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The role of social norms change in economically empowering women was a

hot topic at the SEEP Women’s Economic Empowerment Global Learning

Forum earlier this year.

The event was opened by Professor Naila Kabeer, who argued that not taking

cultural and social norms into consideration when enhancing women’s economic

empowerment (WEE) can undermine the transformative potential of WEE efforts. Dr

Cynthia Drakeman also presented the second report from the UN High Level Panel

on WEE. One of the key recommendations from this report was to address the norms

perpetuating violence, stigmatisation of informal labour, and gendered roles and

abilities.

With this growing consensus that to advance women’s agency programmes have to

delve deeper into the social norms that limit women’s participation in the economy,

comes a clear need for guidance on how to measure these changes. We need to be

able to do this in order prove what works, and to improve WEE programme design.

Some of the best practice emerging in this area includes:

We know that changes in norms, attitudes and behaviours are difficult to fully

understand with quantitative data alone. We need to use mixed research methods

– both qualitative and quantitative research. Oxfam have developed guidance for

combining qualitative focus group discussions and house hold surveys to measure

changes in social norms around unpaid care work on its WE-CARE programme.
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1. Using the empirical and normative matrix to design data

collection tools and analyse data

It is important to use participatory methods, exemplified in by the BEAM

exchanges tools and methodology in this case study, and the participatory videos

used by CARE on their POWER programme to measure social norm changes

around women’s financial inclusion in this case study.

Capture more than just women’s perceptions by interviewing men and boys as

well, as exemplified in the BEAM Exchange case study on Making Markets Work for

the Chars (M4C) programme.

But, these practices and tools are still in their early stages, and there is room to

continue developing our understanding in this area. To add to the discussion, Itad

can offer lessons from our work in monitoring and evaluating social norms

programmes, such as Voices for Change (V4C).

V4C is a DFID-funded programme in Nigeria which aims to create a stronger

enabling environment for girls and women. Itad is one of the four partners in the

consortium managing V4C for DFID and we are leading on the ‘results’ component.

To measure changes in social norms, we use a mixed methods approach, which

includes an annual quantitative panel survey to explore people’s attitudes and

typical behaviours. The panel is made up of a representative sample of our target

group; 4,798 young people. This is complemented by focus groups and interviews

with key influencers to explore how and why target norms exist.

V4C offers two frameworks that could be used for measuring social norm change on

WEE programmes; an empirical and normative matrix, and an action and

attitude matrix.   

Social norms are a pattern of behaviour that people conform to because they

believe that their reference group (people important to them) conforms to it

(empirical expectation), and because their reference group believes that they ought

to conform to it (normative expectation). The empirical and normative matrix (Based

on Gerry Mackie et al. 2015) outlines  dimensions of social norms based on this

definition.

For each social norm a programme wants to track, the empirical and normative

matrix can be used to design data collection tools by guiding multi-dimensional lines

of enquiry. The matrix allows us to track changes in both the practices (what people

do here and now) and attitudes of individuals, as well as the perceived practices and

attitudes of communities, which can be used to pin point where changes are
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Diagram 1: Empirical and Normative Matrix

2. Using an Attitude and Action matrix to track social norms change

needed. Tracking all of these dimensions of social norms allows programmes to

design or adapt interventions accordingly.

For example, imagine we are tracking changes in the social norms around married

women leaving their houses to access mobile money outlets. Collecting data against

the six dimensions in the matrix for social norms around mobility, and mapping it

against this matrix, would tell us whether or not there is a public tolerance of

women’s mobility (F, E), whether or not women are mobile (A, B), and personal

attitudes towards mobility (D, E). The data from this can be used to design or adapt

an intervention by showing us in which cases we need to shift public attitudes

(where data collection shows a low public tolerance), or whether to investigate other

barriers to mobility (where data collection shows high tolerance but low practice).

This tool is useful to track and compare changes for different groups; geographic,

demographic, age etc. It is based on the assumption that changing a social norm

requires individuals to go through three changes – gaining knowledge, changing

their attitudes, and changing their actions (though change does not always have to

happen in that order).  This framing helps programmes in using their data to track

where different groups are in this transition in order to monitor progress and pin

point constraints for intervention design.



Diagram 2: Attitude and Action Matrix

Diagram 3: Results in an Attitude and Action Matrix

Diagram 3 shows how we can map out results for different groups using the attitude

and action matrix (diagram 2), which helps to paint a picture of how best to design

and adapt interventions. Using our mobile money example from above, imagine the

results in diagram 3 are the results from a survey on the six dimensions of the

empirical and normative matrix for social norms around married women leaving

their husband’s house. Analysing the results in this way now allows us to see that

most younger men have new attitudes but not new practices, whilst most older men

have both new attitudes and new practices. We can use this information to adapt

our programme by enlisting older male champions to spread awareness of their new

practices and encourage younger men to do the same.

Where do we go from here to build experience of measuring change in social norms

which affect women’s economic empowerment?  We clearly need further

experimentation and Itad would welcome opportunities to adapt and apply the two

analytical frameworks described above.  Critically, we would need to find ways to
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generate data rapidly so we can get a feel of whether WEE interventions are

working to shift social norms early on.  

More on Itad’s work measuring social norm change
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