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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
“Adolescent pregnancy, early marriage and girls’ education are  
intrinsically linked.”1

If every girl in the world received 12 years of quality education, the world 
would be immeasurably changed for the better.

•	 One additional school year can increase a woman’s earnings by 10%  
to 20%2;

•	 Each extra year of a mother’s schooling reduces the probability  
of infant mortality by 5% to 10%3;

•	 A child whose mother can read is 50% more likely to be immunized, 
and twice as likely to attend school4; and

•	 Women with post-primary education are five times more likely to  
be educated on the topic of HIV and AIDS5.

The UK Government is committed to this aim, with the 2019 Conservative 
Party manifesto committing to “stand up for the right of every girl in the 
world to have 12 years of quality education.”

In order to achieve this ambitious goal, it is clear that the sexual and 
reproductive health and rights (SRHR) of girls and young women are 
critically important. Girls with both education and access to rights-based 
family planning are more able to choose marriage timing and choice, to 
plan their families or whether to have children, and to decide to take on 
productive livelihoods6.

This will take cross-generational SRHR investment programmes where 
governments and partners commit to work together for the long term. As 
one generation of girls after another is educated, the conditions will improve 
for their children and society as a whole will progress. Programmes that stop 
and start are not going to be enough.
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An adolescent pregnancy has harsh consequences for the girl 
experiencing it with major ramifications, most probably for the rest 
of her life. This might mean shame in the community, expulsion from 
school, increased risk of violence and vulnerability, and long-term 
economic hardship. Investing in the skills and capabilities of girls 
and young women will lead to a more productive generation; it is 
critical for sustainability to focus on helping people to become more 
productive and to invest in young people for the long term. This means 
that focussing on the right to dignity, health, education, and gender 
equality have to be more than just words and empty promises.

Unwanted pregnancy is one of the most serious disruptors of girls’ 
education7. Nearly one third of the girls who drop out of school do 
so because of pregnancy8. Unlike their male peers, girls pay most of 
the price of unprotected, forced, transactional or first sex. To achieve 
gender parity, it is essential to give girls equitable rights to education9 
and this means addressing SRHR interventions at the same time. 
Child marriage also acts as a significant barrier to girls’ education 
and is a key cause of drop-out10. Having to drop out of school is a key 
driver for girls seeking an abortion11.

National health and education ministries must ensure a joined-up 
response that includes not only serious efforts to keep girls in school 
but also Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE), with a rights-
based focus, tackling menstrual poverty and hygiene in schools, as 
well as the provision of adolescent-friendly SRH clinics both in and 
out of school. 
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Box 1
Global advantages of 12 years  
of girls’ education

•	 The lifetime earnings of girls  
dramatically increase

•	 National growth rates rise
•	 Child marriage rates decline
•	 Child mortality rates fall
•	 Child stunting drops

Source: United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) https://www.unicef.org/
education/girls-education

The UK has been, and aspires to remain, a world leader in improving 
the health, wellbeing and status of women and girls.

This report was written as details of the cuts to UK Aid were emerging, 
including concerning reports of significant reductions in funding to 
lifesaving SRH services. In order to achieve the ambition of 12 years of 
quality education for every girl in the world, the UK Government needs 
to fulfil its commitment to return to funding critical SRHR programmes 
such as United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) Supplies Partnership 
and the Women’s Integrated Sexual Health (WISH) programme, and 
recommit to investing in SRHR.
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Key recommendations
The UK Government can:

-	 Fulfil its pledge to return to the manifesto and legal commitment of spending 0.7% of Gross National Income 
(GNI) on international development as soon as possible and set out a timeline to do so.

-	 Return to funding critical SRHR programmes such as UNFPA Supplies Partnership and the WISH 
programme, and re-commit to investing in SRHR.

-	 Include a clear strategy for long-term investment in SRHR, with a particular focus on adolescent girls, 
as part of the upcoming International Development Review.

-	 Continue the UK’s global leadership on SRHR and use its position in international fora to mobilise and 
maintain global political support for SRHR.

-	 Ensure that each Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) country plan recognises 
the link between girls’ education and SRHR and includes a comprehensive plan to make progress.

The UK and other programme delivery partners can:

-	 Recognise the critical role of SRHR in achieving both the global ambitions to build back better from 
Covid-19 and to long-term economic growth by enabling women’s participation in the workforce.

-	 Commit to long-term predictable investment, taking a multi-pronged approach to reach girls both in 
school and out of school, that includes the provision of adolescent reproductive health services and CSE.

-	 Help to identify the poorest, most marginalised and excluded girls and boys and implement targeted 
measures to remove the barriers to their education to reduce inequalities.

Parliamentarians can:

Advocate for their governments to:
-	 Commit political and financial support to achieving universal access to comprehensive SRH services 

for women and girls, increasing spending towards 10% of Official Development Assistance (ODA) as 
per the International Parliamentarians’ Conference on the International Conference on Population and 
Development Programme of Action (ICPD PoA) Statement of Commitments.

-	 Support and invest in primary and secondary education for girls to promote gender equality and 
empower women.

-	 Expand access to family planning and SRH and abortion services, particularly for adolescents including 
broadening policies to permit primary care health workers to provide contraception and medical abortion.

-	 Remove barriers to girls who have been pregnant returning to school.

National governments can:

-	 Increase funding for family planning and the wider SRHR agenda.
-	 Increase awareness of, and understand the linkages between, girls’ education and SRHR.
-	 Maximise the impact of national programmes by coordinating approaches between relevant ministries.
-	 Develop an effective response to early and unintended pregnancy, recognising this will hamper 

educational equality until properly addressed.
-	 Invest in high-quality rights-based CSE that is gender-aware for children, and adolescents, both in 

and out of school.
-	 Eradicate policies and practices that result in the exclusion or expulsion of girls from school for reasons 

such as pregnancy, marital status, or sexual activity.

4
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