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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Reproducing, Contesting, Transforming Social Norms 
over the Adolescent Life-Course in Northern Uganda 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

INTRODUCTION 
This report presents findings from a six and a half-year 
intervention and ethnographic cohort study conducted by 
Georgetown University’s Institute for Reproductive Health 
(IRH) in partnership with Save the Children and Pathfinder 
International. The study followed 60 girls and boys aged 
ten to 19, seeking to understand how gendered behavior, 
attitudes and harmful and health-supporting norms 
develop over the adolescent life-course. It identifies the 
factors that enable gender-equitable, nonviolent and 
healthy attitudes, beliefs and practices. The study was 
embedded in the Gender Roles, Equality and 
Transformations (GREAT) Project, implemented in the 
Acholi and Lango regions of northern Uganda. The GREAT 
intervention uses life-stage specific strategies to promote 
gender-equitable attitudes and behaviors among youth 
and their communities with the goal of reducing gender-
based violence (GBV) and improving sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH). The study took place at the 
close of a two decades long civil war in which 90 percent 
of the Acholi and Lango population was displaced into 
internally-displaced persons camps.  

 

METHODOLOGY  

Research was conducted from 2012 through 2014 in two 
formerly conflict-affected districts in northern Uganda; 
Pader district, in the Acholi sub-region and Lira district, in 
the Lango sub-region. Data collection included a baseline 
study in 2012, followed by four life history interviews 
focusing on gender, violence and sexual and reproductive 
health conducted every six months for two and a half 
years with 60 adolescents from three life stages: 20 very 
young adolescents ages 10 to 14; 20 older adolescents 
ages 15 to 19; and 20 newly married or parenting 
adolescents ages 15 to 19. Retention was excellent with 
55 of the 60 participants participating in the final 
interview. 

The main method used was in-depth interviews, including 
projective techniques, games and other participatory 
approaches such as transept walks and storytelling. Data 
analysis involved deductive and inductive approaches 
facilitated by ATLAS.ti (version 7) data management 
software.  

RESULTS 
Adolescent trajectories: education, family 
formation and violence  
Analysis of the trajectories of the study participants 
revealed that about two-thirds of participants dropped 
out of school during the study period. Participants 
primarily left school due to pregnancy or marriage or 
inability to pay school fees. While three more girls than 
boys dropped out of school, they did so at the same rates 
and ages, with almost all participants dropping out 
between the ages of 16 and 19 years.  
 
In terms of family formation, about 40% of participants 
were married or cohabiting at some point during the 
study. Notably, the only participant under 16 who was 
married was forced to do so after she was raped and 
became pregnant. One third of the boys and over half of 
the girls were pregnant at least once during the 
intervention period. Over half of the boys and all the girls 
had unmet need for family planning (those who wanted 
to avoid pregnancy but were not using any family 
planning method) at the time of the last interview. More 
boys than girls expressed a need for family planning, and 
they used contraceptives at higher rates than girls. 
Implants, followed by condoms, abstinence and injections 
were used most commonly. 
 
Many of the participants experienced some type of 
violence (sexual, intimate partner or family) during the 
study period, and two boys and three girls experienced 
multiple forms of violence. Eleven boys and nine girls 
experienced intimate partner violence (IPV), all of whom 
were 16 to 19 years old. It seems that girls experienced 
more forms of IPV, with many undergoing economic, 
physical and/or sexual violence in addition to “quarrels” 
or emotional violence. 

Development of Norms over Adolescence 
Both patriarchal norms which privilege men and 
masculinity and hinder gender equality, nonviolence and 
positive sexual and reproductive health and alternative 
norms which facilitate greater flexibility, equality, 
nonviolence and health exist in GREAT communities. The 
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simultaneous presence of alternative norms 
demonstrates the fluidity and active contestation of what 
it means to be a boy or a girl, a man or a woman, as 
GREAT communities recover from civil war and 
displacement and as adolescents traverse the changing 
individual, interpersonal, social and structural landscape 
during their passage from childhood to adulthood. Over 
the course of adolescence, girls and boys learn, embody 
and transform norms across six primary sites: 1) chores 
and work; 2) puberty; 3) family planning; 4) intimate 
partner relations; 5) child discipline; 6) alcohol; and they 
do so in relationships with parents, peers, siblings, 
teachers, spouses, in-laws, role models and institutions. 

 

REPRODUCING, CONTESTING, 
TRANSFORMING SOCIAL NORMS  
OVER THE ADOLESCENT LIFE-
COURSE  
As adolescents interact with their social networks and 
environments, they adapt their own beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviors; while at the same time challenging, reinforcing 
and transforming their societies’ social norms and 
practices.  

The GREAT conceptual model builds on theory that 
gender is a key factor shaping lifelong sexual and 
reproductive health and wellbeing, and depicts gender 
and culture as dynamic and relative. At the center of the 
GREAT conceptual model is the journey that adolescents 
take throughout their social ecology from childhood to 
early adulthood. Along the journey various personal and 
cultural assets, processes and factors – the rungs on the 
helix – come into play at each site that can lead GREAT 
participants toward alternative norms or toward 
patriarchal norms. The freedom that each participant has 
to follow one or the other norm depends on their 
individual and social assets and on their resilience when 
faced with penalties for not fulfilling social expectations. 
By representing participants’ lives and the insights 
cultivated through the cohort study in this way, GREAT 
offers a multi-dimensional model for understanding how 
individuals negotiate norms throughout the social ecology 
and across the life-course. 

Factors Shaping Adolescent Trajectories 
Across sites and over the adolescent life-course, 
participants develop their own internal resources and 
encounter a range of external factors which act as turning 
points in their trajectories. Each encounter between their 
internal, individual resources and external factors offers 
an opportunity for adolescents to learn or challenge 
existing norms. Though both patriarchal and alternative 
norms exist alongside one another, they are not always 
equally accessible. Various institutions, such as schools, 
government, community, religious, media and health 
institutions, may operate according to the logic of one set 
of norms, necessitating familiarity with those norms in 
order to access services and goods. Social network 
modeling, mentoring and support is not equally offered 
for patriarchal and alternative norms, often constraining 
the opportunities for learning and practicing healthy 
alternatives. When adolescents choose to deviate from 
the dominant norms of their institutions and social 
networks, they may be faced with stigma, sanctions or 
violence. Individual capabilities, aspirations and access to 
safe spaces then determine participants’ abilities to 
effectively navigate complex terrain and weather the 
costs of deviating from social norms. GREAT and other 
planned interventions therefore implicate institutions in 
better serving adolescents, enhance social networks, 
build adolescent agency and provide safe space for self-
reflection and performance of healthy norms. 
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Consequences of Patriarchal Norms for 

Adolescent Health and Wellbeing  
As adolescents journey toward adulthood, they confront 
patriarchal norms and structures that have important 
consequences for their future. At each encounter with 
institutions, social networks and planned interventions, 
they receive reinforcement for either patriarchal or 
alternative norms, and are either supported or hindered 
in developing personal capacity, agency and resilience. 
Patriarchal norms are associated with various negative 
consequences for GREAT participants, including poor 
educational outcomes and economic development; 
parental abuse and neglect; early and forced marriage; 
unintended pregnancy and poor sexual and reproductive 
health; and sexual, intimate partner and gender-based 
violence. These consequences are often linked, and, over 
time, they build upon one another, shaping long-term life 
trajectories.  

Influence of the GREAT Intervention 
Analysis of the change trajectories of study participants 
yielded insight into the mechanisms of changes set in play 
by the GREAT intervention package. The GREAT 
intervention strengthened participants’ agency by 
offering accurate, appropriate information, opportunities 
for reflection, role models and community mobilization. 
Through community mobilization, radio serial dramas, 
participatory activities and discussions in existing groups, 
GREAT provided opportunities for adolescents to explore 
patriarchal and alternative norms and their 
consequences. The dialogue generated during these 
activities helped to normalize gender equitable roles and 
relationships. Youth participating in these activities had 
the opportunity to practice expressing themselves on 
difficult topics and were encouraged to share what they 
were learning with others. By engaging significant people 
in their lives, GREAT created a network of role models, 
mentors and support. GREAT strengthened social 
networks by connecting youth with their peers and 
providing positive models of what it means to be a boy or 
girl, man or woman. Finally, GREAT connected 
participants with health providers, improving access to 
services, and engaging community groups and 
institutions, such as churches and savings and loans clubs  

CONCLUSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Gender, violence and SRH norms are socio-culturally and 
economically situated and dynamic, changing across the 
life-course and in relation to the surrounding social 
ecology. The discovery of a range of norms that may be 
considered “patriarchal” or “alternative” to varying 

degrees and that manifest differently at different sites 
underscores that opportunities for change pre-exist in 
every social field and that theories of social construction 
and gender can focus on this multiplicity, hybridity and 
instability. Furthermore, the complexity and dynamism of 
the socio-economic and cultural systems in which gender, 
SRH and violence issues are embedded can serve as 
assets for programming and policy initiatives. 

Theoretical Recommendations 
 View social construction as continual and evolving 

across social fields 

 Investigate opportunities for transformation that 
arise from the dynamism of cultural and social norms, 
including “patriarchal” norms 

 Consider both how individuals navigate structural 
barriers and make use of opportunity structures and 
how structures themselves shift and respond to 
context and interaction 

 Envision intersectional gender analyses that are 
active, relational and fluid  

Methodological Recommendations 
 Use ethnographic methods to attain a holistic and 

deep view of the context, population and key factors 
affecting intervention outcomes or study questions 

 Invest in formative research in order to create 
relationships and understand the socio-economic and 
cultural landscape before designing the intervention 
or study 

 Approach adolescents as important knowledge-
bearers and as agents, working with them in 
intervention or study design and analysis 

 Use longitudinal and projective techniques to 
stimulate and understand norms negotiation 

Policy and Programming Recommendations 
 Start early and include ongoing life-course tailored 

interventions 

 Strengthen internal assets – increase knowledge, self-
efficacy and provide basic resources 

 Encourage youth to reflect critically on inequitable 
gender norms and roles  

 Harness socialization processes to form and 
transform gender norms and roles 

 Strengthen social networks and intervene to mobilize 
economic and social support at key turning points 

 Empower youth to advocate for themselves, and 
strengthen their ability to seek help and resist paths 
imposed upon them 

 Address structural issues such as girls’ education and 
access to resources  

 Mobilize communities to create enabling 
environment
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