disagree nor agree, or donôt know are not specifically 
presented and the reader should understand the missing percentage as allocated to this 
category.  

1.4.5 Qualitative survey questions 

 
The qualitative aspect of the research included open questions in the survey to complement the 
quantitative inquiry. This allowed the research assistants to dig deeper into the perceptions and 
experiences of the respondents, to identify influential factors and relationships, and to capture 
their ideas and personal reflections.  

Open questions provided rich data for the research and facilitated the understanding of topics 
from the point of view of the adolescent girls. Each countryôs research task team and the 
research assistants, with support from the research lead, designed three country- and context-
specific open questions to be included in the survey. The purpose of these questions was to 
allow the Plan International advisers and research assistants to tailor questions responding to a 
specific area of inquiry. This allowed for generating data on important issues relevant to 

 

 
19 This is similar to the ósnowballô sampling technique, where the researcher is interested in a set group of people who can be hard 
to identify and access by usual methods, therefore the researcher cannot rely on a sampling frame and needs to rely on local 
networks of people in order to sample hard-to-reach populations.  
20 A widely used approach to scaling responses in survey research in which respondents specify their level of agreement or 
disagreement for a series of statements. 
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adolescent girls in the context, and building knowledge where there were known knowledge 
gaps.  

1.4.6 Creative and reflective workshops 

 
To allow for a deeper understanding of root causes, six creative and reflective workshops were 
conducted, four with adolescent girls and two with adolescent boys. These workshops were 
guided by participatory action research principles, which centre around inclusive strategies for 
gathering information that involve the people directly affected by an issue in learning about or 
addressing that issue, and then linking that learning with identifying potential opportunities for 
addressing the issue or taking action.  

Activities included drawings to elicit how adolescent girls understand their position and condition 
in their communities, critical and reflective focus group discursive sessions on the distinct 
challenges they face as girls comparatively to boys, and constructing poems or songs where 
girls voice, in their own words, what changes they would like to see to support the advancement 
of girlsô rights.  

The design of these workshops allowed the research team to investigate in detail some 
sensitive and difficult topics that are hard to explore in a survey ï such as violence against girls. 
The same methods were used to undertake creative and reflective workshops with adolescent 
boys. Two workshops were undertaken in order to explore the perspectives of adolescent boys 
who live in similar conditions and environments to the adolescent girls surveyed, placing a 
particular focus on exploring adolescent boysô attitudes and behaviours in relation to violence 
against girls.  

All workshops sessions were recorded and a note-taker transcribed the sessions into 
handwritten reports. All drawings were photographed and kept in the country office. 

1.4.7 Research task team 

 
Research task teams (RTT) were set up in each country to strengthen the participatory action 
approach of the research. These comprised of Plan International gender and protection 
advisers, and programme and research advisers from each country where the field research 
took place. The task team advised on survey content, co-designed and facilitated the creative 
and reflective workshops. Their experience was invaluable to the research process, helping to 
strengthen the research project and generate more powerful and meaningful results.  

Guided by a commitment to improving opportunities for young women in each country, the team 
worked with local universities to identify young women from sociology departments who 
displayed a strong interest in community development and/or gender issues. In Nicaragua, this 
involved partnering with the Central American University of Managua and the University of the 
Autonomous Regions of the Nicaragua Caribbean Coast (URACCAN), Puerto Cabezas. No 
field research experience was required, but some exposure to social research methods and a 
sociological background was needed.  

The research assistants (RAs) were given two days of training on research methods, gender 
and protection issues, the research project and applying the tools. The RAs were responsible 
for conducting 120 survey interviews per country with hands-on support from the lead 
researcher and the research task team. They participated in a collective analysis workshop 
where initial findings and observations were discussed and annotated. As part of their training 
they were required to write up a short research report, outlining their analysis of central findings. 
On completion of the research process they were presented with research certificates 
acknowledging their participation and contribution to the research. (To learn more about the 
personal experiences of the RAs in this research process please refer to the Annex.) 
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1.4.8 Data collection and analysis 

 
Fieldwork was conducted over three weeks in April 2016. Data was collected in five locations, 
with each location selected on the basis of the prominence of the specific group or identity 
aligned with our target of participants.  

Face-to-face pen and paper interviewing was undertaken for 119 surveys. After quality checking 
the surveys, the quantitative data was entered into an Excel spreadsheet formatted for 
exportation into STATA, a data and statistics software package.  

The lead researcher trained the RAs on quality control and data inputting. This process was 
closely supervised to support the RAs to execute the data entry process to a high standard. The 
data was then transferred to London and subject to further quality control by a qualified data 
analyst. The data analyst constructed a code list to mirror the data, and descriptive analysis of 
data was conducted through STATA. 

The RAs processed the qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions into Word 
documents. The content from the reflective workshops was also collated in a Word-formatted 
memo document. All qualitative data was translated from Spanish to English. Quality control of 
all documents was undertaken and qualitative data was analysed in London using the Nvivo 
software. The data analyst and lead researcher co-designed the code list for Nvivo, and data 
was inputted, coded and analysed.  

Sub-analysis was applied to the quantitative and qualitative data. Typical sub-group differences 
that were analysed included: 

¶ age 

¶ location 

¶ ethnicity 

¶ education (i.e. number of years of schooling completed or in school/out of school) 

¶ marital status  

¶ girls with or without children.  
 
In line with the participatory nature of the research, a collective analysis workshop session was 
held in each country with the RAs and the research task team (RTT). This was an important 
process to gain an in-depth understanding of the findings from the perspective of those two 
groups. It also served as a learning space for the RAs and the RTTs. During the workshop, 
each person presented their subjective analysis and justified their understanding of what they 
captured during the data collection phase.  

The lead researcher facilitated these sessions and compiled the results into a report. The detail 
of these results, although subjective, provided an excellent form of cross-checking anticipated 
versus actual revelations of the findings. The first-level analysis of the data (objective analysis 
of raw data) was conducted in the UK.  

The draft country reports were sent to the RTT and Plan International country director for review 
and input, with specific responsibility to craft country recommendations. This was an important 
final stage of the process, ensuring inclusive and participatory approaches were guaranteed 
throughout the research.  

The technical reports were then made available on line for dissemination internally (Plan 
International) and externally with peers and stakeholders.  
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1.5 Ethics 
 
The design of this study adhered to Plan Internationalôs Research Policy and Standards and 
was subjected to an ethics review by senior management in the research department. Key 
ethical considerations included: 

1.5.1 Child protection 

 
One of the guiding ethical principles of this research is that no participant comes to harm as a 
result of the study. To this end, the protection adviser in each country trained all RAs on Plan 
Internationalôs key child protection issues and child protection policies. All RAs also signed Plan 
Internationalôs Child Protection Policy as a pre-condition of engaging in the research process. 
The RAs were informed of procedures to follow if concerns arose regarding the protection or 
safety of an adolescent girl while conducting the research. During the training, the RAs were 
presented with examples of child protection scenarios that have arisen in past research projects 
and were given guidance on how to respond.  

Child protection advisers in each country reviewed all research tools, including the survey and 
tools for the creative and reflective workshops, as a form of protection quality control to reduce 
the risk of including any upsetting or disturbing questions that might impact the participants.  

1.5.2 Anonymity and confidentiality 

 
The anonymity and privacy of the research participants was respected. Any personal 
information regarding the participants was kept confidential. All data was stored in Nvivo and 
STATA with a unique ID and no corresponding information of participants.  

1.5.3 Informed consent 

 
Informed consent processes were undertaken for all participants engaged in the study in order 
to secure the approval of community leaders and school officials, along with primary caregiver 
informed consent and permission where necessary, as well as the consent of the participants 
themselves. The consent forms for parents and participants were adapted from Plan 
Internationalôs Girlsô Speak Out research and from international guidelines prepared by the 
World Health Organization.  

The informed consent processes included information on the intended purposes of the 
research, how Plan International would maintain confidentiality of the focus group discussions 
and data, the anonymity of participants, potential risks and benefits of participating, participantsô 
rights of silence and disclosure, and plans to utilise the research findings. Participants were 
assured that they had the right to stop or end the interview at any point if they so wished. 
Participants were also asked to advise researchers where they would like the interview to take 
place, somewhere within sight of parents or guardians but not within earshot, in order to do the 
utmost as researchers to assure participantsô confidentiality and safety. Researchers were 
asked to note on each interview sheets if they observed any family member attempting to listen 
in or to report if the respondent became nervous at any point in the interview. Any such cases 
were reported directly to the research task team to assess if a participant was at risk or required 
a follow-up visit by Plan staff. The safety of the participants was the guiding principle throughout 
the research process. 

1.6 Layout of the report 
 
Section two of the report focuses on the perceptions and experiences of adolescent girls 
regarding the opportunities they have to get on in life. By asking them about their own individual 
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aspirations and goals in life, the challenges they face, their sources of support, and the type of 
support they receive, a good insight into adolescent girlsô own agency emerges. This helps to 
highlight some aspects of SDG 5, uncovering the experiences and perceptions of adolescent 
girls in relation to varying dimensions of empowerment, including: effective participation in 
decision-making in the home and the community; access to and control of resources; autonomy 
over their own lives; interpersonal communications and supportive relations; and perspectives 
of equal opportunities.  

Section three focuses on the conditions and environments where girls live, exploring the gender 
and social norms, and the positive or discriminatory practices and traditions within their 
communities. This gives particular insight into how some cultures and practices inform and 
influence decision-making of parents and adolescent girls in relation to early marriage.  

The section also explores the gender roles and responsibilities that shape adolescent girlsô lives 
through the lens of care and domestic work, asking what types of tasks and care they carry out, 
how long they spend on chores and care and whether they believe this is shared equally within 
the household. This also provides valuable insights into Goal 5 from the perspective of 
adolescent girls.  

Sections four through seven examine the biggest challenges that girls feel they face in their 
daily lives. These explore the perceptions and experiences that girls report in relation to 
education, early pregnancy, early marriage or unions, and violence and safety.  

More specifically, section four explores perceptions of access, retention and quality of 
education, including sexual education in the classroom and adolescent girlsô own perceptions of 
the value of their education. In addition, this section examines drop-out rates of adolescent girls 
and the reasons behind them, providing valuable insights into SDGs 4 and 5 from the 
perspective of adolescent girls.  

Section five explores the drivers of early pregnancy from the perspectives of adolescent girls, 
including an investigation into their autonomy to take their own decisions on sexual and 
reproductive health, their experiences of accessing information on sexual and reproductive 
health, their access to health centres and the impact of early pregnancy. 

Section six explores the drivers behind early marriage, adolescent girlsô perceptions and 
experiences of early marriages and early unions, control and decision-making in the household 
once married or in unions, experiences of early marriages and the impact of early marriages 
and unions from the perspective of adolescent girls. 

Section seven looks at the perceptions and experiences of adolescent girls with relation to 
violence against women and girls in both public and private spaces and within their familial and 
interpersonal relations. It also explores perceptions of reporting violence and what can be done 
to address it. The perceptions of adolescent boys regarding the drivers of violence against 
women and girls are also investigated. 

Section eight offers a summary of these findings highlighting the central points of analysis. 
Section nine looks at the perceptions of adolescent girls regarding what opportunities exist to 
improve the situation of their lives and how this could be acted on. Finally, the report concludes 
with some recommendations for policy and programme work that could serve to improve the 
condition and position of adolescent girls with diverse identities. 
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This section explores girlsô individual aspirations, identifying their goals in life, the 
barriers they face in attempting to reach those goals, and the mechanisms and support 
systems that enable or prevent them from progressing towards achieving their goals.   

The Sustainable Development Goals set an ambition of achieving gender equality and 
empowering all women and girls by 2030. To better understand how adolescent girls can be 
empowered, it is important to explore dimensions such as their access and control of resources 
and perceptions of their own agency, which affect their ability to make choices about their 
future.  

Understanding these dimensions of empowerment from the perspective of adolescent girls can 
help highlight the areas of their lives that they feel they can and cannot influence. Furthermore, 
through exploring the social relations that girls find important, it is possible to identify where 
support can best be leveraged. The combination of these two components provides valuable 
insight into the barriers and supports that either prevent girls from realising their rights or enable 
them to do so.  

 
2.1 Opportunities to get on in life and girlsô aspirations  
 
Girlsô opportunities and actions are often determined by the conditions of their communities as 
well as by the social norms that surround them. As such, girls were asked whether they believe 
they have sufficient opportunities to get on in life and achieve their goals. The overwhelming 
majority (95 per cent) of the girls agreed that they do, and 80 per cent agreed that they have the 
same opportunities to get on in life as boys.  

Girls were then asked to share their aspirations for the future, outlining their life goals and the 
importance behind these goals. The results showed that girlsô individual life goals centred 
around three main themes: education, career and family. 
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A word cloud shows the words girls most frequently use to describe their life goals: studying ï 
continuing and completing their education ï is paramount, along with having a career, working and 
ñbecoming someoneò.  

 
A common thread among all the girls surveyed is a strong desire to continue studying, graduate 
from high school and secure a job. Their goal of completing education was connected with an 
understanding that this would place them in a better position to secure work, or have a career. 
The importance of this transition from school to work was framed around helping their families 
and children, and securing their own future.  

For a smaller proportion of girls, the goal was to secure a place in college or university through 
a scholarship or by getting help from family members. The idea of tertiary education, in 
particular, was understood as an important stepping-stone to attaining a professional career 
such as medicine or accounting.  

Education was clearly linked to having a career and therefore having a better life. These goals 
were often linked with an expression of their agency and a desire to ñbe someone in lifeò, to 
achieve their life goals as the following quotes highlight: 

ñI want to complete my fifth year and then be someone in lifeé study a career and move 
forward.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

ñ[I want to] graduate from high school and become a professional because I want to get 
ahead, be someone in life and fight for the things I want to achieve.ò (Adolescent girl, 
Boaco) 

ñEven though for the moment I have failed, in the future I want to get ahead ï working 
and studying in order to become a great nurse is a goal that I have to reach in the 
future.ò (Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

Girls named a wide variety of possible careers, with the majority identifying careers such as 
teachers, nurses, medics, accountants and engineers or other business careers such as beauty 
salons and receptionists. Girls frequently linked having a career to caring for families. For 
example, girls who were already mothers stated that they wanted to work to support their 
children, while others stated that they wanted to use their professions as a way of giving back to 
their communities and to the families who had supported them. This desire to support the 
community was particularly notable in the responses of Miskito girls. Some girls directly 
connected a career to gaining independence.  
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ñ[I want] to study medicine, to work to give my mother a house. She deserves it. She has 
always wanted that. I intend to achieve this.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

ñ[I want to] study public accounting or study medicine. I like medicine a lot to help 
children. [I like] the other career because I would like to work in banks or companies and 
take care of the money.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

ñ[My goal is to] continue studying, become a nurse and be a good mother to give my 
child a better life.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[My goals include] becoming a teacher or becoming a principal to guide children in my 
community or becoming a doctor. If I achieve that I will be the only one, because there is 
no doctor in my community.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

To explore their perceptions towards careers and working women, adolescent girls were asked 
whether they agreed or disagreed with the idea that when jobs are scarce, men should have 
more right to a job than women. It was positive to note that the majority of adolescent girls 
surveyed (63 per cent) disagreed with the statement.  

The slight majority (53 per cent) disagreed that a mother should stay at home, look after her 
children and not take on paid work; 35 per cent agreed with this statement. Some girls 
expressed a less positive perception of working mothers:  

ñThe most vulnerable girls are those who are more helpless, for example those whose 
mothers work and their fathers abandon them, so they go out alone and stay home 
alone taking care of their younger siblings.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

For the young mothers in the sample, life goals centred around providing for their children and 
giving them happy lives, love and opportunities to succeed.  

ñOne of [my goals] is becoming a teacher to get a decent job and support my son.ò 
(Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[My goals are] giving my daughter everything she wants, education and social welfare in 
a good educational environment.ò (Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[My goal is] to give my daughter everything she needs, mainly love.ò (Adolescent 
mother, Boaco) 

ñI want to give education to my daughter, maybe improve my economy.ò (Miskito 
adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

Some explicitly mentioned the lack of support from fathers and how this put increased pressure 
on them to provide and care for their child.  

ñIf my daughter gets sick I cannot continue studying. But maybe if I had her fatherôs 
support things would be different.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

ñIn a young family, the guy spends most of his time in the streets and leaves the mother 
alone with the childé He has 50 per cent of the responsibility of this child, and the baby 
is his son too.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco) 
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One young mother said her goals include supporting other young mothers like herself who are 
facing similar problems. She also hoped for more positive relationships with her family. 

ñ[I would like to] meet more people who are going through problems like mine and be 
able to help themé [Also] having a better relationship with my family to fill the void I 
have inside.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

Every girl interviewed had well-defined life goals and understood the importance of having these 
goals to further their self-development and improve the opportunities available to them in future.  

An observation by one of the young female research assistants who undertook data collection 
exemplifies this: 

ñThe state in which we find many girls living, the different situations and difficulties these 
girls have had to go through and, above all, their desire to continue with their lives, for 
their children and for themselves is something that really caught my attention. Despite 
this, girls have well-defined goals, because as people we should visualise our goals. But 
often we do not define in a specific moment and space what it is we really want. These 
aspects óshook the floor under my feet,' as we commonly say in Nicaragua.ò (Ana 

Geyling, Research Assistant21) 

 
2.2 Barriers girls face when trying to realise their life goals  
 

Mothers, family, abuse, lack of support and household chores are among the central 
challenges adolescent girls say they face in achieving their life goals. 

 
When adolescent girls were asked to reflect on the barriers they face in attempting to achieve 
their goals, 94 per cent of respondents agreed that they should have more opportunities as they 
have significant challenges to overcome. Only 61 per cent of the adolescent girls sampled 
agreed that they were able to take decisions concerning their own wellbeing and future, 
whereas 90 per cent believe that they should be able to take decisions concerning their own 
wellbeing and future.  

 

 
21 Please refer to the annex for further information on the experiences of the research assistants. 
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The most commonly cited challenges included a lack of family support, early pregnancy, rape 
and sexual abuse, early motherhood, not completing their education, and economic instability. 
Many of these challenges were presented as interconnected; for example, early pregnancy was 
often discussed in conjunction with a lack of family support and/or school drop-out.  

Economic problems were cited as a central barrier. In particular, adolescent girls from the 
communities of San Rafael del Sur and Boaco ï who face a range of intersecting vulnerabilities 
ï stressed this as a challenge. Approximately half of the adolescent girls from these 
communities referred to economic insecurity and poverty as their central challenge.  

This was very often connected with the risk of dropping out of school. Common concerns cited 
from these communities included not having enough money to stay in school, convincing their 
parents that their education is not a waste of household economic resources, or worrying that 
the bicycle they need to go to school will increase in price beyond the family budget.  

Economic instability was often discussed in conjunction with a lack of support from the family, 
negative family relationships and the challenge in overcoming these family problems.  

ñSometimes my parents think I am not going to finish school and that I am wasting my 
time and the money we donôt have.ò (Adolescent girl, San Rafael del Sur) 

ñIf there are not possibilities to go to college or to take a course we do nothing, and if the 
person who supports us is old it is more difficult for him to help us with money.ò 
(Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

ñGetting money and not finding a job in my career [are barriers] because without money I 
wonôt be able to reach my goal. Money may seem useless but it is very useful.ò 
(Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

ñFamily problems and bad company [are barriers] because bad company distracts you 
and takes you down the wrong path. The lack of [family] support makes it difficult for you 
to make decisions.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

Interestingly, only one adolescent girl from these two groups mentioned getting pregnant as a 
barrier to achieving her goals. Miskito adolescent girls, on the other hand, frequently reported 
getting pregnant at an early age as a barrier that would prevent them from achieving their life 
goals.  

ñFirstly pregnancy because it delays your education and because some men donôt let 
you continue studying. [Other barriers are] if I get sick and my economic situation.ò 
(Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas)  

Young mothers in particular talked about struggling to have enough money to support and 
provide for their children. This was compounded by the lack of childcare and family support on 
offer, which meant that many had to either temporarily or permanently drop out of school.  

ñMy two greatest challenges are my son ï because I cannot leave him since he is very 
young, which is why I cannot go to study in the city ï and economic issues, because I 
donôt have much support and the little money I get is for my baby.ò (Miskito adolescent 
mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñMy biggest obstacle is my daughter and my mother, because I cannot study. But when 
my daughter grows up I am going to work and study, get ahead and reach my goals.ò 
(Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 
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ñOne [barrier] is that I am a mother and it has been difficult for me because I am a 
teenager.ò (Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñMy son is very young and I have to take care of him. Being a minor makes it difficult to 
find a job.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

ñLack of [money] to pay a course and get ahead [is a barrier]. No one wants to give you 
work because instead of going ahead we are going backwards.ò (Adolescent mother, 
Managua) 

Adolescent girls reported that health problems or the fear of getting ill posed a challenge to 
completing life goals. The focus was on health issues associated with early pregnancy in 
particular, as well as current health issues or the fear of future health problems. Another fear 
was of the household breadwinner falling ill and therefore being unable to pay for their 
education.  

ñThe biggest issue I have is my diseases, because the health centre does not have 
enough pills for the issues I have.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñIf I get pregnant everything changes and if I get sick I am not going to continue 
studying.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

Respondents frequently mentioned negative home environments and problematic relationships 
as a challenge. They hinted at the lack of support and, for some, the abuse and violence 
experienced in the home. This contributed to difficulties in making positive life decisions and 
often led to girls deciding to leave their home and seek a better life elsewhere.  

ñFamily problems... Those would be the biggest challenges I would have to face.ò 
(Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

ñ[A] challenge is that there are misunderstandings. Last year when I was studying 
someone told my mother that I was with a man and she took me out of class. If we talk 
about my community, I can say that girls have similar problems to mine, becauseé 
there are always money problems or family problems.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto 
Cabezas) 

All of these challenges are discussed in further detail throughout the next sections of the report.  
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2.3 Overcoming barriers to achieving life goals  
 
Supportive interpersonal relations and adolescent girlsô own agency were identified as key 
components to overcoming the challenges they face in realising their goals. 

 
Word cloud of the most frequently cited support mechanisms to address the challenges girls face: 
help and support from parents, education and employment are all central notions.  
 
Girls told us about the importance of their individual efforts and self-determination, such as 
applying themselves to their studies or securing work to raise their income. Respondents also 
highlighted the importance of avoiding any negative influences, attitudes or behaviours of those 
around them. Less frequently mentioned were financial and practical support, such as parents 
or relatives taking them to the health centre.  

ñ[Overcoming challenges means] trusting in myself and thinking positively that nothing 
bad is going to happen to me.ò (Adolescent girl, San Rafael del Sur) 

ñ[To realise my goals I will] fight for the things I want. I would talk to my parents, asking 
them to help me accomplish these goals that are important for me.ò (Adolescent girl, San 
Rafael del Sur) 

ñRegarding my family [problems] I would not ask their opinion. I would get ahead without 
listening to their negative opinions.ò (Adolescent girl, San Rafael del Sur) 

ñI am strong and with the help of my parents and psychologists and teachers here they 
are helping me to [overcome my problems].ò (Adolescent mother, Managua)    

ñThere are obstacles but wanting is power. If you fall you can also get up in life.ò 
(Adolescent mother, Managua) 

ñAchieving my goals is the most important thing, I would analyse the problem and find 
out how to solve it.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[To overcome barriers I] set my mind to the things I want to achieve. I believe in myself 
and I think I will defeat economic problems.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 
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ñI would devote all my time to school and I would talk to my parents asking them to help 
me with my education.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

 

The support of a girlôs family featured heavily when thinking about tactics to overcome the 
challenges they face. They stressed the importance of having someone to talk to and share 
their problems with and talked about the importance of receiving advice and emotional support 
as a crucial aspect of their wellbeing.   

Respondents most frequently mentioned mothers and other female relatives as their sources of 
support: 59 of the adolescent girls mentioned their mother and 17 mentioned aunts, 
grandmothers and cousins. Only five respondents mentioned both parents, and only one 
mentioned her father in particular. Friends, psychologists and community organisations were 
highlighted as important sources of support by 31 girls.  

While the home environment often seems to fall short of expectations, adolescent girls perceive 
positive family relationships as integral to their sense of wellbeing. 

ñ[I talk to my] friend, because when I want to make a decision she advises me about the 
right thing to do, [and my] mother ï she gives me her love and understanding, no matter 
what I do.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco) 

ñI think there is no better friend than the mother. Other people give you bad advice.ò 
(Adolescent girl, Managua) 

ñMy partneré I tell him all my problems and concerns. He gives me advice and we talk 
in order to solve my concern. He is part of my life and I can count on him if I have any 
problem.ò (Miskito girl in early union, Puerto Cabezas) 

Out of the entire sample, 10 per cent (12 girls) reported having no one to talk to, indicating a 
level of isolation and risk to their wellbeing. Further analysis of this subset indicated a range of 
intersecting vulnerabilities including age, early motherhood and marriage and disability. Ten of 
the girls were under 16 and the remaining two girls ï aged 17 and 18 ï were both married or 
living with a partner. One of these girls self-identified as disabled. Four had children and their 
life goals focused on providing a better future for their children.  

ñI do not have the support of anyone, but I think Iôll make it. Other girls are different 
because despite everything, they have the support of their mother and if they got 
pregnant it is because they planned it.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

ñOther girlsô problems are different because their lives are not like mine. They have the 
support of their families.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

Those who reported having no one to talk to identified sexual abuse and violence in the home 
as the biggest challenges that most girls their age face. Given the centrality of family and the 
importance of family support cited by the majority of girls in the sample, the loss of this support 
and the incidence of violence in the home is particularly devastating to adolescent girls who feel 
that they have no one to talk to or turn to. 

Although the majority of the adolescent girls surveyed (74 per cent) felt that their opinions and 
concerns were asked for and considered within their homes, 95 per cent felt they should be 
consulted more in the home. 
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ñIn our homes we can give our opinion but not fully, and we always have to remember 
that we cannot disrespect our parents with an opinion we give in our home.ò (Miskito 
adolescent girl, focus group discussion, Puerto Cabezas) 

 

Most respondents did not readily identify the community as a supportive mechanism for 
addressing the challenges girls face. Only 37 per cent of adolescent girls surveyed agreed that 
their opinions and concerns are heard within the community. Yet 95 per cent felt their concerns 
should be heard and addressed in the community.  

Survey responses underscored the importance of having women in leadership positions, as this 
would help to improve the situation for women and girls in general. Eighty-four per cent of the 
girls surveyed said there were female community and political leaders in their communities.  

When asked if men were better community and political leaders than women, 75 per cent of the 
girls disagreed and 15 per cent agreed. However, the perceptions of some girls also revealed 
that although women have the same skills to exercise leadership it is the men who are 
considered the real leaders of communities.  

ñI see that when men take leadership positions in the community we donôt progress 
because they donôt give a good example to the community. But a woman can help 
develop the community because she will work with everyone and defend the rights of 
women so we will be taken into account.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, focus group 
discussion, Puerto Cabeza) 

ñAs future women leaders it is important that we support and work more for the rights of 
women because we are not taken into account or defended by men, since men only 
defend each other.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, focus group discussion, Puerto Cabeza) 

Although adolescent girls have a positive perception towards womenôs leadership in 
communities, it appears there is a lack of meaningful space for them to have their opinions and 
views heard. This highlights the need for more targeted work at the community level to 
encourage meaningful consultation with adolescent girls and include them in decisions and 
issues that affect them in the community.  

ñCommunity authorities do not take us into account and exclude us from community 
meetings. They donôt respect us, or our rights as individuals. At home we can only talk 
with our mothers but not with our fathers and at school teachers take us into account 
only a little, but not always.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, focus group discussion, Puerto 
Cabeza) 
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This section explores gender roles and responsibilities through the lens of household 
chores, gaining insight into cultural and social norms and particularly exploring the 
perceptions of Miskito girls. 

The Sustainable Development Goals have recognised social norms as an important means of 
advancing gender equality and tackling the discriminatory norms and practices that restrict girlsô 
access to rights and resources. With this in mind, the research set out to explore gender, social 
and cultural norms in order to reflect adolescent girlsô perspectives on whether their 
environment is enabling or restricting in terms of reaching their desired life goals.  

Social norms and gender roles impact the opportunities that girls have, the actions they are able 
to take and their own beliefs about their capabilities. Norms and roles are, in turn, shaped by the 
conditions and environment of the community in which they live. For example, the autonomy to 
choose whom to marry can, in some ways, depend on what is deemed acceptable and 
appropriate for girls in their community. Equally, a girlôs agency with regard to how and where 
she spends her time can be determined by the gender roles and responsibilities within her 
household.  

This chapter first considers the experience of Miskito girls and then looks at the whole sample of 
girls surveyed, exploring their perceptions and experiences of household chores and care in 
order to better understand how these social and gender norms impact agency.  

 
3.1 Miskito culture: cultural norms and traditions 
 

ñMiskito girls donôt live like other mestizo and Afro-descendant girls because we have 
our own culture and it is very different to other cultures. For example, our dances, songs, 
community and beverages are different. Besides, most of us live in communities far from 
the cities.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

In a focus group discussion, Miskito adolescent girls were asked to reflect on their identity ï 
thinking about what a girl thinks and feels. The results of the discussion are summarised below.  

Our rights and protection as Miskito girls are connected with the protection of culture, 
worldview, land and forest. So it is important and essential that we continue studying, 
learning more things, and achieve a career for our future to further promote our rights as 
women at personal, family and community levels. By developing and strengthening our 
personal and educational development we can help the community to develop more, and 
thus promote the active participation of women in the community. 
  
A Miskito girl feels sadness when her rights are violated. She feels unloved, undervalued, 
discriminated against and excluded, mainly by community leaders and the community ï who 
do not take their views into account. Participation at the community level is barely noticed 
due to the fact of being a woman, so it is important for us to participate more in the projects 
and lectures so we are taken into account.  
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It was clear from the discussions that being part of the Miskito culture holds much value and 
significance for these girls, however it does not come without its challenges. To explore these 
insights further, the Miskito adolescent girls were asked an additional set of questions within the 
survey to explore the aspects of their culture they most value, some of the challenges that their 
culture poses for girls their age and how to overcome them.  

Overwhelmingly, and not surprisingly, the girls reported that they hold their culture in high 
regard, as it is central to their sense of identity and teaches them values such as dignity and 
respect for each other, for elders, and for their religion, culture and traditions. A traditional 
practice that emphasises love for others and for the most vulnerable means that no children are 
orphaned because the community welcomes them. Girls also highlighted local foods, traditional 
dances and baseball as valuable aspects of the culture.  

ñI like the culture in terms of traditional dances and food like rondon. I consider that as 
nice and valuable for my life because itôs my own culture.ò (Miskito adolescent mother, 
Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[I value the fact] that we are taught to respect and live in harmony with our neighbours 
and to never forget our customs.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[What I value is] fear of god, respect, and that I shouldnôt be ashamed of my 
communityé and if I go somewhere else I should not forget my origins.ò (Miskito 
adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñI am proud of being indigenous. I donôt deny my identity.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, 
Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[I value the fact] that my culture is beautiful. Girls continue studying ï despite everything 
they study. It is also valuable that my culture is humble and I like the traditions we have 
as indigenous people.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

However, one girl responded that there was nothing she valued about her culture because it 
promotes attitudes and behaviours that value men over women.  

ñNo aspect is nice or valuable because thatôs what has ruined our generation. For 
example, women teach us to obey men and I think that should be changed because 
women have the same right.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

Adolescent girls were also asked if they feel there is anything they need to confront in their 
indigenous culture in order to be accepted by their community and how this has affected them. 
Most frequently, girls mentioned the discrimination they face on account of being part of a 
minority ethnic group in Nicaragua in comparison to the dominant Mestizo population. This 
discrimination was the biggest challenge they felt they needed to confront to be accepted by the 
wider community and society.  

Miskito adolescent girls reported feeling marginalised and excluded. They felt their opinions and 
concerns were not taken into consideration in community spaces and that they face language 
barriers when it comes to participating effectively in high school and being accepted by their 
peers. (This is discussed in further detail in following sections of the report.)  

Overall they felt that being Miskito deprived them of opportunities that are available to other 
adolescent girls, for example access to quality education, health services and other resources 
that are centralised in towns but not accessible to them because of their rural location. These 
barriers limit their personal development and future opportunities as the below quotes outline. 
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Girls our ageé ñneed to confront discrimination because of culture in the community... It 
affects me due to the lack of respect. They reject my opinion and I am discriminated 
against.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñWhen we go to places where other people live we feel intimidated because we cannot 
handle their language. They reject us for being Miskito people. It affects me because it 
doesnôt allow me to express myself as I would like. I do not dare to participate in other 
groups and for that reason I lose many opportunities.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto 
Cabezas) 

ñIt affects us [because], for example, when a boy sees discrimination against a girl, they 
learn it and repeat it at home with his sisters.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñIt depends on what you do because if you are going down the wrong path they brand 
you and say you are not a good girl.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñIf they get pregnant they have to get married and if they donôt do it they are not viewed 
well by the community. It has not affected me because at least I have my partner.ò 
(Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñ[We experience] discrimination against our skin colour, because of our capacity. We are 
not valued in other places because we are indigenous. We are affected because if there 
is work with any project, they leave us outdoors because we are Miskitas. In many 
institutions they discriminate against indigenous people.ò (Miskito adolescent mother, 
Puerto Cabezas) 

When considering what could be done in order to improve their situation, Miskito adolescent 
girls highlighted the importance of educating children and communities on the value of their 
culture, promoting non-discriminatory behaviour and keeping good communications open 
between different cultures. These actions were identified as central to tackling discrimination 
and to bringing about positive change within their own culture and among other cultures.  

ñIn order to make a change we need to teach those who are growing up é to respect 
others irrespective of culture and tradition.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñIf there is something we donôt like we have to change it so it does not affect the next 
generation.ò (Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

ñTo [bring about change we should] demonstrate our capacity and demand respect and 
show them that we as indigenous are not insignificant people. We demonstrate 
intelligence and show good behaviour as human beings so they see we have the same 
capacity.ò (Miskito adolescent mother, Puerto Cabezas) 

In a group discussion, adolescent girls were asked to reflect on the kinds of risk Miskito girls in 
particular face because of their culture and whether they feel they face additional or different 
risks compared to other girls. Discrimination was brought up, as well as the lack of 
communication and trust they have with their parents and the lack of access they have to 
adequate information on how to protect themselves. These factors increased the risks of early 
pregnancy, early marriages and early unions and instances of sexual abuse.  
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In addition they added: ñMiskito women are more beaten at home by men because we 
do not have higher or quality education.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, focus group 
discussion, Puerto Cabeza) 

Respondents were also asked to identify any elements in the indigenous culture that protect 
them.  

ñOur fathers, mothers, family and community are more protective because they are 
always keeping an eye on us and never leave us alone. When our parents die we have 
relatives with whom to stay. People who do not have blood ties with us receive us. In 
addition, when our parents and community protect our resources they are also protecting 
us and our future.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, focus group discussion) 

Girls identified the practice of tala mana as an element of their culture that they feel puts them 
at considerable risk. This happens when, as a result of rape, a girl becomes pregnant and the 
parents choose not to report it to the authorities but rather receive animals or money in 
exchange for the offence. The daughter is then forced to leave her home and live with the 
abuser.  

When considering the situation of Miskito adolescent girls in relation to Miskito adolescent boys, 
respondents felt that there was a distinct preference towards their brothers. They gave 
examples such as parents preferring to invest in a boyôs education as he will continue to study, 
leave the community and go to college. With girls, this effort and support was not viewed as an 
effective use of the household money because girls will get pregnant. 

Girls were also asked about what advantages they felt boys had over girls. They reported that 
boys have, ñmore time to play and walk around than us because we only stay at home helping. 
Our mothers and fathers donôt let us go out much. They say that since they are boys they will 
not get pregnant so they can do whatever they want. If we go out it is for a short time and we 
are monitored.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, focus group discussion) 

ñMy mum says that women come after men, so men are more important in the family 
since even the Bible says so.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, focus group discussion) 

3.2 Gender roles and responsibilities in the household: Care and domestic 
work in the household  
 
Within the SDGs, Target 5.4 calls for recognising the value of unpaid care and domestic work 
and promoting shared responsibility of household tasks within the household and the family.  

The social and gender norms that affect what adolescent girls perceive they should and 
shouldnôt do are particularly important with regard to the factors that enable or prevent them 
from progressing and achieving their goals. The household is one environment where 
discriminatory gender norms are at play, and this can be illustrated by examining the distribution 
of household chores. This examination reveals the gender-biased socialisation of roles and 
responsibilities that impact notions of what adolescent girls can be and what they can do. 

Household chores and care are the reality for adolescent girls in Nicaragua and the gendered 
division of labour and attitudes that surround this work illustrate how the dominant gender and 
social norms operate within a household.  

All respondents were asked what household chores they carry out, how long they spend on 
chores or care, and if they feel these tasks are fairly distributed between the boys and girls in 
their household.  
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Time spent on household chores was mentioned as one of the significant challenges that 
adolescent girls face in attempting to realise their life goals. This is further supported by the fact 
that one third of adolescent girls acknowledged that adolescent boys have more free time than 
they do. Just over half (55 per cent) reported that household chores put them at risk or in 
danger. 

On the other hand, many respondents said that they enjoyed domestic work because it 
contributed to the familyôs overall wellbeing and kept illness and disease at bay. The girls 
frequently described domestic work as a means of distraction and keeping busy. Chores were a 
way to avoid boredom, laziness and commonly described as a way of keeping oneself 
distracted from oneôs problems. Miskito girls talked about their domestic chores as a form of 
socialisation, as it provides them with training for when they get married or go to work as maids.  

ñI like [household chores] because I get distracted and if I donôt do them I get sleepy 
andé think on unnecessary things.ò (Miskito adolescent girl co-habiting with a partner, 
Puerto Cabezas) 

ñI like doing [chores] because when the house is dirty diseases may come.ò (Adolescent 
girl, Puerto Cabezas) 

3.2.1 Time spent on chores and care  

 
The amount of time the girls surveyed spent on household tasks in the previous week ranged 
from a minimum of 20 minutes to a maximum of 30.5 hours, with an average of 5.5 hours.  

The most common tasks reported were cleaning (96 per cent) and washing clothes (82 per 
cent). Tasks such as shopping, collecting water and caring for family members were cited with a 
lower frequency. More than half (55 per cent) of all adolescent girls reported that they 
sometimes have to do chores that they feel put them at risk or in danger: girls frequently cited 
the danger they faced on the street from men, and chores such as collecting water and 
shopping require adolescent girls to leave the (relative) safety of the house (these risks are 
further explored in section 7, on violence). These adolescent girls cited cleaning as the task 
they carried out most frequently, followed by washing clothes and then cooking: they spent an 
average of 4.5 to 5 hours on chores in the previous week.  

In the area of Puerto Cabezas, Miskito adolescent girls were asked for further details on how 

much time they spent per week carrying out various chores and tasks in the home.22 The data 

below offers some insight, notably the considerable time spent caring for siblings and washing 
clothes compared to cleaning, shopping and cooking. On average, Miskito adolescent girls 
spent more time performing chores and taking care of siblings than the girls interviewed in 
Managua, Boaco and San Rafael del Sur. 

Average times that Miskito adolescent girls spent on chores per week: 

Caring for siblings: 240 minutes 
Washing clothes: 175 minutes 
Cleaning: 89 minutes 
Shopping: 49 minutes 
Cooking: 40 minutes  

 

 
22 Please see methodology for further explanation on this point. 
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Collecting water: 22 minutes  
Caring for family: 19 minutes  

3.2.2 Attitudes towards gender roles and responsibilities in the household  

 
We asked all 119 adolescent girls if they felt household chores were evenly distributed in their 
homes between men and women and between girls and boys. The majority of the respondents 
(77 per cent) agreed that household tasks were shared equally between men and women in 
their households, with only 19 per cent disagreeing. Of the 22 girls who disagreed, only two 
adolescent girls were married or living with a partner. The majority of respondents (67 per cent) 
also agreed that care for siblings and other family members was equally shared, with only 21 
per cent disagreeing. Of the 25 adolescent girls who disagreed, four were married or living with 
a partner. 

Although perceptions indicated that household tasks were equally shared, an interesting finding 
was that 82 per cent of adolescent girls said they still felt the distribution of tasks between girls 
and boys should be changed. Probing further, discussions around the distribution of domestic 
work centred on notions of fairness and of contributing to the familyôs work. Adolescent girls felt 
that they were obliged to work in the home to help the family, but that they bore too much of the 
burden. While they reported that adolescent boys do partake in domestic chores, adolescent 
girls said the time undertaken to do such chores was not always evenly split. This is not 
surprising, given that more than a third (37 per cent) of the total sample said they do not have 
as much time as boys for leisure or recreation. 

ñThe time men have is not the same as women, since [women] have to prepare dinner 
and do household chores and men have fewer obligations, so they have time for playing 
football and baseball.ò (Adolescent girl, focus group discussion, San Rafael del Sur)  

More in-depth discussion around the division of chores emerged in focus group discussions; 
adolescent girls reflected on the challenges they face compared to adolescent boys. Household 
chores were consistently discussed and there was a clear sense from the language used that 
the distribution of chores was not equal or fair. The adolescent girls expressed a sense of 
injustice and some connected the unfair distribution of household chores with the prevailing 
culture of machismo. Some felt that it is up to the mother and father to change this dynamic.  

ñThere must be gender equality between boys and girls and we should not contribute to 
a violent and macho culture.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco)  

Adolescent girls felt that their male peers had more freedom and more opportunity to play and 
be outside the household. Girls, on the other hand, spent longer hours completing chores, 
restricting their time for leisure and study as well as their mobility and opportunity to spend time 
with friends and other social networks.  

The following conversation took place in an adolescent girlsô focus group session in Boaco.  

Girl 1: ñGirls are woken up early but our brothers stay in bed and get up late and 
nobody says anything. Brothers make a mess of everything and we are forced to 
organise and clean everything up.ò 
 
Girl 2: ñBoys, even at age 13, are allowed to go out but [parents] do not give 
permission to us girls because they say that since he is a boy he has less risk of 
being hurt.ò 
 
Girl 3: ñWhen we are already age 15, our parents give us responsibilities and send 
us to do domestic work outside our home. They prefer we study on Sundays. Boys 
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are not given any tasks. Despite all the things we do to help, they always treat us 
badly. They buy everything for boys but they donôt want to give us things we like, 
such as clothes, shoes or earrings.ò 

 
In focus group discussions with adolescent boys, they too acknowledged that adolescent 
girls spend longer in the household completing chores than boys do. They offered the 
explanation that girls carry out lighter chores, such as cooking and cleaning, while boys do 
tasks that are more masculine and require more strength such as chopping wood, collecting 
firewood and water, cleaning the yard and helping their fathers in the field.  
 

ñBoys and girls are taught that their ways of recreation are different.ò (Adolescent 
boy, focus group discussion, Chontales)   
 
ñThe behaviour of boys is very different from girls since they have more freedom to 
walk around outside their house. They are also disobedient and lazy but we, in 
contrast, stay more at home with our mothers doing housework and we are more 
obedient than them.ò (Miskito adolescent girl, Puerto Cabezas) 
 
ñGirls always have to do housework such as washing, ironing, cooking, sweeping 
and running errands. Boys are sent to work and study and sometimes they help the 
family repairing things at home.ò (Adolescent boy, focus group discussion, 
Chontales) 

 
Miskito adolescent boys suggested this division of labour was a cultural and ancient tradition 
passed on to girls. 
 

ñActually she likes domestic work as a custom and part of the culture that comes 
from ancestral times, with activities such as cleaning the house, washing dishes and 
pots. They cannot go out without permission, especially at night.ò (Miskito adolescent 
boy, focus group discussion, Puerto Cabezas) 

 
Boys also acknowledged that they have more freedom and leisure time than girls and more 
opportunities for play and study.  
 

ñGirls do household chores and donôt go out much.ò 
ñBoys work but they have more freedom than girls.ò 
ñBoys have more opportunities to play. They can study what they want and when 
they want.ò (Conversation between adolescent boys, focus group discussion, 
Chontales) 
 
ñGirls organise the house, clean, cook and play at home, while boys go fishing, help 
fetch water and collect firewood and play more sports.ò (Miskito adolescent boys, 
focus group discussion, Puerto Cabezas) 

 
The picture becomes more complicated when adolescent girls were asked who distributes 
the domestic chores in their homes. They consistently named their mother or a female 
relative ï aunt or grandmother. This is perhaps not surprising given the gendered division of 
household tasks in Nicaragua.  
 
Overwhelmingly, adolescent girls felt that responsibility to redistribute chores evenly among 
sons and daughters should lie with mothers or female carers. They felt that mothers, being 
the educators of children in the household, have a particular responsibility to change the 
dynamic of unfair distribution of chores. Some felt a change in roles and responsibility in the 
household was not possible because of a respect for tradition. For a minority of girls, failure 
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to tackle this issue meant that mothers themselves were promoting the culture of machismo. 
A small minority of girls felt that mothers and fathers should share the responsibility to 
change this dynamic. One girl said it was the father who set the example by taking on an 
equal role in carrying out household tasks. 
 

ñParents should educate and encourage us that not only women have to do domestic 
chores.ò (Adolescent girl, Boaco) 
 
ñThe father [is] the person who exercises the behaviour and can change the situation.ò 
(Adolescent mother, Managua)  
 
ñAnother reason [why household chores are not fairly distributed] relates to ancient 
customs of ancestors and not being able to go against parentsô wishes. Itôs difficult to 
change something that is already established.ò (Adolescent girl, focus group discussion, 
San Rafael del Sur)  

 
Encouragingly, 53 per cent of girls did not agree with the statement that a mother should 
stay home to look after children and not take on paid work. This indicates that gendered 
perceptions of womenôs roles as carers and nurturers are expanding to include women as 
workers and providers.  
 
Only 23 per cent of respondents agreed that men should stay home and care for children, 
while 66 per cent disagreed. This finding needs to be considered in the country context, 
where girls report that they do not always feel safe in their home environment.  

 

Evelyn: My experience as a live-in domestic worker23 
 
ñMy childhood was completely devastatingé Terrible,ò says Evelyn,24 a 17-year-old 
domestic worker in Boaco, Nicaragua. 
 
Separated from her parents at the age of two, she was looked after by her grandparents 
until her grandfatherôs death. After that she was sent to live with aunts who did not treat her 
well. ñThey used to tell me that I had no parents, no family. I used to tell them who my 
mother was but they said I had no mother.ò  
 
Evelyn is unequivocal about this moment in her life: ñI was completely alone.ò There was 
violence too: ñThey beat me.ò When one aunt got married and was no longer there to 
prepare food for Evelyn to take to school, she started to fall behind in her studies. She was 
moved to another school, and at that stage was reunited with her mother and father.  
 
Realising she had ña dad, a mum and a familyò did little to improve Evelynôs life, however. 
Her parents showed no affection for their returned daughter. ñI wanted to receive love from 
my parents and I never did. I am still waiting to receive it.ò  
 
In spite of the lack of support, Evelyn successfully finished primary school and moved on to 
a secondary school in another town. It was here ï at age 11 ï that she found herself doing 
housework for the first time. The granddaughter of the woman she was living with had just 
given birth, so Evelyn was expected to do all the laundry and keep the house clean. 
 

 

 
23 Interview conducted by Argentina Espinosa and Jean Casey, case study written by Daniel Kramb. 
24 Names have been changed.  
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She accepted her fate and understood that, ñin order to study I had to do housework.ò But 
the work became ñtoo muchò and Evelyn began to feel mistreated.  
 
When her father agreed to let her come home, she found that the work didnôt end ï it merely 
shifted from the house to the field. Evelyn started spending long days helping her father with 
farming and inevitably her studies started losing out. There was also no time for recreational 
activities, sports or play. Asked whether she ever played a game, Evelyn says: ñNo, I 
havenôt.ò 
  
Tensions soon arose with her father, who she noticed treated his children differently. ñI had 
problems as any girl does who does not obey a male. Here in the rural area there is 
machismo.ò  
 
When a cousin falsely claimed that he and Evelyn had slept together, tensions with her 
father exploded. ñHe said he was not going to send me to high school because he was 
ashamed with all the things people were saying. He said he would not give even a penny for 
my university.ò Evelyn received no support from her mother, who was completely submissive 
to her father. ñSometimes I thought about leaving home or disappearing, but I couldnôt.ò  
 
She stayed defiant, however, and did not lose hope. ñI told [my father] everything is fine and 
I will get my diploma and continue forward.ò She did just that, and eventually finished school.  
 
For several months now, Evelyn has been working as a domestic maid ï cooking, cleaning 
and doing laundry. Her days are long ï beginning at 6am and finishing at 9 or 10pm ï but 
she still manages to attend a technical course every evening. ñI have to leave dinner ready 
at home so I come back only to wash the dishes.ò 
 
Her drive to succeed is unwavering. ñMy idea is studying, moving forward, and having a 
career and a job.ò Her first choice of career, clinical bio-analysis, proved too expensive and 
time-consuming so she has decided to pursue accounting instead.  
 
Working as a domestic maid helps advance her career ambitions, but she leaves no doubt 
about what she is missing. ñWe all want to be free, to go out and hang out with friends,ò she 
says. This is not an option for her, and it can be hard to see others enjoy a freedom she 
cannot have herself. ñWe are girls,ò she says. ñMost of us see other girls enjoy life.ò  
 
Her work also comes with risks that she feels are greater for domestic employees than for 
girls in professions such as teaching, sales or pharmacy. ñIf there are males, they try to take 
advantage of us. They think that because the maids come from the countryside they can just 
take us. If there are males, there are more risks.ò 
 
Could such issues be raised in the community? Evelyn says she isnôt sure and becomes a 
little uneasy when asked. ñMaybe some [domestic maids] are ill-treated and they are afraid 
of losing their job because we all think that if we donôt have a job we cannot do anything 
else. I think if I stop working, I would stop studying.ò  
 
Like many girls in Nicaragua, Evelyn feels she has no choice but to accept the conditions of 
her work, including the lack of freedom, the lack of recreation, and the perceived risks. 
ñSome girls say, óI am ill-treated but I have to do it because I need it.ô Sometimes, people 
say that because you are needy you let others humiliate you.ò And, like many girls, she isnôt 
sure where to turn to improve her situation. She has no response when asked whom she 
would need help from. 
 



     

plan-international.org Counting the Invisible ï Technical Report Nicaragua 38 

In spite of all the adversity life has dealt her, Evelyn has managed to keep her focus on 
studying and moving forward. ñI would like for people to say óshe was a domestic worker and 
now she has a degree.ô My childhood was not as I wanted it to be,ò she says with 
determination. ñBut my youth is going to be the way I want it to be.ò  
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As part of the research adolescent girls were asked to reflect on what they perceived to be the 
biggest overall challenges that girls their age face. A range of issues were cited, including: 
sexual abuse and rape, violence at home and in the community, lack of care and support from 
families, early pregnancy, economic issues and not completing education.   

 

Word cloud outlining the most frequently used words when girls were describing the biggest 
challenges they face: lack of family support, rape and sexual abuse, pregnancy and violence are 
central notions.  

 
Violence was a constant theme that ran through the most commonly reported biggest overall 
challenges. These issues were consistent among the diverse set of girls interviewed as the big 
challenges they face. They serve as a roadmap for the upcoming sections of the report, which 
explore each issue in detail. 

It is worth noting that some of the themes such as education, decreased risk of violence, 
employment, access and control of birth control, for example, are also considered to be some of 

the most important pathways for women to gain agency.25 These issues will be discussed in turn 

beginning with education, early pregnancy, early marriages and unions, and safety and violence. 
Throughout all these sections, girlsô perceptions and experiences will be explored, focusing on 
distinct experiences of the groupings of girls where they differ from the wider experience. Finally 
these sections explore some of the opportunities to change that girls perceive as potentials for 
improving the condition and position of girls in their communities and societies.   

 

 
25 World Bank (2012) ñOn Norms and Agency: Conversations about Gender Equality with Women and Men in 20 Countriesò, 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/Resources/244362-1164107274725/On-Norms-Agency-Book.pdf 
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This section explores adolescent girlsô access to secondary school and opportunities to 
complete their education, their perceptions of the value of the education they received, 
sexual education in the classroom and reasons behind girls having to drop out of school. 

SDG 4 corresponds to the importance of inclusive and quality education for all. Access to 
quality and free primary and secondary education is integral to advancing girlsô future life 
opportunities and securing girlsô rights. Overall girls report their experience of education and 
school as positive, however young mothers and Miskito girls tell of a less satisfactory 
experience, outlining the particular barriers they face on account of their identity and condition.  

4.1 Access to education   
 
The majority of the adolescent girls surveyed (79 per cent) stated that girls always have 
opportunities to attend secondary school. However a smaller proportion (66 per cent) agreed 
that girls always have the opportunity to finish secondary school, and 61 per cent agreed that 
girls always have the opportunity to regularly attend tertiary education. 
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4.2 Attitudes and value of education 
 
When girls defined their life goals, continuing education and transitioning to employment or a 
successful career was a constant reference repeatedly mentioned. Encouragingly, the large 
majority of girls surveyed were satisfied with the quality of education they received and their 
access to education (91 per cent). The vast majority of girls (90 per cent) agreed that their 
education has led or will lead to good employment opportunities.  

When asked what was most valuable about their education, respondents mentioned reading, 
writing and mathematics most frequently. They also valued the increased knowledge and values 
taught in school and linked education to knowing their rights, feeling more capable and positive, 
and having better self-esteem. ñI am not shy anymore and I can fully express myself.ò 
(Adolescent mother, married, Puerto Cabezas) 

 

 
Most frequently used words on the value of education: usefulness, learning, reading, writing, 
mathematics. 

  
Young mothers connected the value of education to gaining decent work, increased knowledge 
on rights, and also learning forgiveness.  

ñWe have been taught to have the strength to forgive people who have hurt us and to 
release our feelings.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

ñEverything [I learned] is useful for my future, for having decent work and feeling proud 
of my efforts and work.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

ñ[I value] knowing the rights of girls and young women, and knowing the different types 
of diseases in the world.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 

But young mothers in particular criticised the inability or lack of effort on the part of teachers to 
understand the problems that young mothers and pregnant girls face compared to other girls. 

ñLack of attention of teachers with regard to their students because they often do not 
realise what their students are going through.ò (Adolescent mother, Managua) 


