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|l. UNDERSTANDING LIFE
SKILLS PROGRAMMES

Globally, fewer investments are made in women’s capital than
that of men, leading to dire consequences. Human capital can be

broadly defined as the stock of knowledge, skills and other personal

make up more than 60 percent of the world’s illiterate population, and
as of 2020 only 47 percent of working-age women are in the labour
skills training is intended to empower women so that they can invest in

their human capital, thus improving overall outcomes for women.


https://www.oecd.org/economy/human-capital/
https://worlds-women-2020-data-undesa.hub.arcgis.com/pages/thematic-areas
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/downloads/worldswomen2015_report.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/desa/world%E2%80%99s-women-2020

I. Understanding II. Consistency and
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What factors are contributing to women'’s
underinvestment in human capital?

Historically, women’s ability to exercise choice—such
as when to have children or whether to engage in
income-generating activities—has been constrained
and remains limited, especially in low- and middle-
income countries. Barriers to women’s agency limit
their capacity to advocate for investments in themselves,
resulting in fewer years of education, more limited

labour force participation, and earlier marriages than

removing barriers to agency, and improving incentives
in key domains such as education, may lead to greater
investment in women’s human capital and better
outcomes for women overall.

Women experience two types of barriers to agency:
external and internal. External barriers refer to issues
outside of a woman’s control or structural constraints
which limit women’s choices, such as economic and
legal barriers, restrictive gender norms or conflict.
Internal barriers are psychological factors that prevent
women and girls from exercising their agency. For

example, their lowered belief in their self-worth,

External barriers are typically more difficult (and take
longer) to overcome, as they are often deeply ingrained
in social, cultural and political systems and structures
(Kwauk and Braga 2017). The “stickiness” of external

barriers has resulted in an increasing focus on tackling
internal barriers to agency in order to improve the

relieve the internal barriers to agency and strengthen
the “power within.”
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Life skills: A potential avenue for tackling
internal barriers to agency?

Life skills are defined as “the abilities for adaptive

and positive behaviour that enable individuals to deal
effectively with the demands and challenges of everyday
should aim to provide young girls with these abilities.
However, which abilities are they exactly? One of

the most challenging aspects of designing life skills
programmes is that we lack a unified list of which life
skills help individuals deal with the demands of everyday
life. This ambiguity is likely because these demands vary
depending on the context.

We propose a definition of life skills
programmes as “training interventions
with psychosocial (e.g. self-efficacy) or soft
skills (e.g. negotiation and communication)
at their core, sometimes paired with

other forms of hard skills training, which
strengthen an individual’s ability to make
critical decisions in their life.”

An accompanying life skills theory of change draws

from the understanding that empowerment is a process,
whereby “exercising agency should culminate in
achievements or meaningful improvements in well-being”

could be represented in Figure 1.

Whilst acknowledging that life skills are not a
panacea to improve low human capital accumulation
for women, there is growing evidence' that life skills

programmes may serve as a particularly CECCtiVC avenue

! Scales et al. (2013); Leventhal et al. (2015); Bandiera et al. (2020);
Adoho et al. (2014); Baiocchi et al. (2017); Buchmann et al. (2018);
Stark et al. (2018); Amin et al. (2016); Rodella, Cuevas, and Montes
(2015); Decker et al. (2018); Ozler et al. (2020).


https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/63552/WHO_MNH_PSF_93.7A_Rev.2.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/what-works-enhance-womens-agency
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/gender_womens-agency-review_2020-march-05.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/gender_womens-agency-review_2020-march-05.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/gender_womens-agency-review_2020-march-05.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/26866466.pdf?casa_token=AoUccE7vxJIAAAAA:vAP31SYqAS-Hfifs_zJ7g9zcl9o6rwzUjfA74yir3WVyj0GUb9jwzaYjU3pI4NIiS2Zg8QQ1iPPDlGUINT7ZyenviWl6fqOCM7xg5UDS7ccaSLsUcA
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/what-works-enhance-womens-agency
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/translating-competencies-empowered-action.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/translating-competencies-empowered-action.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/translating-competencies-empowered-action.pdf
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Figure 1. Theory of change for life skills could be represented as follows.

INPUT OUTPUT MEDIUM-TERM LONG-TERM
(Resources) (Mechanisms/ IMPACT IMPACT

Resources) (Agency) (Achievements)
Soft/psychological and Adolescent girls access Girls gain agency and Improved outcomes
other skills training resources to make exercise it by making in education, labour,
is provided to target them feel they can and decisions to improve reproductive health
group by facilitators. are practically able their lives. and/or gender-based

to invest in their own violence.

human capital.

Note: It is proposed that life skills programmes provide various resources to girls (input) which through various mechanisms lead to a change in
behavior (output). This process, in turn, leads to enhancements in adolescent girls’ agency and assists in tackling the internal barriers to agency
that adolescent girls may face (medium term impact). Finally, these enhancements in agency may manifest in improvements in education, labor,
reproductive health and decreased gender-based violence (long-term impact).

Power within can be defined as the Life skills alone may not be sufficient or

“internal belief in one’s worth and ability, appropriate in certain situations

measured th rough qspirgﬁons, self-efﬁcqcyl The acquisition of life skills and improved power within
and atfitudes about gender norms” alone may not be sufficient to enable gitls to act upon
their world in a transformative way. This is more likely

"""""""""""""""""" the case where structures such as policies, institutions,

o L networks, social norms and gender expectations narrow
Power within can boost gitls’ sense of self-worth and

self-confidence, shape their attitudes to gender norms

and improve their aspirations, leading them to invest . . .
the appropriate age of marriage may prevent girls from

in their own human capital accumulation. Considered . .
LT choosing who and when to marry, regardless of their
fundamental to an individual’s ability to make

meaningful choices and to act on them (and thus a direct

indicator of agency), increases in power within have been : . . . .
girls decision-making power or determine choices for

"""""""""" them can impede life skills programmes from having
and labour market outcomes in a majority of cases.

However, the impacts on early marriage/childbearing

rates and prevalence of GBV have been mixed. In addition, life skills programmes may be redundant

) o for young women with sufficiently high levels of power
Looking across the existing evaluated programmes, there ey . .
within. In some settings, girls may already have a

is strong evidence that adolescent girls’ programmes . . g
) & ) ) g. ; PZ °8 valid sense of their worth and abilities. They may be

that included soft and life skills training? improved o -
self-confident and have ambitious aspirations and very

self-efficacy, confidence, and attitudes towards gender .
progressive gender norms. They may also have strong

norms. However, they did not consistently improve girls’ . .
> ey Y 1mprove g knowledge, attitudes and skills about many aspects

aspirations related to marriage, childbearing, education . . .
p 8e & of their private life. In that case, addressing internal

and job access. This suggests that soft skills acquisition . . o .
constraints may be ineffective in improving other

may be a key pathway through which self-efficacy and important life outcomes.

gender attitudes among adolescents can be influenced

2 'These soft skills & life skills programs are sometimes bundled with
other interventions such as vocational training, remedial education,
reproductive health information or other trainings.
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https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/what-works-enhance-womens-agency
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/gender_womens-agency-review_2020-march-05.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/what-works-enhance-womens-agency
https://www.brookings.edu/research/translating-competencies-to-empowered-action/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/translating-competencies-to-empowered-action/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/what-works-enhance-womens-agency

Photo credit: Paula Bronstein, Getty Images, Images of Empowerment

[I. CONSISTENCY AND DIRECTION
OF IMPACT OF LIFE SKILLS
PROGRAMMES

A review of sixteen randomized evaluations® of Life skills
programmes provide insights into the consistency and nuances
of life skills programmes’ impact on multiple indicators of agency
such as power within and downstream outcomes of agency

such as education, employment, child marriage, early pregnancy

and GBV.

3 See annex for full inclusion/exclusion criteria.
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Figure 2.

POSITIVE IMPACT

Studies showing positive effects

MIXED IMPACT

Studies showing positive effects

11/12 9/12 4/6 6/14 7/1
STUDIES STUDIES STUDIES STUDIES STUDIES

Early marriage/ Gender-based
teen pregnancy violence

Power Education Labour market
Within outcomes outcomes

Note: Positive impact refers to approximately 75 percent or more studies showing a positive and significant effect on at least one indicator related
to the domain of interest (e.g. power within, education). Mixed impact refers to less than 75 percent of studies showing positive
effects on indicators of interest and thus showing more mixed effects.

1. Positive impacts on power within

The review showed that life skills programmes
consistently improved girls’ power within.* Of the 12
studies included in the review that measured power
within, 11 show that life skills programmes positively
and significantly impact power within. This appears to
be consistent across various life skills programmes
regardless of whether there is an additional component,
such as remedial and/or vocational training, associated
with the programme.

See Appendix 2 for more detdails on
* the impact of life skills for this domain.

4 Power within is a composite indicator of agency referring to either
self-efficacy, aspirations, or attitudes about restrictive gender norms.
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2. Positive impacts on school enrolment,
dropout and/or completion

Eighty-two percent (9/11 studies that measured
education outcomes) of the life skills programmes

we reviewed found significant positive impacts on

at least one education-related metric.’ In childhood,
schooling decisions are typically viewed as the parents’
responsibility. However, children themselves may have
some agency in schooling decisions, and thus their
preferences around schooling may accordingly be relevant

barriers that limit children’s agency and the potential
risk of backlash from girls’ parents and community,
enhancing adolescent girls” decision-making power (with
respect to their education), informing them about the
returns to education, and/or their ability to advocate for
their participation in school may lead to improvements
in their enrolment, attendance, and continuation in and
completion of school.

See Appendix 2 for more details on
the impact of life skills for this domain.

> Indicators of education include school enrolment, school attendance,

decrease in school dropout and school attainment. At least one of
these indicators needed to show positive effects to be classified as
having a positive effect on education as a domain.


https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
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3. Mixed impacts on employment and
income-earning activities®

In our review, just over a third of the studies measured
and reported labour market outcomes. However four
out of the six studies that studied such outcomes were
successful in increasing the likelihood of employment
and income for adolescent girls.”

Life skills programmes enhance soft skills such as
communication, decision making, and problem solving—
all of which appear to be critical to succeed in the labor
programmes are often paired with vocational training
such as hairdressing, soap making, tailoring, or some
other training. For example, the soft skills training in

the Kishoree Kontha programme in Bangladesh provided
adolescent girls with soft skills tools for negotiation,
encouraged them to engage in income-generating
activities and provided financial literacy training

However, there may be a trade-off between staying in
school and pursuing active income-generating activities.
In our review, we see some negative impacts on some

labour market outcomes in the Ado

programme ended, the girls were less involved in income-
generating activities and more engaged with schooling. The
authors highlight that the short-term nature of the study
may be driving this effect and that a longer-term follow-up
may be useful to assess if more profitable income-generating
activities are accessed by these gitls in the years following
school year. Other programmes, not included in this review,
specifically target older adolescents to “avoid incentivizing

the impact of life skills for this domain

¢ Note the limited number of studies

7

scope of the studies for this review is narrower. The same threshold
of < 75 percent studies with positive effects is used as a key threshold
amount for this review to determine mixed rather than positive
impacts. This threshold is consistent with the J-PAL agency review.
Our review excluded Adoho et al. (2014) and Buehren et al. (2017a),

which had severe challenges with implementation and take-up of the
programme. Our review also includes more recent studies that have
been published since the J-PAL agency review was conducted.
8 There were also positive and significant effects observed on other
outcomes, including increased inclination among girls toward labor
activities, such as skilled labor and factory work.
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4. Mixed impacts on early marriage
and childbearing

Gitls’ reproductive health choices are associated with
agency in complex ways. On the one hand, reproductive
health-related outcomes can be indicators of agency.
For example, in contexts where girls have more agency
to influence decisions, they may be able to delay
marriage and childbearing to a time that aligns with
their preferences rather than those of parents or other
decision makers. On the other hand, poor reproductive
health outcomes may also limit gitls’ scope for decision-
making. Early marriage and childbearing can hinder
girls’ education and future participation in the labour
force, preventing them from exercising agency in the
future and potentially increasing their dependence on

Life skills programmes tend to have a mixed impact’
on early marriage and pregnancy. Whilst 12 studies

in our review measure related outcomes, only 6 find
positive impacts on these outcomes. In particular, there
were impacts on the likelihood of marriage and in a
few cases the age of marriage. The mixed impact seems
to be present regardless of additional components of
the programme-—for example, vocational or remedial

training—that fall beyond the scope of the soft skills

in Uganda, which combines soft skills, reproductive
health and vocational training, reduced the rates of
early marriage (by 6.9 percentage points) and childbirths

training and remedial education led to a 480% rise

in the likelihood of girls staying unmarried two years
after the intervention commenced, increasing from 14%
amongst those who did not receive the intervention, to
80% amongst those who did. However, an identical

the impact of life skills for this domain

> Mixed impacts are defined as 75 percent or fewer of the studies

measuring the effects on early marriage and childbearing report
positive effects in these domains.


https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/1105de6f-d751-5b6c-99ae-6d7f46be4860/content
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/106851468186565029/haiti-adolescent-girl-initiative-agi-project-report-poverty-global-practice
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/17718
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/gender_womens-agency-review_2020-march-05.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/13784e9b-00e6-587c-8f4e-d2f3893d6ed9
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/337416318_Adolescent_Girls'_Empowerment_in_Conflict-Affected_Settings_Experimental_Evidence_from_South_Sudan
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/810ea54b-52c2-56bc-aa46-1931e9bae3ca/content
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/15570274.2015.1075757?needAccess=true
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
https://custom.cvent.com/4E741122FD8B4A1B97E483EC8BB51CC4/files/event/192dc645bb4640f392198ab420fdad16/236a1b22f8524facaf6775b421da53a9.pdf
https://custom.cvent.com/4E741122FD8B4A1B97E483EC8BB51CC4/files/event/192dc645bb4640f392198ab420fdad16/236a1b22f8524facaf6775b421da53a9.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
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There may also be challenges to measuring effects due

anticipated or desired decreased. The authors note

that this shift is primarily driven by a decline of the
upper range in the distribution of desired and expected
marriage ages. However, the GEP curriculum strongly
advocates for 18 as the appropriate and legally acceptable
minimum age for marriage. Consequently, girls in the
intervention group were more likely to state 18 as their
preferred age for marriage as opposed to younger and
older age preferences.

]

5. Mixed impacts on GBV

the impact of life skills for this domain

Adolescent girls” freedom from different forms of violence
is closely related to agency. Moreover, women’s and gitls’
ability to exercise agency can be severely limited when
they are victims of violence, with sexual violence being
associated with poor sexual and reproductive health
outcomes, school enrolment and economic participation
gender equality by conveying the notion that gitls are
not valued, as well as by curtailing their engagement in
education, employment and mobility based on safety

The impact of life skills programming on prevalence

of violence against gitls or girls” attitudes toward violence
is mixed." Ten out of the 16 studies included in this
review measured GBV outcomes, and of these, only

six found a positive impact, whilst the rest found no
impact. Two examples include a programme in Malawi

on a sexual violence index.

' Mixed impacts are defined as 75 percent or fewer of the studies
that measured gender-based violence or forced/transactional sexual
relations, show positive effects on the gender-based violence or
forced/transactional sexual relations domain.

Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab | povertyactionlab.org
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Globally, adolescence marks the period of greatest
risk of GBV for girls including child maltreatment,
intimate partner violence, child marriage, sexual
abuse and exploitation, and female genital mutilation/

relative inexperience can influence power dynamics in

the relationship and incur risk, particularly with older

the impact of life skills for this domain


https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-018-6220-0
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-018-6220-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-6220-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2019.100527
https://gh.bmj.com/content/bmjgh/3/5/e000825.full.pdf
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-018-6220-0

Photo credit: Jonathan Torgovnik, Getty Images, Images of Empowerment

1. MECHANISMS BEHIND LIFE
SKILLS IMPACT

Across several studies reviewed, we hypothesise the existence of
at least four key “behavioural mechanisms” boosting adolescent
girls’ agency and subsequently improving various downstream

outcomes within the education, labour, marriage/childbearing
and GBV domains.
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PROPOSED PATHWAYS FOR IMPACT:

A 'S e
P — ~ L

1. Power Within 2. Information 3. Bargaining 4. Social Bonds
Improve girls’ power Provide girls with Give girls tools to Help them build
within (confidence, additional information negotiate for what stronger social
aspirations and gender that changes the cost- they want. networks to support
attitudes), allowing benefit calculations their decision-making
them to envision of investing in human process.

different alternatives capital development.

for their lives.

Importantly, there could be more mechanisms beyond these four pathways. In addition, these four mechanisms
could be operational in more domains than we can illustrate with the available evidence.

D& 1. Power Within In Haiti, the AGI aimed to find a delicate balance by

acknowledging the impact of aspirations on decision-

power within are both an end in themselves and a making whilst empowering individuals to pursue

. . . . hem within the constraints of their environment.
mechanism through which positive downstream impacts them within the constraints of their environment

in education, labour, marriage/childbearing and GBV It incorporated career guidance throughou the

training to assist participants in establishing practical

" T h expectations. This involved introducing various career
programme'! increased girls” aspirations around the most

. . ) . . n hnical trainin h lining their distin
suitable age for childbearing and marriage, and increased and technical training paths, outlining their distinct

theit engagement in income generation, which likely features, opportunities and benefits, with the guidance

. . . . of past female trainees working in those specific sectors.
reinforced their control over their own bodies. p - ) g. p -
Additionally, conversations during soft skills training

. . . aided participants in formulating a well-adjusted plan
Depending on the context, there likely is a balance dp P i ) & i dj dp

., — . . based on realistic expectations for their future steps.

between raising aspirations and managing frustrations.
In instances where individuals perceive their social

environment as restrictive to their potential, feelings

training with reproductive health training, including providing girls
with legal knowledge on women’s issues such as bride price, child
marriage and violence against women.

Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab | povertyactionlab.org 9


http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/106851468186565029/Haiti-Adolescent-Girl-Initiative-AGI-project-report-poverty-global-practice
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/gender_womens-agency-review_2020-march-05.pdf
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/106851468186565029/Haiti-Adolescent-Girl-Initiative-AGI-project-report-poverty-global-practice
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/106851468186565029/Haiti-Adolescent-Girl-Initiative-AGI-project-report-poverty-global-practice
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416

|. Understanding II. Consistency and
life skills direction of impact

2. Information

Life skills programmes may also provide new
information to girls which allows them to reconsider
cost/benefit calculations around certain decisions
such as early marriage, labor opportunities and

investments in education.

rights intervention group were provided with education on
sexual and reproductive health, gender rights, and gender-
based violence. The participants were exposed to gender
rights, as well as issues related to sexual and reproductive
health rights, with the aim of altering values associated
with gender roles by reordering power dynamics, and
gender-based division of labour. The researchers show that
there was a significant increase in knowledge concerning
menstruation, sexually transmitted infections, HIV-AIDS
transmission routes, and family planning when compared
to communities in the comparison group who did not
receive the intervention.

This information may be a pathway that leads to
improvements on marriage outcomes. In communities
where girls received life skills training on gender rights
and negotiation, critical thinking, and decision-making,
girls were approximately a third less likely to be married
as children than gitls in the comparison communities.

» ..
&4 3. Bargaining

Life skills programmes can also help girls to more
persuasively communicate their desires and hopes to
others and to negotiate with other decision makers for
higher investment in their human capital. They may also
help girls who are motivated to stay in school to bargain
with other decision makers in their households on key
enrolment decisions. In contexts where girls want to go
to school but parents have different preferences, giving
girls the skills to negotiate may help them stay in school
for longer. In Zambia, a negotiation training programme
for adolescents called Gi i

! increased enrolment
outcomes by enabling strategic cooperation between
parents and daughters.

Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab | povertyactionlab.org
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A lab-in-the-field experiment during the intervention
showed that gitls collaborated more with parents, making
simultaneous transfers to parents in response to increased
educational investments. Concretely, girls spent less time
on chores (measured in hours) before and during school
hours and spent more time on chores after school, making
investments in education less costly. The intervention

led to a 5 percentage point increase in enrolment for

girls in grade 11 (from 42 percent) and a 10 percentage
it’s important to note that the negotiation programme
mainly had effects for gitls in the top 40 percent of the
ability distribution in grade 11, likely because they could
make a stronger case for continuing education.

{f;’ 4. Social Bonds

Last, life skills programmes can help gitls build stronger
support networks, which may shape their goals and
investment decisions. Evidence suggests that these
strengthened ties can motivate gitls to continue schooling
as well as boost girls” education-related aspirations

programmes for gitls, reduced school dropout rates by 30
percent for gitls at the end of grade 7 in India and by 25
percent even up to grade 9. Researchers suggested that
the programme strengthened social relationships among
girls, fostering a desire to spend increased time in school
and helping them overcome discouraging factors like
teasing. The expanded social support networks may have
also cultivated skills that can be applied. For instance,
teasing presents a notable challenge in the GEP context
and might have played a role in dropout rates. Alchough
girls are taught in life skills classes to disregard teasing, a
unified response to it may prove more effective than an

individual one.


https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/557/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Negotiating-a%20Better-Future_ashraf_bau_low_mcginn_May2019.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Negotiating-a%20Better-Future_ashraf_bau_low_mcginn_May2019.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf 
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
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V. KEY LESSONS AND

CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE DESIGN
OF A LIFE SKILLS PROGRAMME

There is clear evidence that life skills programmes can serve
as a promising avenue for addressing the internal barriers to
agency that adolescent girls face and consequently improve
a host of downstream outcomes. Drawing on insights from

these existing studies, we outline five lessons for the design
of a life skills programme.



I. Understanding II. Consistency and
life skills direction of impact

[Il. Mechanisms behind
life skills impact

IV. Key lessons and considerations
for programme design

1. Life skills programmes may only be effective
where internal barriers are a primary cause of
low human capital accumulation. If girls are not
able to exercise choice due to external factors, life skills
programmes may be ineffective or even lead to decreases
in life satisfaction for girls.

INTERESTED IN MEASURING

INTERNAL AGENCY?

J-PAL’s Practical Guide to Measuring Women’s
Empowerment in Impact Evaluations provides
details on the strategies that can be used to
collect data about women's agency and ability
to make choices that positively affect their lives.

‘ Read the guide.

2. A good place to start in designing life skills
programmes is with the intended objectives of
the programme along with an assessment of its
appropriateness to meet that objective. With the
understanding that life skills programmes try to increase
girls’ agency by addressing internal barriers, practitioners
should consider the following key areas before planning a
life skills intervention:

* Which outcomes am I trying to change for adolescent
girls and women?

* Are internal factors responsible for underinvestment
in this domain? Are adolescent girls decision makers
in these domains, and which aspects of the decision-
making process can they influence?

* How do external factors affect the decision-making
process?

In many contexts, the conclusion will be nuanced. For
example, girls may be enrolled in education but have
low labour market participation. They may be able to
make decisions about certain aspects of their lives and
not others, or they may not have decision-making power
themselves but can influence decision makers. The point
of starting with the objectives is to guide the process of
pinpointing decisions over which girls may have influence
and where external barriers are not insurmountable.
These are the domains where the objectives and efforts of
the life skills training should be focused.
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3. The target age and gender of the participants
in the life skills programmes is an important
design consideration. There may be some decisions
in a woman’s life cycle, such as when to marry and

have children, that provide key margins for improving
agency. To effectively influence these decisions, it will be
important to reach the girls before the decision is made.
indicates that boosting agency within a marriage may
be tougher than the decision to marry, possibly due to
limited options for women after marriage. When it comes
to education decisions, researchers highlight that it is

“extremely rare for girls to return to school once they have

girls before they drop out of school is critical. In addition,
involving boys in life skills training may have benefits for
girls’ empowerment, although this aspect is still being

4. Consider the “why” and contextualise

the impact pathways. Thinking through why a
programme works can help one unpack the black box of
the impacts observed. In addition, working through a
through the programme. As part of this thinking, it
could be useful to consider how the aforementioned
mechanisms play out in your context and if your design is
facilitating that impact pathway. It is worth taking time
to map, understand and be intentional in the way you
may want to enhance the salience of key mechanisms
(such as power within, information, bargaining and social
bonds) given what is known about the context of where
the programme is occurring.

5. More research is needed to understand when
and how life skills programmes improve the lives
of adolescent girls and what a scalable model
could look like. Although life skills programmes

have been shown to be effective, there are several
unanswered questions. A key set of questions relate to
scalability, such as identifying the most cost-effective
combination of components and characteristics to achieve
maximum impact. Additionally, gaps remain in our
understanding of how to best work with government
systems to expand the programme to a larger group of
individuals. Specifically, how can we most effectively

set up these programmes for sustainability (e.g. through
governments)? Further research is encouraged to

answer these broad open questions amongst many

others. For those interested in collaborating on these


https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/gender_womens-agency-review_2020-march-05.pdf
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https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/j-pal-africas-girls-education-empowerment-portfolio
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/j-pal-africas-girls-education-empowerment-portfolio
mailto:gee%40povertyactionlab.org?subject=
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/page/practical-guide-measuring-womens-and-girls-empowerment-impact-evaluations
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APPENDIX 1: DESCRIPTION OF LIFE SKILLS PROGRAMMES INCLUDED IN THE REVIEW

PROGRAM COUNTRY AUTHOR YEAR TARGET POPULATION DESCRIPTION

BALIKA Bangladesh Amin et al. 2016 Girls aged 12-18 The programme includes livelihood training,
gender rights awareness training and
education support.

Kishoree Kontha Bangladesh Buchmann 2018 Girls aged 10-19 Provides education support and social

Empowerment programme et al. competency fraining.

Compass Ehtiopia Stark et al. 2018 Girls aged 13-19 years residing in Provides a weekly social empowerment program
refugee camps in Ethiopia for adolescent refugee girls via a safe space

platform with female mentors to reduce adolescent
girls” experiences of interpersonal violence in a
refugee setting.

Adolescent Girl Initiative Haiti Rodella et al. 2015 Vulnerable Haitian young women Offers soft skills and technical skills training to
(17-21 years), out of school for over increase women'’s agency and employability.
a year
Girls Education India Edmonds, 2021 Girls in grade 6 and 7 Provides life skills training and mentorship.
Programme Feigenberg, Curriculum included problem solving and
and Leight critical thinking, as well as social and emotional

competencies such as relationship building
and self-control. Facilitated by mentors who
acted as role models and provided girls with
support services.

Girls First Resiliency India Leventhal et al. 2015 Rural, adolescent girls 5-month life skills training programme for rural

curriculum adolescents. Sessions included social support and
psychological wellbeing.

Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab | povertyactionlab.org 13


https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/557/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://gh.bmj.com/content/3/5/e000825
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/106851468186565029/haiti-adolescent-girl-initiative-agi-project-report-poverty-global-practice
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26547145/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26547145/

APPENDIX 1: DESCRIPTION OF LIFE SKILLS PROGRAMMES INCLUDED IN THE REVIEW

PROGRAM COUNTRY AUTHOR YEAR TARGET POPULATION DESCRIPTION

Girl Groups and India

IMpower Kenya

Girl Empower Liberia
IMpower Malawi
Pathways to Choice Nigeria

Andrew et al.

Baiocchi et al.

Ozler et al.

Decker et al.

Cohen,
Abubakar, and
Perlman
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2022

2017

2020

2018

2023

Unmarried girls aged 12-19

Primary school girls aged 10-16 in
informal settlements

Girls aged 13-14

Female students in primary school
grades 5-8 and secondary school
grades 1-4.

Girls aged 11-17

Girl group education and sports sessions for girls
focused on reversing internalised gender norms
and promoting gender equity. In some cases, these
were paired with broader community engagement
by the Girl groups.

Comprises an empowerment and self-defence
curriculum with the aim of preventing sexual
assaults of primary school girls in Kenya.

Delivers a life skills curriculum including financial
literacy and reproductive health information.
Following this, the groups convened for an
additional seven weeks to plan a community
action event.

Provides an empowerment and self-defence
curriculum with the aim of preventing sexual
assaults of school-age girls in Malawi.

“Offers mentorship through girls' clubs, life skills
training and vocational programmes, empowering
adolescent girls in Northern Nigeria to postpone
marriage and pursue education.”


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Rg0aeLzXL7A4cdCl5JTYE0-l0sXlaV-F/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Rg0aeLzXL7A4cdCl5JTYE0-l0sXlaV-F/view
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11121-016-0701-0
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827319300345
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329396225_Sexual_violence_among_adolescent_girls_and_young_women_in_Malawi_A_cluster-randomized_controlled_implementation_trial_of_empowerment_self-defense_training/link/5fc22950458515b7977cd328/download
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/33j1k1k4

APPENDIX 1: DESCRIPTION OF LIFE SKILLS PROGRAMMES INCLUDED IN THE REVIEW

PROGRAM COUNTRY AUTHOR YEAR TARGET POPULATION DESCRIPTION

Sierra Leone

Tanzania

Uganda

Zambia

Zambia

Bandiera et al.

Shah et al.

Bandiera et al.

Ashraf et al.

Austrian et al.
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2018

2022

2020

2020

2020

Females aged 12-25 years

10-24 year old girls

Females aged 14-20

Grade 8 girls

Unmarried girls aged 10-19

Provides clubs for young women to meet,
offering training in life skills including health and
reproductive awareness, financial literacy and
vocational skills. Older girls can also access
microfinance for starting micro-enterprises.

“Offers females a goal-setting activity to improve
their sexual and reproductive health outcomes.”

Provides vocational training and life skills training
to adolescent girls in a safe space setting,
including information on STls, family planning,
negotiation, conflict resolution and leadership as
well as legal knowledge of child marriage, bride
price and violence against women.

A negotiation and safe spaces programme to
improve girls” educational outcomes in low-income
countries such as Zambia.

Provides safe space to girls with female mentors
leading sessions on life skills, sexual and
reproductive health, HIV and financial literacy.


https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/The-Economic-Lives-of-Young-Women_ELA_SL_Bandiera-et-al_Dec2018.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/The-Economic-Lives-of-Young-Women_ELA_SL_Bandiera-et-al_Dec2018.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099304206012293100/pdf/IDU0e16f6a0d098000457009ab707594bb2c52f8.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099304206012293100/pdf/IDU0e16f6a0d098000457009ab707594bb2c52f8.pdf
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Negotiating-a%20Better-Future_ashraf_bau_low_mcginn_May2019.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Negotiating-a%20Better-Future_ashraf_bau_low_mcginn_May2019.pdf
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-08468-0
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-08468-0
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-08468-0

APPENDIX 2: AGGREGATED LIFE SKILLS EVIDENCE

PROGRAM CATEGORIES

POWER
WITHIN

EDUCATION | LABOUR

EARLY PREGNANCY

SS+0O
SS+ 0O
SS+0O
SS+0O

SS+ 0O

SS+0O

SS+RH+ O
SS+RH+ O

SS+RH+ O

SS +V + RE +
RH + O

SS+V + RE +
RH + O

SS+V+RH+ O
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CHILD MARRIAGE AND | GENDER-BASED

VIOLENCE

Measured Indicators:

Power within: Gender attitudes
self-efficacy aspirations

Education: Enrollment dropout
attainment

Labour: Likelihood of
employment income

Child marriage: Likelihood and/
or age of marriage/pregnancy

Gender-based violence:
Likelihood of exposure to
incidents of GBV / forced
or transactional sex

Categories:
SS  Soft skills
V  Vocational skills

RH Reproductive health
information

RE Remedial education

O Other (covers a broad range
including self defense, safe
space, and gender rights
awareness trainings)

Effects:

Bl Positive effects
No impact

I Negative effects

Not measured


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26547145/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11121-016-0701-0
https://gh.bmj.com/content/3/5/e000825
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329396225_Sexual_violence_among_adolescent_girls_and_young_women_in_Malawi_A_cluster-randomized_controlled_implementation_trial_of_empowerment_self-defense_training/link/5fc22950458515b7977cd328/download
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Negotiating-a%20Better-Future_ashraf_bau_low_mcginn_May2019.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Negotiating-a%20Better-Future_ashraf_bau_low_mcginn_May2019.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Rg0aeLzXL7A4cdCl5JTYE0-l0sXlaV-F/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Rg0aeLzXL7A4cdCl5JTYE0-l0sXlaV-F/view
https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/557/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/%20Advancing_the_Agency_of_2021.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099304206012293100/pdf/IDU0e16f6a0d098000457009ab707594bb2c52f8.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099304206012293100/pdf/IDU0e16f6a0d098000457009ab707594bb2c52f8.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/Power-vs-Money-Working-Paper.pdf
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/33j1k1k4
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/106851468186565029/haiti-adolescent-girl-initiative-agi-project-report-poverty-global-practice
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/The-Economic-Lives-of-Young-Women_ELA_SL_Bandiera-et-al_Dec2018.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/The-Economic-Lives-of-Young-Women_ELA_SL_Bandiera-et-al_Dec2018.pdf
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.20170416
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827319300345
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-08468-0
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-08468-0

APPENDIX 3: NOTES ON THE ANALYSIS

The 16 studies in the review followed the following selection criteria. Studies that:

1.

5.

Followed definition of a life skills programme as: “a training programme which has psychosocial skills at its core but can
be paired with other training (e.g. vocational training or other component).” The “other” component may include gender
rights training, self-defence training, etc. The review only included treatments from the studies that had a soft skills
component. For example, if there was a treatment that had a “safe space component” but not soft skills training, then that
specific treatment was not included.

. Targeted adolescent girls from ages 10-19 years old. We exclude studies involving participants older than 19 or with an

. Was evaluated using an experimental or quasi-experimental method.

. Measured outcomes in at least one domain of interest: power within, education, labour, early marriage and pregnancy,

and/or GBV.

Excluded treatments that only focused on boys in the treatment, although we included the girls-only treatments.
We excluded studies where the programme targeted both boys and gitls in the same session.

make the effect sizes/directions difficult to interpret.
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