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About SPRING 

 
SPRING is an accelerator working with growth -oriented businesses on innovations 

that can transform the lives of adolescent girls aged 10 -19 living across East Africa 

and South Asia. We work with world -class experts to support these businesses to 

create innovation s with purpose and commercial potential.  

!ōƻǳǘ {twLbDΩǎ DƛǊƭ [ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇƛƴƎ 
 

Between February and May 2016, SPRING conducted landscaping studies exploring 

the lives of adolescent girls in Ba ngladesh, Nepal and Pakistan. Employing a range of 

qualitative and pa rticipatory approaches, the research endeavoured to 

complement insights from earlier literature reviews. The resulting report represents this 

effort to understand girlsõ lives in context ð through their eyes and their aspirations. 

While rich in detail and grounded in locally -led research, it cannot definitively capture 

and represent all of  the experiences of the numerous girls living in Nepal. Nonetheless, 

we hope that by listening to girls and their parents, this report can provide a window 

into girls' liv es, and be a catalyst for future work to understand girls, meet their needs 

and suppo rt their aspirations.  
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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Between February and May 2016, SPRING conducted a landscaping study in Nepal 

to explore the disparate lives of adolescent girls. The ten  most significant insights  that 

emerged across all research locations  and  across the different types of respondents 

(gir ls in school and out, different age cohorts, married and unmarried ð and parents)  

are highlighted below . What follows in the main body of the report is a more nua nce d 

analysis of geographic, age cohort and other differences , supported by secondary 

research . 

 

Nepal is a highly diverse country, geographically, religiously, ethnically, linguistically 

and culturally, and  life experience can vary considerably from one a dol escent girl to 

the next . Generally, however, prevailing social norms value boysõ education and 

health over girls õ, uphold a highly gendered division of labour, and prize girlsõ virginity 

and obedience. Nepal has been through dramatic changes in the past  20 years , 

including a protracted civil war, intense internal and regional political struggles , and 

major natural disasters. Opportunities have opened up for girls as a result of these 

changes, but new vulnerabilities have also emerged.  

 

1. Girls in all age gro ups work, whether in or out of school, urban, rural or peri -

urban, but not all girls work.  

¶ Girls at school  find it difficult to balance studies, household work and 

paid work.  

¶ Girls are earning money during school holidays, particularly girls aged 

14ð16 an d those in rural, and to some extent peri -urban, areas.  

¶ Urban in-school girls are also earning money, but some of this work is in 

stigmat ised and hazardous jobs. 

¶ Parents are often more s ceptical than girls about girlsõ ability to combine 

school and part -time work but  are prepared to support daughters if  they 

are enterprising . 

 

2. All girls have access to money, regardless of whether they work.  

¶ Sources of money are varied and vast, and include part -time and full -

time work, seasonal work and occasional work ( such as selling old 

school books, doing hair and mehnd i for festivals). Girls have riskier 

sources of money, such as work ing  in dance bars, and money from 

ôsugar daddies õ. 

¶ Girls obtain money from relatives and frien ds, including pocket money 

from parents a nd older siblings, money from relatives at festival times, 

money given by husbands and in -laws; also, by borrowing from friends, 

and stealing money from friends and relatives.  

 

3. All girls spen d money, regardless of wh ether they work.  

¶ Girlsõ spending is often o n food (street food for girls who can get it), 

transport and phone recharge cards.  

¶ Girls in school priorit ise spending on school stationery , and also on  

toiletries, make -up, hair accessories and clothes.  

¶ Girlsõ spending is used to nurture friendships among all age groups and 

in all areas. Purchasing school supplies is a high priority, followed by gifts, 

in peri -urban and urban Kathmandu.  
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4. Large numbers of girls are engaged in agricultural work . 

¶ Out -of -scho ol girls in rural and peri -urban areas work 4 ð5 days a week as 

agricultural labourers.  

¶ In-school girls undertake agricultural labour during holidays and the high 

agricultural season, often missing some school in the process.  

¶ Girls sell produce from their o wn family farms (including yeast for 

domestic  alcohol production in ethnic hill communities).  

¶ Urban o ut-of -school girls are largely employed as domestic help and in 

packaging  work  for factories.  

 

5. Workloads vary significantly according to location, age and personal 

circumstances .  

¶ In-school girls spen d m uch of their mornings and evenings doing 

household work, especially those in rural and peri -urban areas.  

¶ Out -of -school girls, and married girls in particular, have a heavy 

workload, and many cannot contempla te working outside the home.  

¶ Older girls are exp ected to do more household work, even if they are in 

school.  

 

6. Girls and parents are eager to save for girlsõ futures. 

¶ Many girls and their families have difficulty saving for girlsõ futures, but 

some are mana ging to save small amounts.  

¶ Some girls are sa ving in their piggy banks, womenõs groups, 

microfinance cooperatives and commercial bank s; girls in urban areas 

often have accounts  ð but many girls do not have the habit of saving 

(particularly in the Morang si tes). 

¶ Parents sometimes save for their daught ers through insurance schemes.  

¶ Girls save for education and marriage.  

¶ Lack of citizenship certificates prohibit some girls from saving in 

commercial institutions.  

 

7. Parents and girls want additional education program me s, vocational 

training and career advi ce . 

¶ Parents have high ambitions for their daughters , and  think they are not 

receiving adequate education.  

¶ Parents are unable to advise and support their daughtersõ educational 

aspirations because they are poor and uneducated, but they are keen 

to do so an d p articularly favour  vocational training.   

¶ Due to restrictions on girlsõ mobility and interaction with the wider 

community, there is a lack of information on how girls can pursue higher 

education, vocational training and preparation for work.  

¶ Married gi rls in urban and peri -urban areas , particularly those who 

dropped out close to finishing high school, want to resume their studies 

but donõt know how to do so . 

 

8. Girls have career aspirations, but these generally adhere to social norms 

concerning respecta bil ity and appropriateness  

¶ Home based work, or work in all -female environments are preferred by 

parents and g irls due to concerns about girlsõ reputation and safety. 
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¶ Preferred occupations include tailoring, embroidery, beauty parlous 

work, working in small  shops (e.g. cosmetic shops or bookshops).  

¶ Girls lack role models and information about non -traditional 

occu pations.  

¶ There are increasing numbers of girls in non -traditional occupations, 

particularly in urban areas.  

 

9. A good marriage is still more importa nt than a good education, but they are 

increasingly related, and there are workarounds . 

¶ Increasingly , education means a better match for a girl, but parents find 

it hard to refuse a good offer.  

¶ There is stigma attached to late marriage and many families f eel  unable 

to challenge this social norm.  

¶ Among  conservative groups , there is stigma attached to  havi ng an 

older unmarried daughter and taking any of the daughterõs earnings, 

both of which  work against girlsõ education and economic 

participation.  

¶ Increasin gly  in urban and peri -urban areas (Kathmandu Valley and Kaski 

district sites), marriage comes with  the condition that a girl is able to 

continue her education after marriage. This is not yet a norm.  

¶ In-laws are increasingly valuing educat ed  daughters -in-law,  but the 

dominant view is still that they are responsible for household chores and 

having child ren. 

 

10. Social norms vary, but girlsõ lives are largely controlled and influenced by 

others . 

¶ Norms are highly restrictive for girls from high -caste hill groups , such as 

Brahmins and Chhetris, so -called ôlow caste õ Dalits, and those from Terai 

ð Madhesis and Muslims. They are more flexible for Tharu groups and hill 

indigenous groups such as Tamangs.  

¶ The relative freedom for urban girls is largely due to better inf rastructure 

rather than relaxed social norms.  

¶ Parents  make decisions for in -school unmarried girls.  

¶ Mothers make day -to -day decisions.  Fathers make decisions on 

marriage and education.  

¶ Husbands and in -laws make d ecisions for married girls.  

¶ Reputation is al l-important, especially for unmarried girls aged 14 ð19. As 

a girlõs behaviour is seen to reflect on her family, it is often tightly 

controlled.  

¶ Out -of -school unmarried girls who contribute to the family income have 

more decision -making power.  
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II. INTRODUCTION  
 

Between February and May 2016, SPRING Accelerator conducted landscaping 

stud ies in Bangladesh, Nepal  and  Pakistan to explore adolescent girlsõ lives. The 

objective of this research was to produce inspiring and actionable insights and 

materials  to help the SPRING team:  

 

1. Select the businesses most likely to bring about meaningful positive change in 

the lives of large numbers of adolescent girls across the three  countries.  

2. Bring girlsõ worlds alive for SPRING-supported businesses so that businesses can 

design better products and services that will benefit more girls . 

3. Inform SPRINGõs curriculum so that the programme is better able to support 

businesses. 

 

The research focused on understanding different girlsõ lives in context, with specific 

attenti on  to  earning, learning, saving and keeping safe. This report is an overview of 

findings  from Nepal , together with insights from earlier secondary research conducted 

to inform our  primary research.  

 

Following the Executive Summary  and  Introduction , this rep ort comprises six  sections . 

Section III describes the research approach, including research methods and how 

and why we selected research sites and participants. Sections IV to VII present an 

analysis of primary research findings, refer ring to  secondary r esearch where 

appropriate. Section IV , ôGirls: the ideal and the real õ, explores how girls are perceived 

and valued, by themselves and by others. It looks at girlsõ experiences at different 

stages of adolescence ; social norms and expectations ; girlsõ own aspirations and 

barriers and enablers ; and girlsõ connections or social capital , the networks of support 

and inspiration on which girls draw. Section V explores safety and mobility, both girlsõ 

and parentsõ views on safety, and their experiences, and how this constrains or 

enables girlsõ wider participation and ability to access opportunities and services. 

Section VI focuses on education, aspirations, barriers and constraints. The economic 

and financial lives of girls is discussed in Section VII, with consid eration of working, 

earning, saving and assets. Section VIII concludes with a discussion about what 

products, services and opportunities girls and parents feel would be most beneficial 

to girlsõ learning, earning, saving and keeping safe. 
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III. APPROACH TO RESEARCH 

 
1. Research m ethods  
 

This research was informed not only by SPRINGõs learning, earning, saving and keeping 

safe framework 1, but also by a comprehensive literature and secondary data review 

conducted in late 2015. The secondary researc h served to inform SPRING about what 

was and was not known about adolescent girls in Nepal , thereby identifying gaps that 

our primary research could help fill.  

 

Participator y tools included mini -workshops, where girls engaged in a range of 

interactive act ivities (described briefly in Box 1). We also used traditional qualitative 

methods, including focus group discussions  (FGDs) and semi -structured interviews with 

girls, mother s and fathers , and conducted some pair interviews with girls. Finally, in 

each sit e, researchers spent a day with a girl to observe and learn about her activities 

and interactions, resulting in six deep dive case studies.  

 

For interviews, discussions and a ctivities, girls were grouped according to age cohorts 

(10ð13, 14ð16 and 17 ð19 years), whether they were in or out of school, and whether or 

not they were married. All parents who took part in the research had at least one 

daughter between the ages of 10 a nd 19. Girls and parents did not take part in more 

than one type of qualitative e xercise, with the exception of mini -ethnographies. Girls 

for deep dive case studies were selected from mini -workshops, FGDs and semi -

structured and pair interviews.  

 

 

                                                 
1 The SPRING Accelerator was designed to support businesses in 9 countries of East Africa and South/Southeast Asia 

to develop and scale products, services or business models that could bene fit adolescent by h elping them to learn, 

earn, save, or stay safe/healthy. These four impact categories were identified by SPRING as being critical to a girlõs 

life course, and as preconditions for economic and broader empowe rment.  

Box 1: Participatory research tools  
 

What is it like to be a girl:  an  activity exploring what girls think, feel, say and do thr ough 

the use of a fictional ôgirl like themõ that they create together. 

 

Path of aspirations:  a personal activity done by girls to explore their future aspirations, and 

what barriers and enablers the y see to achieving these.  

 

Mobility mapping:  an activity to gain an understanding of where girls spend time and with 

whom, what types of activities they do and when/where and how they ident ify safe versus 

less/not safe spaces.  

 

Source and use exercise:  a too l with multiple aims, including learning about:   

¶ source s and amounts of money girls have;  

¶ how regular and safe the sources are for girls; 

¶ uses of money and decision -making associated with it; and  

¶ savings ð where girls save, how much and how often, and what  girls are saving for.  
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2. Research  sites 
 

The Nepal research covered three major locations: Kathmandu Valley, Kaski  District, 

and Morang. These locations were chosen both because they represent 

geographically and ethnically diverse populations, and because of their appeal to 

businesses. In each location, research was conducted in at least two  sites covering a  

 

range o f urban, peri -urban and rural communities and neighbourhoods. In total, t he 

research covered six urban, four  peri -urban and three  rural sites.  

 

Kathmandu Valley sites  

In Kathma ndu, the urban sites were Naxal, Tyagal and Bhaisipati, and the peri -urban 

sites included Dukuchhap and Daxinkali , both about two hours from the city centre 

and with populations of 3,500 and 25,000 respectively, spread over several villages.  

 

Kaski District sites 

In Kaski district, two sites were visited. Hemja, our peri -urban site,  was formerly a Village 

Development Committee  (VDC) , and is now under Pokhara municipality. The 

research covered two wards (neighbourhoods) in Hemja. Dhikur  Pokhari was selected 

as the rural site for the research  and lies in the southern part of Kaski District , situated 

between Kaskikot V DC and Ghandruk VD C. Three wards were selected for research.  

 

Morang District sites  

In Morang, the urban sites were in Biratnagar Municipality. Among the two 

communities, Lakma Tol has a large Madhesi  Hindu population, and  Janpath Tol has 

a large Muslim population. T he rural sites were Banigama, locally known as 

ôBanigaon õ, and Kaseni. Banigaon is located an hour from Biratnagar and has just over 

8,700 inhabitants, while Kaseni is 45 minutes from Biratnagar and has 7 ,571 inha bitants. 

Hill high -caste groups  such as Bra hmins and Chhetis, hill indigenous groups such as 

Tamangs, Rai and Dalits , and Terai indigenous groups such as Tharus comprise most 

of the population in Banigaon and Kaseni.  

 

Table 1  presents a brief description  of the research sites in each of the three locations.  
 

Table 1: Description of research  sites 

 

SITE NAME SITE AND POPULATION DESCRIPTION 

Kathmandu Valley  

 

Naxal  

 

Urban, presence of internal migrants and large 

numbers of poor, ca ste (Brahmins, Chhetris and Dalits) 

and ethnic (Tamang, Newar) diversity. Livelihoods 

based on farming, wage labour and blue -collar jobs 

such as security guard s, driver s and service i ndustry.   

 

Tyagal  

 

 

Bhaisipati  
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Dukuchap  

 

Peri-urban, large presenc e of indigenous groups 

(Dhanuwars and Tamangs) and some upper -caste 

(Brahmins and Chhetris), largely farming families.   

Daxinkali  

 

Kaski District  

 

Hemja  Peri-urban, presence of internal migrants, large 

numbers of poor informal settlements by the riv erbank 

and around the Tibetan refugee camp. Mixed 

population of Brahmins, Chhetris, indigenous groups 

(such as Gurung, Magar and Chhantyal) and Dalits. 

Livelihoods based on agriculture, with large numbers of 

men  who have migrated for work abroad; some 

cons truction workers and other labourers, and some 

traditional ôlow -caste õ occupations such as tailoring.   

 

Dhikur Pokhari  Rural, largely agriculture -based livelihoods, mixed 

population of Brahmins, Chhetris and Dalits.  

 

Morang District  

 

Biratnagar (Lakma 

Tol  and Janpath Tol)  

Urban, two  sites, one largely Madheshi Hindu (Lakma  

Tol), the other largely Muslim (Janpath Tol). Most men 

work in factories, work abroad, driv e local vehicles, 

engage in petty trade or work as labourers in the 

service trades. Very few wo men work; those who do 

work as domestic help or in small businesses, such as 

running canteens and selling street food, or as factor y 

workers  where they clean and pack food items.  

 

Banigaon and 

Kaseni  

 

The main livelihood is farming, followed by working as 

drivers or mechanic s, or in agriculture -related trades. 

Women run small shops selling clothes and make -up, or 

teach in local schools.  Tharus and hill caste groups 

(Brahmins, Chhetris and Dalits) make up most of the 

population of Banigaon.   

 

3. Participant  selection  
 

We employed a rigorous but not quantitative approach to participant sampling. 

Locations and sites were selected during researcher training, and involved significant 

discussion and debate among the research team to ensure that research sites wer e 
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neighbourh oods  and communities with large numbers of poor and vulnerable 

households.  

 

We relied largely on our researchers and local research assistants and mobili sers to 

select girls and parents from among the poor and emerging middle class in these si tes, 

using local knowledge of family circumstances, triangulated during interview s with 

physical assessment of household living  conditions , and questions regarding  

 

economic and livelihood status. We were also deliberate in including participants 

from div erse ethnic, l inguistic and caste backgrounds.  

 

In total, across all three locations, we spoke with 214 girls and 81 parents:  

 

 

Table 2: Numbers of girls and parents interviewed  

 

Age  In school, 

married  

In school, 

unmarried  

Out of 

school, 

married  

Out of 

school, 

unmarried  

Mothers, 

fathers  

10ð13 0 30 0 0 41, 40 

14ð16 0 46 1 20  

17ð19 0 61 32 24  
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IV. GIRLS: THE IDEAL AND THE REAL 
 

This section has f ive  sub-sections: a brief overview summarising the key trends and 

headli ne  statistics, key life -stage characteristics, social ideals and expectations, girlsõ 

aspirations, and girlsõ social capital.  

 

1. Overview  

 

2. Key life -stage characteristics  
 

In this section , we present a summary of life stages and life -stage trans itions for girls in 

Nepal, focu sing on the expectations of girls at each stage, what girls spend their time 

doing, and elements of girlsõ lives that have the biggest impact on their opportunities 

and potential.  

 

Ages 10ð13 

At this age, girls are generally cons idered to be children and are not treated entirely 

differently to boys. Girls in urban areas (Pokhara and Kathmandu), however, were 

afraid of potential damage to their reputations and censure by the community for 

Box 3: Gender equality in Nep al  

 
Nepal has recorded the fastest overall progress in the world on the Human Development 

Index (HDI) (UNCT, 2012), and the end of conflict has opened up avenues for the greater 

participation of women and girls in society, and yet Nepa lõs position on the Gender -

related Development Index (GDI) shows women still hold a weak position in relation to 

men. The country ranks 113th out of 146 on the Gender Inequality Index (UNDP, 2011), and 

123th on the Global Gender Gap Index (WEF, 2012).  

 

The latest national censu s shows there are 6.4 million adolescents (aged 10 ð19) in Nepal, 

making up 24.2% of the total population, with an almost equal proportion of males and 

females (CBS and NPCS, 2012, in Ghimire et al., 2015).  

 

Box 2: Nepal headline statis tics  1 

 

 

¶ Ranks 36 th out of 86 countries in the SIGI 1  

¶ Nepal has the third -highest rate of child marriage in Asia, with 37 percent of girls 

marrying before age 18, and 10 percent before 15  

¶ 91% of girls attend primary school  

¶ 95% of enrolled girls complete primary school  

¶ 66% of girls attend secondary school  

¶ 80% of women (15+) participate in the labour force  

¶ 23% of women think  that domestic violence is acceptable under some 

circumstances  

¶ 22% of men think that domestic violence is acceptable under some circumstances  

Ranks 63 out of 86 countries in the SIGI 1 
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things  they might do. They generally felt m ore burdened than their brothers by 

household work and they expressed the desire for greater freedom in their mobility 

and interactions with boys. This applied to all girls of this age group, irrespective of 

caste, ethn icity, location or religion. They exp lained existing mobility restrictions as 

being for their safety, for example coming home before dark.  

 

Girls at this age are still, for the most part, idealistic. Many aspire to helping their 

communities when they grow  up. They do not (yet) feel that pove rty will prevent them 

from achieving their dreams. They enjoy listening to radio. Talking with friends and 

families makes them happy. They donõt venture too far from home, except with their 

parents.  

 

For some girls in this age cohort, the onset of menstru ation,  a major life event,  has 

already transformed their lives. Menstruation taboos are strong among Hindus. When 

a  girl menstruates  she is temporarily treated as an ôuntouchableõ with strict rules: she 

cannot cook or serve food  or enter the kitchen, is pr ohibited from entering temples , is 

unable to collect water from communal taps  and  has to sleep on the floor and ; in 

extreme cases, girls are made to sleep in cow sheds ( a practice called chaupadi ). 

These taboos  are prevalent across all research sites, with  the most restrictive 

constraints applied in rural areas and among Madheshi and Hill Brahmins, Chhetris 

and Dalits.  This is also the age that most girls are likely to drop out of school due to 

poverty, discrimi nation ( where parental investment decisions fa vour boys over girls), 

increased domestic burdens, and pressures of marriage and reproductive roles ( Plan, 

2012; see also Ghimire and Samuels, 2014 and 2015).  

 

In this age cohort, girls spend about eight  hours a day at school. Schools have clubs 

for extra curricular activities that girls enjoy. Some urban girls at  this age  spend their 

mornings and evenings doing household chores. Girls from emerging middle -class 

families are usually discouraged from work, even domestic work, to focus on their 

studies.  

 

For rural girls, time poverty is a major constraint . Time use differs according to a girlõs 

age as well as the economic status of her family. For the youngest adole scents (aged 

10 and 11) , there appears to be little gender discrimination in terms of time use . Many 

are enjoying the last years of play and relative freedom. As girls approach puberty 

this can change dramatically, particularly in areas where girls are not  expected to 

complete their education or to undertake paid work after leaving school. Girls and  

parents reported that when girls reach age 12 or 13, their work starts increasing. By 14 

they are generally no longer playing with their friends. These girls be come future wives 

and mothers in training, with girls aged 14 doing twice as much domestic work  as boys 

of the same age group (WHO, 2007 in UNCT, 2011).  

 

Secondary sources show that a large proportion of rural children are employed by 

their families as extra hands in the fields; 34% of Nepalõs children age 5ð14 are working, 

88% of them in agricultur e, and there are more female than male child labourers (ILO, 

2008) 

 

Ages 14ð16 

Major life events such as puberty and marriage mark transitions for  adolescent girls. 

Between the ages of 14 and  16, girls prepare for, or have already taken on , womenõs 
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roles a s wives, daughters -in-law and  mothers. About this age, parents begin  to tell 

them , ôit is not time to play õ. 

 

Girls at this age start to come unde r very close scrutiny and  are encouraged and 

sometimes forced to adhere to social norms. While parents expres sed a desire to 

empower daughters and to push the boundaries of social norms, particularly in 

relation to education and work, girls seldom find a liberal environment at home. 

Parents fear community disapproval, and also that their daughters might experienc e 

sexual abuse, leading to social stigma and emotional damage.    

Particularly in economically -disadvantaged families , or families where th e mother is 

absent or ill , there is less time for girls to study, as they have more household 

responsibilities and ch ores, including caring for younger siblings and cooking , and 

collecting fodder, water and firewood . Indeed,  research shows that w omen and g irls 

bear the primary responsibility for fetching firewood , making them disproportionately 

affected by energy poverty  (Girls Globe, 2013).  For adolescent girls, lack of energy 

access affects their safety and health. Household air pollution is still the lar gest single 

health risk factor for women and girls in Nepal ; more girls than boys die from exposure 

to solid fuels (W HO, 2014). Girls are also at higher risk of violence when resources are 

scarce , with girls obliged to collect fuel from remote and isolated areas ( DFID, 2006).  

Even in urban and peri -urban areas, girls can spend as long as one to two  hours a day 

collectin g water because it is scarce and there are long queues at public taps. Boys, 

by contrast, have few responsibilities. In both rural and peri -urban sites in Kaski District, 

girls were in the house working while boys were playing with friends outside.  

Table 3 presents how 14ð16-year -old  girls in urban and peri -urban Kathmandu Valley 

sites use their time . 
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Table 3: Time use of in and out  of school girls (14ð16 in urban and peri -urban 

Kathmandu Valley  

 
KEY Work Household 

chores   

School /studies  Free/own time  

     
 

URBAN PERI URBAN 

 TIME IN-SCHOOL   OUT-OF- 

SCHOOL   

IN-SCHOOL  OUT-OF-SCHOOL 

  KUSUM  GITA  ASHA NIKITA 

4:00 am        Wakes up, cleans house, 

serves tea to parents  

5:00 am      Wakes up, d rinks tea    

6:00 am  Wakes ups  and  goes 

for boxing training  

Wakes up and 

prepares tea  

Goes to college 

(6:20) 

Makes lunch  

7:00 am        Goes to work 

8:00 am  Comes back, does 

household work 

(cleaning room, 

helping mother to wash  

dishes), eat s food and 

goes to school  

Prepares 

lunch , washes 

dishes, takes 

brother and 

sister to 

school , then 

washes 

clothes  

    

9:00 am  (9:45) Reaches school      
 

10:00 am          

11:00 am          

12:00 pm      Goes home for lunch    

1:00 pm          

2:00 pm      Makes tea for 

parents  

Lunch br eak from work ; 

me et s friends  

3:00 pm    Feeds brother, 

washes dishes, 

prepares 

dinner  

Gives tuition to girl in 

her neighbourhood 

with a disability  

Returns to work  

4:00 pm  Comes home, washes 

dishes  

  Comes home, 

wash es clothes  

  

5:00 pm  Goes to boxing 

practice  

 
 Does ho mework  Returns from work, cooks 

dinner, eats, cleans up  

6:00 pm  (6:30) Comes home 

from practice  

  Prepares dinner    

7:00 pm  Does homework , eats 

dinner  

  Dinner, watch es TV 

(7:15ð8:45)  

  

8:00 pm  Puts brother to 

sleep  

Studies   

9:00ð10:00 

pm  

Bedtime  Bedtime  Bedtime  Bedtime  

 

Source: SPRING Interviews  

 

In the 14ð16 age group  there is a stark difference between in -school and out -of -school 

girls. The former  spen t about six hours a day at  school and also study in the evenings 

or early mornings. Some girls  in urban areas had free time for extra -curricular activities ,  



 

 

 
17 

                  

 

and tutor for pocket money. Out -of -school girls do domestic work or  in some cases  

paid work during the day, helping with household chores in the morning and evening s. 

All out -of -school girls cook meals twice a day, mak e everyoneõs beds, provid e tea in 

the morning, tak e care of siblings and get them ready for school, wash pots and 

clothes, do cleaning and household shopping, and car e for sick fam ily members.  

 

On Satur day, in -school girl s have time for themselves to visit friends, eat street fo od or 

go to the nearest bazaar, but they also help around the house intermittently. Out -of -

school girls have a lot of household work, such as cooking, serving meals, fetching 

wate r, washing clothes, bathing  younger siblings, cleaning the house and washing 

dishes.   

 

Time poverty is a serious issue amo ng the poorest girls who attend government 

schools, girls in rural areas, married girls and those with children, and out -of -school gi rls. 

Girls who do heavy lab our, such as working in brick kilns, work nine to ten hours a day 

and also have household respon sibilities. Girls are expected to take most of the 

responsibilities of domestic work when they are older and attend col lege for fewer  

hours every day.  Only girl s in private boarding schools have time for study and 

personal wellbeing.   
                         

 
Caption : Sonali Singh combining care for her grandmother, household responsibilities and 

school  
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Table 4 illustrates time use and domestic labour for a 15-year -old girl from rural Kaski 

District (Dhikur Pokhari  site), who left her husbandõs home when the marriage became 

unbearable for her. When she was living with her husband, her worst time was 4am ð

6pm , as she worked all of this time, and her best time w as when she was sleeping. At 

her grandm otherõs house, the ôbest time õ is all day, and she has no ôworst time õ. 

 

Table 4: Living with her husband and living with her grandmother: like night and day   

 
KEY Household  chores  Free/own tim e  

   

Time 
Activities in her husbandõs house  

Activities in her grandmother õs 

house  

4:00 am  Get up and freshen up    

4:20 am  Light  the mud -oven stove to 

prepare tea  

  

4:30 am  Paint the house with red mud    

5:00 am  Fetch fodder for animals    

6:00 am  Prepare and give food to buffaloes 

and bulls  

  

7:00 am  Work in the field, ploughing, planting 

crops  

  

8.00 am    Get up and freshen up  

8:30 am  
  Eat breakfast, tea, biscuits  

9:00 am    Prepare meal  

9:30 am    Eat meal  

10:00 am  Prepare meal and eat  Wash ut ensils, clothes  

10:30 am  Work in the field    

11:00 am    Watch TV, talk to friends  

1:00 pm   Work in the fields  

5:00 pm    Cook food and eat  

6:00 pm  Prepare food  Watch TV  

7:00 pm  Sleep    

8:00 pm    Sleep  

 

Source: SPRING Interviews  
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In Box 4, we show a normal day in the life of Khushi, which illustrates what life is like for 

many out -of -school girls aged  14ð16 years.  Married girls are more restricted in how 

they use their time, due to the scrutiny of in-laws and because of childcare.  

  

Time use is heavily gendered and is related to the g endered division of tasks and 

leisure. Research by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) in Nepal found 

adolescent girls often describing leisure time activities as cleaning and decoratin g the 

house, washing cl othes and growing flowers; by contrast, old er adolescent boys 

report meeting friends, talking, roaming around the market or playing (Ghimire and 

Samuels, 2013). The gender ed differences in  leisure time and activity usually begin 

duri ng mid -adolescence, alo ng with restricted mobility.  

 

Ages 17ð19 

By the age of 18, 37% of girls in Nepal are married 2 and many become mothers before 

they are 19 (UNCT, 2011). For girls who are married, their lives as women have already 

begun. For those who are not married, marria ge at once raises hope and anxiety 

about fu ture husbands and in -laws. Staying in school is a good way to avoid early 

marriage, and in time secure an educated husband. Increasingly, educated men 

                                                 
2  https://data.unicef.org/resources/dataset/percentage-women-aged-20-24-years-first-married-union-ages-15-18/ 

Box 4: ôMy life is always in a rushõ ð backbreak ing work at a tender age  
 

Khushi Gupta is a 15 -year -old girl who lives in an urban settlement in Biratnagar with her 

parents and her two brothers, aged 8 and 10. The community consists of poor workers. 

Khushiõs parents are snack vendors, the main source of  the familyõs income. Her mother fell 

sick after uterine surgery and can do very little household work. Khushi, the eldest daughter, 

performs most of her tasks now. She wakes at 5am and then takes heavy things to the shop 

for her moth er. (As their  shop is in a makeshift shack, they bring everything back to the house 

at night.) Khushi returns home from the shop, a 15 -minute walk.  

 

For the next 4 hours she prepares basic ingredients for the shop, such as boiling potatoes, 

making curry and cutting vegetables for pakoras , chops  and samosas . She washes dishes 

left over from dinner the night before.  

 

At 9am, she cooks rice, lentils and v egetables for the family. She feeds her brothers and 

sends them to school. She prepares other things for  the shop, making sauce,  grinding flour, 

making pickles, and takes these to the shop, buying supplies if needed. She has lunch at 

12pm. She cleans the pots, and at 3pm begins a one -hour walk to school, which she attends 

from 4pm to 8pm.  

 

After coming home from school, she prepare s supper for the family. She serves her parents 

and brother and then herself. She washes the bigger dishes that will be needed  in the shop 

early the next day. At midnight, she does her homework ð while she can stay awake ð and 

the n goes to sleep.  

 

She doe s not have time for TV or playing with friends. She says, ôThere is so much work and 

my life is always in a rush. I have to d o everything in a hurry.õ Khushi is motivated because 

she wants to be a teacher and teach girls who do n ot have time to go to schoo l like she 

does. Her mother is supportive and says, ôYou work so hard all day and cannot go to 

school ð at least at night go  to schoolõ. 

 

https://data.unicef.org/resources/dataset/percentage-women-aged-20-24-years-first-married-union-ages-15-18/
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want educated wives. For many girls in this age cohort, life h as become full of 

difficulties and uncertai nties, and earlier ideals and dreams have vanished .  

 

By this age, girls still in school have finished high school (grade 10) and are entering 

their two senior years. The less well -off  are working on family farms in rural areas, 

looking for or undertaking  daily wage labour in peri -urban areas or work in t he service 

industry in urban areas, or are married and occupied with heavy domestic burdens 

as daughters -in-law.  

 

Scrutiny of girls becomes very visible for the 17ð19 age group, when girls will have 

genera lly passed grade 10. In interviews , parents said t hat girls were mature enough 

to know what is good and what is harmful by the age of 17, but girls said that parents 

were more suspicious of them at this age.  
 

Girls aged 17 ð19 in education spend about five  hours in college, starting as early as 

6am  and en ding before noon. They spend more time at home than 14 ð16-year -old  

girls, doing household work such as preparing tea for everyone, watching TV and 

studying. Some g irls in urban areas also do paid work after  college.  

 

Pressure to adhere to expected gender norms is higher for married adolescent girls, 

who are considered ôwomen õ. Husbands and in -laws tightly control girlsõ time, use and 

mobility. For unmarried girls, parents determine time use, a lthough girls in school 

somet imes disobey parents , particularly in more modern urban areas.  

 

3. Social norms and expectations  
 

Traditional gender norms and the ôideal õ girl 

The position of women and girls in Nepal is determined b y patriarchy, virilocality  (a 

social system in which a married couple resides with or near the husbandõs parents), 

and patrilineal descent and inheritance.  Usually, men head the household as 

husbands or fathers -in-law. There has always been a very wide ran ge of gender norms 

in Nepal  varying significantly between different caste and ethnic groups. Ethnic 

Tibetan and indigenous groups are much more egalitarian than the so -called high -

caste and low -caste Hindus ð Brahmins, Chhetris and Dalits  ð who follow the norms of 

high -class Hindus. In general, the higher the group is in the hierarchy (with the 

exception of the Dalits), the more restrictive the norms for adolescent girls. 

Discriminatory gender norms are also closely linked to age. Gender discrimination is 

more significant for older a dolescents since the risks of them engaging in  what is seen 

as provocative or immoral behaviour increase, for example pre -marital sexual 

relationships (Ghimire and S amuels, 2013).  

Traditional Nepali society puts enormous pressure s on girls to follow social  norms and 

expectations that are reinforced by family, neighbours ( in particular women) and 

peers. These norms persist, though there are both wide variations and som e general 

winds of change.  It is expected that girls should natu rally real ise their roles a nd act 

accordingly and that achieving the ideal is possible. All girls report difficulty i n 

achieving this ideal, however.  ôManchhe aayeko thaha nahos õ, said a group  of girls 

aged 17ð19, meaning that girls should make themselves so inconspicuous and quiet 

that one shouldnõt even be able to tell when they come and go. Girls are supposed 

to stay indoors, speak softly, and not keep company of boys or ôbad peers õ. Parents 



 

 

 
21 

                  

suggested: ôPothi  Basnu hudaina õ or ôhens shouldnõt crowõ and ôHawa banera 

nahida õ, or girls ôshouldnõt be like the windõ. Girls who attract attention  to themselves  

are considered unlucky .  

 

Our research found that parents expect their girls to obey them, not do ôbad õ thin gs, 

stay indoors and , if they are still in school , study. Urban fathers e mphas ised that girls 

should keep ôgood õ company  as reputations  c an  be de stroyed  on the basis of 

rumours. Girls who work ed  away from home, for example, we re at risk of defamation 

if they talk ed  to a boy or c ame home late. They mig ht even have to give up wor k if it 

affect ed  their familyõs honour.  

 

Girls as young as 10ð13 are aware of the ideals, but as girls enter the 14ð16 age cohort, 

they become more sensitive to gender norms and societal and family expectations. 

For girls over 14 years of age , there is hu ge pressure to keep away from the opposite 

sex, spend time at home , and help with household work, as training for marriage.  

 

At this age, girls start to have ideas that conflict with social norms. While under pressu re 

to maintain  an image of the ôideal õ gi rl, they also (at least internally) question the 

discrimination they face at home and in society.  

 

From this stage onwards, g irls are affected by the familyõs economic status. Many poor 

girls leave school to take jobs to help par ents financially . Phrases like ôghar ma dukkah 

cha õ (ôwe have [economic] problems in the house õ) were common in discussion, 

whether girls were rural, pe ri-urban or urban.  

 

By 17ð19, all girls stated that an ôideal girl õ should help with family chores, loo k after 

her siblings and ob ey her eldersõ wishes. Girls are expected to uphold family honour 

by avoiding ôgoing astray õ and establishing relationships w ith men , which may be 

questioned by others. If she has a child, she is expected to stay with her husband  even 

if he is abusive. Whi le girlsõ education is increasingly encouraged, this does not lower 

expectations that she will excel in managing a well -run and harmonious household 

when they are married. The picture below  illustrates the myriad expectatio ns tha t girls 

of this age face.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caption: Girls 17ð19 year s old write down familial and social  expectations of  them  
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Navigating increasing  expectations  and contradictions  

Added to traditional social norms regarding right behavio ur, hard work and 

ob edience are a range of new expectations , such as excelling in school and work , 

making the ideal confusing and even less attainable. According to parents , girls 

should both obey traditional social no rms and meet ne w expectations.   

 

Girls should: 

¶ Be discipli ned, have good manners (speak politely with guests, not disagree 

openly with  parents)  

¶ Obey parents gladly, share everything with parents, tell parents the  truth  

¶ Be good at  household work by the age of 17  

¶ Only do w ork appropriate for girls  

¶ Return home on t ime and go out only if there is work, not to see friends  

¶ Dress modestly and traditionally . Girls should not try to be fashionable and 

attract boysõ attention  

 

Girls should also:  

¶ Be empowered, open and able to disc uss what is right and wrong  

¶ Study hard  

¶ Look for job vacancies if they are interested in working after completing 

school  

¶ Take part in extracurricular activities and be able to contribute to group 

discussions  

¶ Look after their physical appearance and stri ve to be beautiful  

 

Any possibility of na vigating these expectations appears to be theoretical. A group of 

rural fathers a greed that ôa girl can talk to her parents and convince them to support 

what she wants to do if she is obedient and disciplinedõ; but how could an obedient, 

compliant girl ima gine and articulate a different future persuasively? The difference 

between the r eal and the ideal is most pronounced with education and marriage. 

Many parents believe that women ôshouldõ study between the ages of 19 and 26, and 

that girls should then work ; but a woman over the age of 22 is seen a burden on the 

family and an embarrassm ent to her parents if she is not married.  

 

Girls understand the expectations of family and society , and many have internal ised 

these norms and do not question them. Several gi rls stated that one of their main 

desires was to see their brothers do well, and even to do better than the y had done . 

Increasingly, however, girls find it difficult to manage competing sets of expectations. 

A 19-year -old girl from an urban area mentioned  how difficult it is to know exactly how 

to behave: ôOnce we had to do  group work and my male colleague who was in the 

group came to my house after college. My parents made such a great fuss about it 

and in front of  him. It was really embarrassing,  and I fe lt very humiliated .õ They are also 

increasingly aware of the unfairne ss of gender norms: ôThey think boys are their 

walking stick when they are old, and girls are species to be sent to other people õs 

house s.ó (FGD with 17ð19-year -old  girls, rural Morang). õ 

 

The following quote from in -school adolescent girls aged 17ð19 in urban Biratnagar 

depicts their experience and emotions regarding expectations:  ôSociety says a girl 

should be bound inside the house, not allowed to share her feelings, or walk outside 

alo ne as boys will tease heréGirls face  many problems while going out of the house  
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but they cannot share it with family members because no -one is there to understand. 

Girls are backward due to their own selves somehow  because they are afraid of 

society. The y think themselves weak; they ne ver want to go against society; they just 

think of their family prestige and hide their true feelingséSociety is always bad -

mouthing  girlséThey say that society is modern but if girls come home late there is a 

huge issue abo ut itéGirls are made to listen to and understand othersõ problems but 

they are not allowed to talk about  their own problems. They have to sacrifice 

themselves and their happiness for the happiness of the familyéWe sometimes feel 

that it is better not to ha ve been born at all than to be b orn a girl.õ 

 

Girls are directly pressured by their parents, but they also understand the social 

pressure that their parents are under. Girls believe that if there were no such societal  

pressure, the ir parents would be more supportive and flexible.  

 

Raising girls: are parents between a rock and a hard place?  

There is a clear tension between what parents want for their daughters, and what 

they feel society will allow. Girls are the guard ians of the fam ily reputation and prote ct 

their own family and in -laws from ôback biting õ. A common Nepali saying is that ôa 

girlõs honour is on the tip of a needleõ. The failure to live up to the ideal, according to 

one father, results in ôsociety pressur ing the family, and the family pressuri ng the girl.õ  

 

The strongly  held fear of pariwar k o naak katn e  (literally, ôcutting off the nose of the 

familyõ), or tarnishin g the family name , drives the restrictive behaviour that parents 

impose on their daughters , even if as individuals they are more open -minded. Parents 

are afraid that if daughters transgress the boundaries o f socially accepted behaviour,  

they might be considere d a ôbad õ family,  and no one will want to marry the girl or her 

siblings.   

 

Mothers , more than fathers , accept there is a lo t of social pressure on girls, and 

sometimes girls cannot live up to these expectations. At home , it is usually the mother 

who demands compliance with expectations, though girls fear their father more. As 

one moth er from peri -urban Kaski said , ôWe have to make sure that society doesnõt 

get any chance to talk against them [girls]. Thus, we have to be strict. Sometimes they 

answer us back and also qu estion things that they feel are ok but are considered bad 

by the family .õ Sometimes girls convince their  mothe rs to allow them more freedom 

but mothers fear their husbands and society , as they will be blamed for their 

daughterõs ôfailureõ; as a result  they can no t fully support their daughters . While they 

can negotiate with th eir mothers, girls are often unable to negotiate with their fathers 

and older brothers, who hold important position s in the family and exercise control 

over family decisions surrounding girls.  

 

In wider society, girls feel it is usually neighbourhood wome n who scrutin ise the m 

mercilessly  as they walk to and from school or work. They will be watched for possible 

interac tion s with boys, for how long and often they go out of the house, for their 

clothes and how they carry themselves (referred to locally as ôdoing fashion õ). 

 

Expectations of boys a nd girls: ôthe boy is the master, the girl is the slave õ 

Everywhere, expectations of girls and boys are very different. While younger 

adolescent  girls (ages 10 and 11) often do not find differences in the way parents treat 
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them and their brothers, as they grow older , and certainly by 13 , differences become  

 

evide nt. Girls also become aware that there is little pressure on boys to be an ôideal 

boyõ. In FGDs, parents simply said ôideal boy õ behaviour was about  study ing  hard, 

work ing  hard and not consum ing  drugs or alcohol. Boys can disobey their parents and 

negotiate boundaries. Girls and boys are also expected to social ise differently. Girls 

should have fewer friends, prefer to be with family, and not indulge in social v ices such 

as drinking and smoking. Boy s are expected to roam around in bigger groups, and  

further afield, and though is it disapproved of , often drink and smoke.  ôGirls are not 

allowed to go out with village brothers and male neighbours. They canno t talk loudly 

with friends. People say ôyou are a girl and you laugh loudlyõ. FGD with in -school girls 

in an urban area.  

 

Boys do not have to ask permission to go any where , while girls do. Boys do not have 

to retu rn home at a previously appointed  time and  can stay at a friendõs house if it is 

dark, bu t this is never allowed for girls. Boys are not questioned about their interact ions 

with girls, the way they behave on the street, or how they dress or talk. For marr ied 

girls, mobility is more restricted than their unmarried counterparts. They have to ask  

permission from in -laws and husbands to go everywhere, except the fields where  they 

work. They can travel only to their natal homes and sometimes to the nearest loca l 

markets (if given permission). The pressure to be a good daughter -in-law has direct 

impa ct on what a girl can wear, friends she can have, and the amount of time she 

ca n spend with her family.  

 

Another key area of difference is in household work. Girls (in government schools  

especially ) are forced to do so much domestic work that it hampers t heir studies. 

Some mothers, from rural areas in particular, believe that once g irls are literate, 

household chores are more important for girls than school work. Hous eholds get 

significant kudos for raising girls who are praised by their in -laws for their domestic 

abilities. Mothers often say to girls , ôYou are a girl, you have to go to othersõ house and 

work, so you should learn to work here .õ (Rural Morang, 14 ð16-year -old  in-school girls).  

 

Many girls also said that their brothers are consulted in househo ld affairs and livelihood 

decisions while they are not. Ghimire and Sam uels (2013) report that only older 

adolescent girls are consulted on larger household decisions , and this is more likely if 

girls have completed secondary education. It is also more lik ely among hill groups 

(see also Acharya et al., 2010), and in urban are as. Married girls who live alone with 

their husbands have more decision -making power than marri ed girls in extended 

family units. Importantly, girls in paid employment  are more likely t o participate in 

decision -making than girls who are not (see also Achar ya et al ., 2010).  

 

Pervasive gender inequality in Nepal restricts womenõs and girlsõ freedom of 

movement and therefore their access to paid work . For rural women and girls, income 

oppo rtunities are often limited to agriculture day labour where they earn less than 

their male counterparts (SARTUC, 2016).  Few small -scale women farmers are paid for 

the ir labour, and societal views of women õs and girlsõ roles restrict their input in 

househol d decisions. Such beliefs also limit their access to land ownersh ip, farm 

equipment and credit ð all of which are needed to be economically successful. These  
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barriers  ultimately inhibit womenõs and girlsõ ability to produce and  can make it 

difficult for them to escape poverty or provide food for their families .  

 

For those who have older and employed brothers, girls said that those brothers control 

household spending,  including on their sisters . Even younger brothers tell  their older 

sisters, ôYou will be  going to someone elseõs house soon so there is no need to consult 

you .õ Girls are expected to ask for less money and to save more than boys. Girls 

reported that when  parents give them money, they ask them to spend thriftily and 

detail their expenditure s. This does not happen with boys.  

 

Boys also do less household work. While girls routinely cook and clean, boys are 

expected to step in only when needed or asked repeat edly. Girls are not able to 

travel alone or have too many friends. The most serious exampl e of the double 

standard is when boysõ crimes are overlooked. Boys are often exonerated if they 

commit sexual assault, whereas girls are blamed for being ôindecentõ, meaning not 

wearing traditional clothes, being too showy, walk ing alone and walking at nig ht.  

 

Expectations regarding marriage and education  

Out -of -school g irls aged 17ð19, especially in rural areas , face pressure from parents 

and relatives to get married.  Muslims, Madhesi and Tharu girls in particular face 

pressure to marry early . Exceptionall y young child marriage rates  are endemic in the 

Terai region, where girls are seen as property of their families, to be given away as 

quickly and with as little dowry  as possible (MoHP, 2012) . In some districts in the eastern 

Terai, more than 50% of marria ges involve girls under the age of 12 (IRIN, 2012). A 

survey by Amin et al. (2014) found that more than 25% of 15 ð19-year -old  girls in the 

Terai and Mid and Far West ern region  were married, and more than four times more 

likely to be married than boys of th e same age. There is a strong relationship between 

household poverty and early marriage, as well as poorer health and education 

outcomes for girls. Among young mother s, girls from the Terai are more likely to 

experience their first pregnancy earlier, at 17 .6 years compared to 18.3 ye ars for other 

women (UNCT, 2011). In urban and peri -urban hill areas, there is less pressure to marry 

if girls drop out of school, but an increasing pressure to earn, so metimes for their own 

dowries.  

Caption: Married girls a ll wearing the ôrequiredõ red sari (Banigaon)  

Parents interviewed for this research suggested  that 23ð25 years  was a good age to 

marry , but  where dowry (girls bringing family money to the marriage) is still practi sed, 
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parents tell girls to ômarry young , otherwise the family from the husbands side will ask 

for more dowry õ. Parents are concerned that girls might elope before a suitable 

match is  arranged, as early as age 14, which drives early marriage. This was brought 

up many times during our discussions (s ee Box 5).  

Except for girls who elope at a young age  (whether to choose their o wn partner  or 

escape an arranged marriage ), girls desire ma rriage only once their education has 

been completed and, for some, after they have an established career, particula rly in 

Kathmandu. Girls generally prefer to get married between 22 and 26 years of  age.  

 

Girls have significant fear s about marriage. As one group of 17 ð19-year -old  girls in 

urban Biratnagar said: ôMarriage leads to downfall in lifeéWe are worried what kind 

of man our parents will marry us with. Most boys today are into alcohol and dru gs. We 

do not want to marry such boys .õ  

 

The fears of unmar ried girls are realistic. Once married , the y have far more d omestic 

work to do . There is a constant dread  of offend ing in -laws by not being able to carry 

out household chores properly. Mobility is extremely constrained, particularly before 

they have given birth to their first child. They are also economically dependent on 

the ir husband s or in-laws. 

 

Changing gender no rms 

There have been significant shifts in gender norms, particularly in  urban and more 

accessible areas of Nepal, following the decade -long Ma oist insurgency that ended 

Box 5: ôGirls are the eloping kindõ 
 

ôKeti haru poila jane jatõ ð ôgirls are the eloping kindõ ð said  33-year -old Bindu 

Tamang, mother of a 15 -year -old girl in Daxinkali. Eloping was mentioned 

frequently. Parents think that once a girl reaches adolescence and is attracted to 

the opposite sex, she may elope as soon as a boy manages to court her. The fear 

of girls eloping , especially  in peri -urban areas and in Tamang communities (an 

indigenous and marginalised group that makes up 6% of the population), causes 

much stress to parents because of family honour. This in turn af fects girlsõ freedom: 

where they can go, to whom th ey can talk and for some, how much digital access 

they can have.  

 

Young girls are expected not to independently visit places because it will increase 

the chance of eloping. Limited mobility means they are also deprived of 

opportunities such as training. Th ey cannot ta lk to boys or men. Many said that one 

of the negative impacts of Facebook was that girls could meet men with whom 

they could elope. The fear of eloping makes it easy for others in the family an d 

society to judge girls harshly, and label anyone who is doing  something 

unconventional as a ôbadõ girl who might elope. Parents in poverty, despite the 

prevailing norms, say, ôWhen will you ever elope ð it will be easier for usõ.  

 

For married girls, eloping has a different implication.  ôHe used to love me more 

bef ore. Not so much now. Maybe he loved me then because he was afraid that I 

would elopeõ, Indira said.  
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in 2006. Despite negative impacts , including the  loss of lives and property, the 

ideolo gy of womenõs liberation held by the Maoists and the participation of w omen 

in the armed struggle , have played an important role in challengin g traditional 

attitudes to ward  women.  This change in the role of women, especially in rural areas, 

has helped shif t to some degree social and religious values of gender -segregated 

work,  as well as what it means to be an ôidealõ Nepali woman (Ghimire and Samuels, 

2013). These shifts have resulted in greater investment  in education, later age of 

marriage, more control o ver reproduction (including greater access to healthcare, 

and increased use of  contraceptives), more equality under the law (such as the 

enshrining of the right to inherit property 3 and the right to equality in citizenship), and 

greater political participa tion (such as the compulsory 33% participation of women in 

Con stituent Assembly elections).  

Interviews with parents revealed significant shif ts in expressed attitudes concerning 

girlsõ potential and rights and attitudes towards gender equality, although no t all of 

these have yet translated into changes in behavio ur and norms, particularly in rural 

and more conservative areas where family honour  is more inextricably linked with girlsõ 

behaviour.  

 

There have been changes in girlsõ roles and responsibilities, particularly in better -off 

households, and in urban areas. Urban  fathers claimed there was a more equal 

division of domestic labo ur between sons and daughters . Girls in urban areas are 

sometimes required to help with their fathersõ work, for example, delivering milk, 

sweeping or working in a store, assistan ce traditionally provided by boys in the 

family. The assumption that girls have no obli gation to care for parents in their old age 

is slowly changing; p reviously, this was the sole responsibility of son s. In families where 

there are no sons, daughters wo uld assume these responsibilities. Girls from the ages  

14ð16 understand that while they w ish to please their parents, what their parents want 

from them may not be what they want for themselves. As one of the girls said, ô100% 

ideal daughter is not possible õ.  

 

Some parents thought that g irlsõ roles had  changed significantly because of 

moderni sation. One father pointed out that a  generation ago, girls would wake at 

3am, clean the house, fetch water, wash cl othes and dishes, make food, take cattle 

out for grazing, and collect fodder and manure ; these days  however,  ôgirls get up, 

drink tea and eat  puffed bread, and run off to school õ.  

Parentsõ expectations of girlsõ education have  changed significantly (for m ore detail 

see section VI.2 below). Mothers are now concerned that daughters should be 

educated sufficiently to earn an independent income, s trongly linked to their ability 

to h old their own within their marital home. Some of the increased family investmen t 

in education links to the increased desirability of educated girls as brides. Gender 

norms are changing at school as well as home. A greate r number of girls are engaging 

in sports, including traditionally male sports, such as boxing (see Box 6).  

  

Parents are more aware of the need to support and motivate children to make the 

right choices rather than order them to obey. They recogn ise that children who are 

constrained too tig htly will rebel. Particularly in urban areas, in the emerging middle 

                                                 
3 While t he law has made it possible for women to have equal access to parental property, in practice women still 

cannot sell, rent or transfer property without the consent of their spouse or sons.  
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class, and for less conservative ethnic groups, positive deviance is increasingly seen 

among girls and parents.  

 

Girls who have strong parental support or  have the courage and drive to influence 

their parents, have been able to transgress significant boundaries.  Boxes 6 and 7 

describe two  girls, Kusum and Asma, who have done this. Both girls relied on strong 

parental ð in particular paternal  ð support in order to deviate from the norm, and both 

found freedom in martial arts.  

Box 6: Boxing outside the box   

 

Capt ion: Kusum Tamang  

 

Kusum Tamang, aged 15, is one of Nepalõs junior boxing champions. She participated in 

the Womenõs World Boxing Championship in 2015. She aims to be a professional boxer and 

coach, improving the field of boxing for girls in Nepal. She is an inspiration to h er younger 

sisters, who are also going to boxing training and aspire to become boxers.  

 

Normally, families and society discourage girls from taki ng up sports, and boxing in 

particular is seen as a male sport. Sanu , Kusumõs father, has been unusually supportive of 

her choice to pursue boxing. Kusum had started with taekwondo and then switched to 

boxing. Her father learned of a possible career in spo rt for his daughter through 

participating in national and internatio nal championships and s upported her to continue. 

Sanu has faced social opprobrium before; when younger he married a Dalit, was shunned 

by his community, and moved to Kathmandu. He is a pro ud father of four daughters and 

says although he was pressured by hi s family and village to  remarry to have a son, he did 

not.  

 

Boxing has changed Kusumõs life in many ways. She trains until 7pm, while her friends have 

to be home by 5pm and before dark. She is confident that she can take care of herself.  She 

has saved a  significant amount of m oney (NPR 25,000) from government fees for 

participating in international competitions and winning matches.  

 

She has travelled to Bangladesh, Malaysia and Taiwan, and her father recogni ses that  

travel has had an impact: ôEk jana ma nche ramro bhayo bhanne,  gharai farak huncha õ ð 

ôIf one person improves there will be lots of changes in the house õ. Kusum has taught  her 

parents about eating clean food, drinking filtered  water and avoiding oily and spicy food, 

an d under her  influence her father bought a water f ilter. 

 
























































































