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Guatemala context

• National demographics
– Population: 13 million

– 44% under age 15

– 61% rural, 39% urban

– 43% Mayan, 57% Ladino

• Ethnic diversity
– Over 20 Mayan sub-groups

• 36 years of civil war
– Ethnic discrimination, 

marginalization

– Support systems in Mayan 
communities decimated
• Rural residence, poor 

infrastructure, limited 
economic opportunities
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DǳŀǘŜƳŀƭŀΩǎ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ 
population

• High rates of poverty

– 75% Mayans vs 27% Ladinos living in poverty

• Low levels of education

– 30% Mayans vs 11% Ladinos illiterate

– Many Mayans monolingual

• Low levels of employment

– Few Mayans working in formal labor force

Sources: HDR 2002, LSMS 2000



Indigenous adolescents:
Who are they? How do they live?

• 25% of population age 10-19 

• Majority of adolescents live in rural areas (59% girls 
ages 15-19)

• Almost 20% 10-19 year olds live in female-headed 
households

• General characteristics:
– Discrimination; inequality

– Limited education

– Heavy work burden

– Social isolation

– Poverty and poor health

Sources: DHS 1999/2002, LSMS 2000, HDR 2002



The lives of indigenous girls:
What happens around age 12?

• GIRLS are withdrawn from social spheres 
as compared to other sub -populations
– Adult males dominate communities and families and 

have freedom to meet in public spaces

– Boys dominate female peers and siblings and have 
many gathering places

– Married women with children have some decision -
making authority, including over girl children, and some 
belong to womenõs organizations

• AND girls are dispersed in households with little 
affiliation to other girls and (whether in or out of 
school) no places outside of school to meet 
friends safely



Situation of indigenous girls by age
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Educational Disparities

Fuente: ENCOVI 2000
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Marriage

Fuente: ENCOVI 2000
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Social isolation 
is associated with

• Poor self-esteem, limited personal 

power and assets 

• Greater risk of early sexual experience

• Higher risk of coercive sexual 

encounters

• Lower negotiating power in sexual 

relationships

• Lower wealth and poorer health



Girls need age and gender-specific 

peer groups and safe spaces

• To reduce their social isolation

• To provide a base for increasing their 

knowledge and life skills

• To empower them to safely enter 

adulthood with a strong sense of self 

and personal goals and aspirations 



Filling the gaps:
Population Council program in 

Guatemala



Program approach

• Hypothesis: poverty, high and unwanted 
fertility and poor health have common roots 
in early adolescence

• Project approach:
– Conduct diagnostic research to understand the 

particular situation of indigenous young people

– Based on findings of the research; design, 
implement and evaluate an innovative 
multisectoral project with active involvement of 
local partners and young women and girls 



Project goal: Increase life options for 

indigenous girls and young women

• Strengthen personal assets
– Create social and peer networks

– Establish safe spaces for girls to meet and learn

– Provide access to alternative positive female role 
models 

– Increase basic life skills 

– Promote òlife planningó

– Provide health (including SRH) education and 
promote services 



Description of the programmatic 

intervention
• Two levels: local NGOs and communities 

• Each NGO partner recruits young women to 
participate in a one -year paid internship 
– Part-time work in NGO programs

– Part-time work in communities 

– Target girls 10-14 and mothers during vulnerable 
puberty transition

– Professional development fund for interns 



Program components
• One year -long paid internships for adolescent indigenous 

leades ages 17 ð20 years old (òInterns/pasantesó).

• Interns receive training on leadership, professional skills, life 
skills, entrepreneurial training, community development work, 

gender, as well as sexual and reproductive health

• They work closely with adult mentors at NGOõs to ensure that 

they are learning by doing

• Interns have to organize community level groups for girls (age 

10-15) and their mothers and carry out training and 

recreational activities for them.

For 58.8% of participating girls, the groups organized by interns was the first 
opportunity they had to participate in activities out of school or their homes.



Profile of Participants

• Interns ages 17 -20

– 36 pasantes

– Age 17 -20 

– Mam, Kiché, 

Kaqchiquel

• Girls ages 10 -14

– Reached 

approximately 800 girls

– Average age: 11.5 

years

– 99% in school 

– Mam, Kiche, 

Kaqchiquel



Interns



Girls



Create social infrastructure

• Reliable and safe 

place to meet, 

learn, exchange

• Peer networks and 

friendships

• Female solidarity

• Older role models

• Adult mentors



Create greater opportunities 

for girls

• Recreation and 

sports

• Cultural and 

historical site visits

• Arts and manual 

crafts

• Community 

exchanges 



What weõve learned: Results 

of the Evaluation of Pilot 

project



Results of the evaluation of pilot 

project
• Increase in levels of schooling 

– 15 out of 16 interns reached their educational goals that 

were established during the intervention

– 71.0% of girls ages 10 -15 changed their educational goals 

after their participation 

• Interns obtained jobs related to their interests

– 6 months after they ended their participation in the project, 

12 out of 16 interns were working in fields related to their 

interests

• Expansion of social networks in and outside of the 

community

– Increase the number and quality of friendships among 

interns and girls



Results (cont.)

• Girls and interns with concrete life plans and 
understanding of what is required to achieve their 
life goals

• First time many participants, including mothers, 
received accurate information on sexuality, the 
reproductive system , family planning and STIs

• Change in their perceptions of domestic violence

• Mothers began to trust their daughters more 
resulting in increased mobility and independance 
for the girls

• Appreciation of interns as a valuable community 
resource and role models for younger girls



What worked

• Multi sectoral approach and culturally pertinent 

content

• A flexible holistic project approach that adapted to 

the social and cultural reality of the participants

• Complementarity between educational -training 

activities and professional activities

• Focusing on self -esteem, fostering communication 

between family members and identifying mentors 

and role models



Future plans:

• A new group of 17 interns will begin during 
the first semester of 2008

• Internships will be carried out with private 
sector and governmental organizations as 
well as NGOs

• Solidify a permanent social infrastructure 
for indigenous girls, lateral viral expansion 
of a local, sustainable, indigenous girl -led 
network (formalizing girls clubs that 
comprise the network)

• Addition of economic empowerment 
component (age appropriate financial 
literacy, savings, entrepreneurial initiatives) 



¡Thank you!


