
#languagematters
using words to promote girls’ rights

Language is not neutral. It is much more than a simple tool of communication. Language 
is both a reflection of a society and its worldview, and a tool to shape our perception of 
reality. Language plays an important role not only in revealing stereotypes (including 
gender and age stereotypes) and unequal power relations, but also in reinforcing them. 
In order to break down harmful gender- and age-related social norms and make invisible 
groups visible in both policy and practice, it is critical to use language in law and policy 
that is both gender-transformative and age-responsive. This document aims to be a 
resource for anyone looking to take a gender-transformative and age-responsive 
approach to the development of national, regional or international law and policy.

the checklist why an age perspective?
The discrimination and barriers to rights that children 
face depend on many factors. These include age, sex, 
disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion 
and ethnicity. To get it right, we must conduct a gender, 
age and inclusion analysis to identify gaps and gender 
norms that influence their lives across the life course. 

Age is one of the most important factors of a person’s 
identity. At each stage of her or his life, a person 
experiences different barriers to accessing their rights.  
Too frequently “women” are treated as one 
homogeneous group, without specificity given to the 
particular needs and experiences of young girls, 
adolescent girls, young women, middle-aged women 
and older women. 

This is why Plan International advocates for a gender 
and age perspective in law and policies, in programmes 
and practice. This not only allows us to develop both 
age- and gender-sensitive responses, but also to move

Gender, age and other factors of a person’s 
identity have an important impact on their 
ability to fully enjoy their rights. In order for 
law and policy to adequately address the 
diverse needs of different groups, it is 
important to ask the following questions:

How is a human rights problem 
a�ecting girls, boys, women, 
men and others di�erently?

Are girls di�erently and 
disproportionately a�ected due 
to their age and gender?

Why do such di�erences exist? 
What are the root causes/ 
drivers of those di�erences?

How might other factors of a 
person’s identity and/or context 
(i.e., ability, ethnicity, income) 
shape their experience? How 
can intersectionality be taken 
into account?

How can policy measures be 
tailored to ensure the rights of 
girls and boys, women and men 
equally?

Check out our human rights database, which allows 
you to easily find and build upon strong agreed 
language from UN or regional bodies, both legally 
binding and soft law. The database not only covers 
documents related to gender, or the rights of 
children, women, or girls. It covers all human rights 
issues and can be used broadly, in any human rights 
negotiation. 

Explore the database and take our girls’ rights quiz at

looking for 
strong language?

girlsrightsplatform.org 

towards a discourse of children as 
rights-holders. 



transformative
ingredients of a gender

approach 1 use non-discriminatory 
language
Avoid expressions 
that reinforce gender 
stereotypes or 
gendered division of 
roles. 
For example, say, 
“conference delegates 
and their spouses”, not 
“conference delegates 
and their wives”.

2 use gender neutral 
terminology
Avoid using 
masculine words as 
generic. 
For example, use 
“humankind”, not 
“mankind”.

3 use terminology that 
combats stereotypes
Avoid associating 
men and women with 
certain professions.

For example, say 
“business managers” 
instead of 
“businessman”. Use 
“chairperson” instead 
of “chairman”.

gender-
empowering 
language: 
some tips
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unaware

No specific gender norms 
identified.
No emphasis on involving 
girls & women and/or on 
building their agency.
No emphasis on supporting 
boys and men to develop 
positive masculinites.
Generally discusses the 
daily needs of children/ 
adolescents/young people, 
or women, with no 
disaggregation based on 
gender, age or diversity.
Does not take into account 
diversity and inclusion.
No consideration of gender 
and/or inclusion in policy 
development and service 
provision.

Plan International believes that in order to achieve gender equality and a world where 
girls’ rights are realized, we must adopt a gender-transformative approach. But what 
does that mean? 
We see 6 key ingredients to a gender-transformative approach:

life-course

Agency

positive masculinities

Diversity

condition and position

enabling environment

Understand and address gender norms across the life 
course, at all ages.

Strengthen the agency of individual girls and young women.

Support boys and men to adopt positive masculinities and 
promote gender equality.

Consider girls, boys, young women & young men in all their 
diversity when responding to their needs, interests and rights.

Improve the conditions (daily needs) and social position 
(value or status) of girls and young women.

Use a human rights-based approach in strengthening 
systems, laws, policies and civil society to enable gender 
equality and inclusion.

neutral

General awareness-raising 
on key gender norms is 
mentioned.
Some emphasis on 
capacity-building of girls & 
women on gender equality 
and inclusion.
Some emphasis on 
awareness-raising of boys & 
men on gender equality.
Addresses the daily needs 
of girls & women, but not 
their social position. 
Emphasizes one particular 
group based on a single 
exclusion factor.
Limited stakeholder 
participation in development 
of policies/services.

aware

Dialogue/awareness-raising 
with key stakeholders on 
gender norms, barriers 
and/or drivers is mentioned.
Emphasizes capacity- 
building of girls & women 
on gender equality and 
inclusion, as well as 
confidence/self-esteem.
Emphasizes development of 
positive masculinities 
among boys & men.
Addresses gaps and gender 
inequalities in meeting daily 
needs of girls & women.
Emphasizes exclusion 
based on gender, age & one 
other exclusion factor.
Multi-stakeholder 
participation in development 
of policies/services.

transformative

Emphasizes community 
dialogue as well as media/ 
policy work on gender norms, 
barriers & drivers.
Emphasizes capacity- 
building of girls & women on 
gender equality, inclusion, 
confidence and advocacy 
skills.
Supports boys & men to take 
action on gender equality.
Addresses gender 
inequalities in realization of 
rights and social position of 
girls & women.
Emphasizes exclusion based 
on gender, age & multiple 
exclusion factors.
Coordinated, participatory & 
human rights-based approach 
to policies/services.



to learn more about plan international’s work to promote girls’ rights, please visit plan-international.org

avoid do for examplefor example

Using vague language, 
such as “all women” 
and “adolescents and 
youth”, that does not 
specifically grant rights 
to girls. 

Single out girls if in 
reality they are 
differently and/or 
disproportionately 
affected.

Fully explain what the 
“vulnerabilities” or 
“needs” of girls consist 
of. 

Call out using strong 
language that certain 
phenomena amount to 
violations of girls’ 
rights.

Consider 
intersectionality and 
multifaceted identities, 
and how these can lead 
to a heightened 
disadvantage.

Ensure that measures 
are tailored to 
protecting and fulfilling 
girls’ rights.   

“...early marriage leads to early pregnancy and 
early childbearing, which...exposes young 
married girls to a greater risk of domestic 
violence...”
Commision on the Status of Women (CSW) “Eliminating 
maternal mortality and morbidity through the empowerment of 
women”. 2012, PP 16.

In order to realise the right to education, girls 
need, “full access to separate, adequate and 
safe water and sanitation services, properly 
equipped with hygiene kits.”
Human Rights Council (HRC), “Realizing the Equal 
Enjoyment of the Right to Education by Every Girl”. 2016, OP 
2C.

“…[C]hild, early and forced marriage is a harmful 
practice that violates, abuses and impairs human 
rights...” 
Human Rights Council (HRC), “Consequences of child, early 
and forced marriage”. 2019, PP13.

“Recognises that a considerable number of girl 
children are particularly vulnerable, including 
orphans, children living on the street, internally 
displaced and refugee children…” 
UN General Assembly (UNGA), “The girl child”. 2007, OP17.

“...the full enjoyment of all human rights by all 
women and girls includes their right to have 
control over and decide freely and responsibly on 
matters related to their sexuality...”
Human Rights Council (HRC), “Elimination of all forms of 
discrimination against women and girls”. 2019, PP10.

“Gravely concerned by...forms of sexual violence 
such as sexual slavery, particularly targeting 
girls...”
UN Security Council (UNSC), “Children and armed conflict”. 
2015, PP13.

Merely acknowledging 
the “specific needs” or 
“particular 
vulnerabilities” of the 
girl child. 

Using weak 
terminology such as 
“impairs” or “has a 
negative effect on” the 
rights of girls. 

The assumption that all 
girls face the same 
obstacles on account 
of their age and gender. 
There is no “one size 
fits all”.

Simply mentioning 
“girls” as an add-on to 
women.

girls’ rights language

in practice

Relegating “girls” to 
certain topics, such as 
education or violence.

Acknowledge the full 
range of girls’ rights, 
including participation, 
agency and sexual and 
reproductive rights.


