
On the CUSP of  change:
Effective scaling for socia l norm s change 
program m ing for gender equality.

Com m unity for Understanding Scale Up ( CUSP)
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Who we ar e?
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Why we cam e together ?

All of us have created initiatives that are now being scaled up
• Collectively  we believe social norms change is key to addressing gender equality, 

including SRH&R and violence against women and girls.

Our methodologies and initiatives are:
• being used by many other groups 
• often included as recommended programming in large funding calls
• regularly being used in ways that they were not originally designed for

Photo credit: Salamander Trust



These experiences brought 
us together to consider our 
responsibility as developers 
of these initiatives to guide 
quality programming and 
responsible scale up.

Photo credit: Institute for Reproductive Health 
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Big Quest i on

As a field, the big question: 
• How do we go to scale? How do we reach more people with 

effective programming?

CUSP Working Group challenges:  
• How can existing initiatives be effectively and responsibility 

scaled up?
• How can innovation be encouraged while maintaining the 

principles and elements of effective social norms approaches? 
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The contex t :
• Evidence base for programming to change social norms to achieve gender 

equality, violence prevention, SHRH, has grown
• Growing recognition that social norms change programming is critical

However:
• Emphasis on RCTs as the only valid way of measuring impact
• In scale up, numbers alone can come to dominate
• Numbers focus undermines human rights based approach to development: de-

emphasis for politicized social justice work and increased focus on technocratic 
approaches

• And more often, existing programs being taken to scale, less innovation

As a field, we need to learn how to scale the aspects of programming 
that makes them effective: values and principles
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Star t i ng at  the beginn ing:
Why use a social  nor m s change appr oach?

• Social norms are shared beliefs about what is typical and 
socially acceptable among group of people.

• Social norms shape and give order and meaning to our 
lives - they can be oppressive or freeing, confining or 
inclusive

• VAWG and gender inequality is sustained by norms that 
embody unequal gender power relations

• Shifting these norms rooted in power dynamics requires 
time and in-depth work to understand the social context

• The social norms change approach is inclusive and builds 
on community strength as opposed to using negative 
messaging and instilling fear.

Photo credit: Institute for Reproductive Health 



8C U S P

CUSP’s appr oach to social  nor m s change
• We strive to shift social norms 

through aspirational and strengths-
oriented approaches

• Developing the capacity of all 
people in all their diversities

• Envisioning a collective future where 
hope is based on people’s own lived 
and gendered experiences

• Supporting communities to develop 
social norms change from within

• Identifying and building on 
community strengths, critically 
examining harmful behaviour, 
supporting positive change

Photo credit: Heidi Brady / Raising Voices



Wor k ing acr oss a r ange of  gr oups, 
per spect i ves and contex ts to r each cr i t i cal  

m ass or  the ‘t i pping point ’
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Social  nor m s change theor y and st r ategies need 
to addr ess factor s oper at i ng at  m ul t i ple l evel s 
of  i n ter -dependent  com plex i t i es to cr eate new 
bel i ef s and pr act i ces w i th in  a r efer ence 
networ k . This i s when social  change can happen.
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Tak ing social  nor m s change appr oaches 
to scale – no si l ver  bu l l et

• Many groups recognize the need for sustained, 
holistic, integrated and multisectoral approaches
to address complex problems

• However current models often 
 limit investment to evidence-based programs 
 are shortened, scaled down versions of                

evidence-based programs
 include a mix and match of evidence-based programs

• This affects possibilities for both effective 
programming of existing approaches and 
innovation for new approaches

Photo credit: Institute for Reproductive Health 
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Scal i ng ex i st i ng i n i t i at i ves: key l essons

Suffic ient tim e
for NGOs to 
internalize a 

program  
approach

Mainta in fidelity 
to core 

princ ip les

Create a strong 
foundation

Engage 
program  

developers

Think beyond 
num bers

Get
personal

Adapt
and evolve

Support 
innovation
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Suppor t i ng i nnovat i on: scal i ng of  pr i nciples

Promote personal and 
collective critical reflection

Support and invest in staff and 
community facilitators  

Support theory and evidence-
informed innovationsWork across the ecological 

model and change matrix 

Use an intersectional, 
gender-power analysis

Ensure sustained 
commitment 

Do no harm
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Fur ther  r eading
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A cal l  to act i on

CUSP’s vision is for the scale 
up of social norms change 
programming to remain 
grounded in gendered, social 
justice principles both when 
taking  existing programs to 
scale and embarking on new 
innovations. 
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We call for longer-term 
funding and planning, 
commitment to do no 
harm, a deeper 
investment in people, 
engagement with 
communities as equals 
with hope and optimism.



JOIN US ON THE CUSP
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