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Not by CSE alone. . . Furthering reflections on international
cooperation in sex education
Ine Vanwesenbeecka,b, Ilse Flinka, Miranda van Reeuwijka and Judith Westenenga,c

aResearch Department, Rutgers, Utrecht, The Netherlands; bInterdisciplinary Social Sciences, Utrecht
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ABSTRACT
Recently in Sex Education authors have raised concern with
regards to Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) in resource-
poor countries as part of Western European development aid
policy. It has been argued that the agency-focused and rights-
based nature of ‘northern’ sexuality education puts too much
responsibility on young people’s shoulders and disregards their
insecurity and shame, as well as local culture more generally. By
promoting a rights-based approach to CSE in countries in the
South, European development organisations would risk being
insensitive to local collective concerns, networks, sensitivities and
affects, not least those based in religion. In addition to concerns
related to CSE content, concern has been expressed about the
unequal relationships between stakeholders from the global north
versus the global south in the shaping of youth sexuality educa-
tion. The issues raised are important and call for further elabora-
tion and discussion, which is what we intend to initiate here. The
viewpoints we present relate, among others, to the balance
between structure and agency focused perspectives in CSE; the
multiplicity of needs with regard to sexual agency; the precarious-
ness of international partnerships; ongoing national and interna-
tional controversies over sexual rights; and the absolute necessity
for multicomponent approaches and careful community building
as part of CSE implementation and scale-up.
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Introduction

Several papers dealing with the implementation of Comprehensive Sexuality Education
(CSE) in resource-poor countries have been published in this journal over the past
couple of years (e.g. Flink et al. 2017; Mukoro 2017; Rijsdijk et al. 2013; Steinhart et al.
2013; Svanemyr, Baig, and Chandra-Mouli 2015b; Vanwesenbeeck et al. 2016). Most
recently, Roodsaz (2018) raised a number of critical issues on CSE programmes as part
of Western European development aid policy. She focused specifically upon the imple-
mentation of the The World Starts With Me (WSWM) programme by Rutgers (a leading
Dutch NGO in the area of SRHR) in Bangladesh. In part, the article built on an earlier
report (Vanwesenbeeck et al. 2016) of lessons learned in ten years implementation of
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the same CSE programme by that same NGO. The issues raised are important and
beseech further elaboration and discussion, which is what we intend to initiate here.

Roodsaz begins by expressing serious worry about the agency-focused and rights-
based nature of much ‘northern’ based sexuality education. She draws on a number of
other authors (e.g. Lamb 2010; Rasmussen 2012) in asserting that these perspectives
place too much responsibility on young people’s shoulders. They may be particularly ill-
suited in southern settings, she argues. Roodsaz also maintains that, by adopting a logic
marked by agency, subjectivity and autonomy, young people’s insecurity, uncertainty
and shame as well as local religious and spiritual cultures are often disregarded. Overall,
a ‘middle-class-oriented’, ‘secular’, rights- and health based Western European approach
with its focus on the individual, is said to be insensitive to the broader field of local
kinship and power relations, and the role of local collective concerns, networks, sensi-
tivities and affects, not least those based in religion.

Roodsaz is also wary of unequal relationships between stakeholders from the global
north versus the global south in the shaping of adolescent sexuality education.
Interviews with seven stakeholders in Bangladesh provided the author with evidence
that the idea of sexual rights was ‘often’ seen as culturally insensitive. ‘We claim rights
only to make the donors happy, especially when they are from the Netherlands’, one of
the interviewees declared (Roodsaz 2018: 116). There was evidence of frustration,
annoyance and resistance to a rights-based approach among those spoken to.
Informants claimed that sensitive topics such as sexual diversity, gender norms and
child marriage are difficult to discuss in the context of Bangladesh. By promoting a
rights-based approach to CSE in countries in the south, European development organi-
sations and NGO representatives risk being culturally insensitive by seeking to advan-
tage ‘the dominant, the transnational’ over ‘the particular’, Roodsaz argues. Her criticism
(implicitly) attests to fears of possible cultural imperialism in the context of development
cooperation. Her article strongly condemns the downplay of local modes of sexuality
knowledge and politics and provides a strong plea for equal collaboration between
parties, a collaboration in which Western donors must, primarily, play a facilitative role in
the service of a conversation between important local stakeholders and, most impor-
tantly, young people themselves.

To a degree, the trepidations brought forward by Roodsaz are well-known to
European NGOs working in countries in ‘the south’. They also partly overlap with
problems identified (as well as ways forward suggested) by Vanwesenbeeck et al.
(2016) a couple of years ago. Indeed, a rights-based approach is central to much of
the European development strategies in the area of Sexual and Reproductive Health
and Rights (SRHR), most certainly those employed by the Netherlands. Youth rights,
participation and agency, as well as gender equality, power relations and social
norms, are crucial to ‘the comprehensive’ in comprehensive sexuality education (cfr.
Hague, Miedema, and Le Mat 2017; UNESCO 2016, 2018; UNFPA 2010, 2015).
However, it is also clear that concepts such as ‘rights’, ‘agency’ and ‘empowerment’,
or ‘comprehensive’ for that matter, may be differently defined for different groups, in
different settings and by different actors. They are no static, homogeneous concepts,
but are always subject to mutual tuning, diversification and modification over time
and place. Below, we present some considerations that we believe to be relevant
within this context.

298 I. VANWESENBEECK ET AL.



The structure-agency debate

The question whether behaviour is principally determined by social structures or by the
individual as a free agent, also known as the structure-agency debate, is a longstanding
issue in the social and political sciences. The sexual agency of girls has been one domain
in which the dilemma has been heavily disputed (e.g. Lamb and Peterson 2012; Murnen
and Smolak 2012; Peterson 2010; Tolman 2012). Sexual empowerment and girls’ agency
have been buzz-words in (and criticisms of) sexuality education since feminist analyses
stressed women’s sexual gate-keepers’ role and their limited opportunities to develop
authentic sexual subjectivity (e.g. Fine and McClelland 2006). In the wider development
literature, (girls’) sexual empowerment has been explicitly linked to (their) overall (social,
political, economic) empowerment (e.g. DFID 2012; Hawkins, Cornwall, and Lewin 2011).

Criticism of a focus on concepts such as sexual empowerment, agency, authenticity or
sexual choice has a lot to do with the structural limitations put on their use. What do
these concepts mean when girls’ sexuality is overdetermined by heteronormative ideol-
ogies, traditional gender stereotypes and a never ceasing stream of sexist media
messages, not to mention macho pornographic imagery? How can girls’ sexual agency
ever be authentic in a societal and structural context that so forcefully undermines it?
Any claim to girls’ agency must be a mark of false consciousness, the argument goes.
And what do sexual empowerment and agency mean for boys under the prevailing
(hetero)sexual system? Surely not the same as for girls? Sexual agency is a complex,
multidimensional concept, with different dimensions being (non)available for different
groups. When a concept is so volatile, critics wonder if it is useful at all (Gavey 2012).

The attention given to sexual agency has also been criticised as echoing a neoliberal
ideology in its highlighting of individual mastery. Being agentic has become very much
the norm. Implicit to this is the unjust assumption that all persons can be equally
agentic. Besides, it results in passing off responsibility for any consequences to the
individual which, in turn, contributes to self-blame (Bay-Cheng 2015; Fahs and
McClelland 2016; Gavey 2012). It must be stressed that (sexual) agency is not equally
available to all girls, or to all groups for that matter. Structural conditions create
limitations for all in terms of agency, but they limit (ideologically, socially and/or
economically) disadvantaged groups especially strongly. Girls are relatively under-privi-
leged in this respect, as are members of gender and sexual minorities. Nevertheless,
differences also exist among girls, among boys, among gender and sexual minorities,
and among different sociocultural groups with respect to opportunities to employ
sexual agency, assertiveness and initiative. Structural inequalities and barriers to sexual
health among young people in the global north are surely not to be neglected, as has
been shown in the Netherlands (e.g. Cense and Ganzevoort 2017; Emmerink et al. 2017;
De Graaf, Vanwesenbeeck, and Meijer 2015) as well as for the USA (e.g. Bay-Cheng 2015).

However, the argument of limited opportunity is relatively pressing when young
people’s, and especially gender and sexual minorities’ sexuality in the global south is
at stake. A multitude of environmental conditions and socio-economic barriers substan-
tially disadvantage young people in resource-poor settings over young people in high-
income countries in terms of sexual health and agency. Some conditions mentioned
relatively often in the literature are, for instance, dire poverty, social marginalisation,
family responsibilities and a lack of access to (secondary) education, and the persistent
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lack of access to sexual services and supplies (see, for example, Blum and Boyden 2018;
UNESCO 2016, 2018; Vanwesenbeeck et al. 2016). Girls who have initially benefitted from
educational programmes supporting sexual agency and empowerment may, on the
rebound, be met with violent backlash from family and community members, particu-
larly when they attempt to apply skills like communication, negotiation, or leadership
outside of the safe spaces provided by a programme (cfr. Kwauk and Braga 2017). More
than once in this journal, has sexuality education that focuses predominantly on
individual agency, been characterised as overly optimistic in light of the social structures
determining young people’s sexuality (e.g. Lesko 2010), not least when they live in the
global South. Roodsaz (2018) rightfully raises concern that sexuality education, when
unidimensionally and indiscriminately aiming for individual agency, puts an overly high
demand on young people in countries such as Bangladesh.

The challenge lies in the balance

For sexuality education, the challenge lies always in finding the right balance. This is
true, first, in relation to the balance between proper attention to young people’s (sexual)
agency as well as to the structural barriers to its employment. Yes, structure and culture
do influence young people’s (sexual) agency, but young people also have the opportu-
nity to change those structures. In general, (sexual) health is increasingly conceptualised
in a positive and dynamic way as the capacity to manage oneself in the light of
environmental challenges (e.g. Huber et al. 2011; WHO 2017). The need not only to
empower young people sexually but also to actively support them as advocates for
change, has often been voiced (e.g. Haberland and Rogow 2015; Kwauk and Braga
2017). Some argue that, by allowing only a limited number of sexual knowledge building
practices, (Dutch) CSE programmes are not as empowering as they claim to be (Naezer,
Rommes, and Jansen 2017). But the CSE programmes implemented by Rutgers and its
partners, do seek to strengthen young people’s empowerment and voice and, indeed,
there is evidence that they succeed in doing so (Vanwesenbeeck et al. 2016).

A second matter of balance is that attention to sexual agency, assertiveness or control
needs to be well-adjusted to specific contexts, needs and possibilities. Young people
benefit from enhanced agency when it helps them deal with the concrete environmental
circumstances they have to navigate. Specifically for rural Bangladesh, Cash et al. (2001)
have put out a plea to ‘tell them their own stories’ to legitimise sexual and reproductive
health education. Also in Bangladesh, van Reeuwijk and Nahar (2013) and Nahar, van
Reeuwijk, and Reis (2013) found that restricting interactions and friendships between boys
and girls, led boys in turn to express their feelings and masculinity through ‘eve-teasing’
and sexual harassment, while girls had few options to cope with this harassment. The
authors argue that explicitly addressing this practice in combination with a sex-positive,
rights-based approach towards young people’s sexuality can help boys and girls to
recognise, express and respect wishes and boundaries. To do so, a basic understanding
of their own rights and respecting the rights of others is key, as well as critical reflection on
gender norms (van Reeuwijk and Nahar 2013). Agency may take many different forms,
depending on the structural conditions it can or must be employed in. CSE always needs
to find a balance in properly tuning agency promotion to divergent and (group) specific
(local) agency needs. Under prevailing (hetero)sexual systems and double standards, the
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different agency needs and possibilities of boys and girls are evident. Likewise, sexual and
gender minority youth may have different needs. In addressing agency and empower-
ment, gender, in all its diversity, must therefore be emphasised as part of sexuality
education, alongside other contextual disparities (e.g. Fitzpatrick 2018; Haberland 2015;
Kagesten et al. 2016).

Third, CSE programmes as well as young people themselves, need to find a balance in
dealing with a cultural context that is, always, characterised by pluralism and diversity in
the first place. There is never ‘just one culture’. Youth (sub)cultures may often differ from
dominant cultural frames. There is always a degree of agency in young people’s dealing
with different (possibly conflicting) ideologies and cultures, even in agency-constraining
settings such as Bangladesh. As shown by van Reeuwijk and Nahar (2013), young people in
Bangladesh, as elsewhere, do not just accept and follow adult norms and messages about
sexuality, but actively construe, navigating between what is being expected of them and
what they want, need and feel themselves. This same study revealed young peoples’
sexual agency in that most of the unmarried adolescents created ways to actively express
their curiosity about sexuality and looked for ways to experience romance, eroticism and
pleasure despite religious prohibition and fear of social stigma and punishment.

Roodsaz (2018) contrasts local ideologies with agency-focused CSE values. However,
we are, instead, inclined to stress that it is one of the central aims of CSE to support
young people in navigating the conflicting norms and messages that are, invariably,
already present within a society. The same point has recently been made by Mukoro
(2017), who illustrates the multiplicity of (conflicting) ideologies, needs and practices in
Nigeria, not least in relation to gender and sexuality. As Mukoro (2017) shows, it is
important for students to learn about these differences. Rather than teaching through a
curriculum that attempts to resolve these tensions for learners, students are better
prepared for the real world if they are introduced to conflict and given the competence
to live, navigate and thrive within it. Mukoro (2017) makes a plea for sexuality education
that helps to cultivate and develop what we might call sex cultural intelligence. Sex
cultural intelligent people realise, among others, that one always operates within a
culture or some subsets of culture. They are able to keep an open mind about other
sex cultures, and are able to critically engage in their own and others’ sexual cultures
without being too easily influenced.

Critical reflection on (cultural, religious, societal) values regarding sexuality is promoted
(UNESCO 2018) and broadly acknowledged as one of CSE’s primary learning objectives. In
essence, there is a central role here for the ‘Socratic method’: a dialectical method
involving discussion to discover beliefs, assumptions and arguments and eliminating
contradictions so as to come to more general and shared solutions to value conflicts.
The capacity for critical self-examination and critical thinking about one’s own culture and
traditions also lies at the core of Nussbaum’s (1997) argument for cultivating humanity
and Sen and Nussbaum’s capability approach to human development (Nussbaum 2011).
This approach is widely used in theories of social justice and accounts of development
ethics, and inspired the creation of the UN’s Human Development Index (Robeyns 2016).

In sum, in balancing agency and structure it is key to understand that agents (re)
produce structures and therefore have the opportunity to change them. Moreover,
addressing agency in CSE includes equipping young people with the ability to critically
reflect on and thereby navigate existing structures.
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International partnerships are precarious

Last but certainly not least, an equitable power balance needs to be created between
partners and stakeholders in international collaboration, in CSE or any other area.
Overall, as noted by Roodsaz and others, partnerships in development aid are precar-
ious. Colonial histories, strong versus weak positions in the global economy, and the
(assumed) unidirectional nature of funding streams hamper the establishment of an
equitable power balance between international partners. Interpersonal relations in
technical cooperation, work style and life style issues are significant topics within this
context. Imperialist tendencies and (northern) countries wishing to impose their values
on other (southern) ones, are well-known phenomena in international cooperation.
Clearly, such relations have been met with criticism, for instance in anti- or postcolonial
scholarship, and ethical debate about development aid has grown and diversified
(Gasper 1999). How best can we deal with the clash of values that may present itself
between countries and stakeholders in a variety of areas? Gradually over the years, the
human rights framework has become the standard for ethical relations in this respect, as
well as in development cooperation more broadly (OHCHR 2006). There are two main
rationales for the adoption of a human rights-based approach: (a) the intrinsic rationale,
acknowledging that a human rights-based approach is the right thing to do, morally or
legally; and (b) the instrumental rationale, recognising that a human rights-based
approach leads to better and more sustainable human development outcomes. In
practice, the reason for pursuing a human rights-based approach is usually a blend of
these two.

In international cooperative work on CSE, a human rights based approach needs to
be employed both with respect to programme content as well as the implementation
process. For one thing, a proper balance needs to be found between northern and
southern stakeholders in defining and tuning concepts such as ‘empowerment’, ‘rights’
and ‘agency’ (for girls as well as boys), or ‘comprehensiveness’ in the first place. In our
experience, collaborative tuning with local stakeholders is one of the most crucial
aspects of the implementation of sexuality education in the context of development
cooperation (cf. Vanwesenbeeck 2016). This tuning definitely includes attention to
religion. In Pakistan, for example, religious scholars have been involved in adapting
the sexual education curriculum (called ‘life skills education’ locally), resulting in the
inclusion of quotations from the Quran to support the manual (Chandra-Mouli et al.
2018). And in Pakistan, Bangladesh and Indonesia, Rutgers’ educational programme has,
among others, been implemented in madrassa’s or religious schools.

A thorough review of the international literature by Hague, Miedema, and Le Mat
(2017) on CSE related implementation processes shows, that approaches to CSE appear
to vary at macro, meso, and micro levels and shape the varied understandings and
delivery of CSE as a result. These variations are bound to change over time. Hague,
Miedema, and Le Mat (2017) express hope that, rather than the still all too prevalent top-
down approach to guidance of CSE, a circular learning process (see Figure 1) will
gradually prevail that will increasingly create understanding and consensus among
different sets of actors and across varying contexts as to what CSE should, at a minimum,
encompass. Clearly, the question of sexual rights will have to be key priority in these
processes.
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Sexual rights are controversial

As is clear from Roodsaz’ study and many others, sexual rights and sensitive topics such
as same-sex sexual relationships and abortion have always been controversial, both in
sex education and beyond. Even today, societal and political ambivalence and resistance
are high, not least in traditional societies such as the USA and many developing
countries. It is crucial therefore to acknowledge the political dimension of sexual rights
(cf. Bijlmakers, de Haas, and Peters 2018). At UN gatherings, the matter of sexual rights is
nearly always cause for heated debate. At the level of CSE delivery, resistance towards
sexual rights and connected sensitive topics results in educators often skipping these
subjects, teachers not adhering to programme fidelity, and content being transformed
to better align with competing values (e.g. Flink et al. 2017; Rijsdijk et al. 2013; Sidze
et al. 2017; Vanwesenbeeck et al. 2016). Often, as in Roodsaz’ study, stakeholders narrow
down the concept of sexual rights to the right to (reproductive) health and health care
services.

However understandable, such adaptations detract from programme effectiveness.
Programmes that do not emphasise gender, power and rights have been shown to have
less likelihood of reducing rates of sexually transmitted infections and unintended
pregnancies (Haberland and Rogow 2015). There is evidence that a well designed
rights-based approach in CSE programmes can lead to short-term positive effects on
knowledge and attitudes, increased communication with parents about sex and relation-
ships, and greater self-efficacy to manage risky situations. Longer-term significant posi-
tive effects have also been found for psychosocial and some behavioural outcomes
(Rohrbach et al. 2015; UNESCO 2016). Beyond this, young people have a fundamental
interest in learning about their sexual rights. Without close attention to human and
sexual rights, truly empowering and inclusive sexual and public health cannot be
achieved in the first place. The desirability of CSE being firmly grounded in internation-
ally accepted human rights, not least the right to access appropriate health-related
information, is now widely acknowledged by relevant international bodies such as

Figure 1. A circular learning process in the development of CSE policies and programmes. © Hague,
Miedema & Le Mat, 2017.
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UNFPA (2010, 2015), UNESCO (2018) and the European Expert Group on Sexuality
Education (2016).

But what exactly does a rights-based approach in CSE entail? According to Berglas,
Constantine, and Ozer (2014), it can be defined as the intersection of four main dimen-
sions. First, it is rooted in the principle that young people have sexual rights, such as
access to information and services and self-determination. Second, a rights-based
approach goes beyond health-oriented goals such as reducing unintended pregnancies
and STIs, to aim for empowerment. Third, it implies the adoption of a broad curriculum,
including attention to gender norms, violence, individual rights and responsibilities in
relationships, sexual orientation, sexual expression and pleasure. Finally, a participatory
teaching approach aims to engage young people in critical thinking. As such, a rights-
based approach includes and goes well beyond the health-based approach. Moreover, a
rights-based approach requires attention be given to sensitive topics as abortion, sexual
diversity and pleasure. The curriculum in Bangladesh, for example, spends ample time
on issues such as gender, violence, responsibility and critical thinking.

Again, however, a balance needs to be found, in this case between health and rights
perspectives in sexuality education. Specifically for Bangladesh, an approach focusing
only on health has been said to be ineffective in that it principally problematises young
people’s sexual behaviour (Nahar, van Reeuwijk, and Reis 2013; van Reeuwijk and Nahar
2013). van Reeuwijk and Nahar (2013) argue that, also in Bangladesh, a rights-based and
sex-positive approach that goes beyond a health-based approach will better help young
people to make sense of the multiplicity of messages they encounter and reduce
unnecessary feelings of guilt and anxiety. Moreover, they argue that only a deep rooted
respect for young peoples’ sexual rights may lead to outcomes such as empowerment
and a reduction of gender inequality, sexual violence, shame, fear and insecurity,
discrimination and stigma.

However, when resistance to sexual rights is strong, it is not always necessary to make
a rights-based approach explicit in CSE materials, as implicit framing and language can
be useful tools to make the content contextually appropriate and acceptable. Moreover,
by building trust over time, an expansion of content to become progressively more
rights-based is feasible (Nasserzadeh and Pejman 2017). It is important, therefore, that
educators, including parents and the wider community are supported in discussing,
advocating, acknowledging and respecting young people’s sexual rights. Controversy
over sexual rights is one of the main reasons why the promotion of sexual and
reproductive health demands multiple strategies be used at the same time. Therefore,
NGOs such as Rutgers are, when offered the opportunity, increasingly and wholeheart-
edly dedicated to not limiting themselves to the delivery of CSE alone.

Not by CSE alone

The need for multicomponent approaches (bringing together actions to improve
individual empowerment, strengthen the health system and create a more SRHR
supportive environment) has been apparent for some time (e.g. Auerbach,
Parkhurst, and Caceres 2011; Fitzpatrick 2018; UNESCO 2018; Vanwesenbeeck 2011).
It was felt particularly deeply when the response to HIV shifted from an emergency to
a longer-term response (cf. Auerbach, Parkhurst, and Caceres 2011), and when it
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became clear that a change from HIV prevention focusing on the individual to a more
comprehensive strategy modifying social conditions was central to success in tackling
the epidemic. A social/structural approach was called for which addresses the key
drivers of HIV vulnerability that affect the ability of individuals to protect themselves
and others against HIV. Multicomponent approaches are more sustainable than
single-component interventions because they also achieve change in social and
cultural factors. They are more synergetic because they address both demand and
supply in relation to the uptake of health services. They target different groups and
are therefore more diverse in their reach. Moreover, the use of a variety of methods
and strategies offers a better chance of reaching a variety of groups with different
needs and circumstances.

Gradually, multiple approaches have come to been implemented in the area of SRHR
promotion (e.g. Chandra-Mouli et al. 2015; Denno, Hoopes, and Chandra-Mouli 2015;
Fonner et al. 2014; Kesterton and Cabral de Mello 2010; Svanemyr et al. 2015a;
Svanemyr, Baig, and Chandra-Mouli 2015b; UNESCO 2018; Vanwesenbeeck 2014).
Svanemyr, Baig, and Chandra-Mouli (2015b), for example, have argued for an ‘ecological
framework’ to creating enabling environments at the individual level (empower girls,
create safe spaces), at the relationship level (build parental support, peer support net-
works), at the community level (engage men and boys, transform gender and other
social norms), and at the broad societal level (promote laws and policies that protect
and promote human rights). A 20-year ICPD progress report by Chandra-Mouli et al.
(2015) shows that sexuality education is most impactful when school-based programmes
are complemented by community elements, including condom distribution, building
awareness and support, increasing demand for SRH education and services among
youth, addressing gender inequalities, providing training for health providers, and
involving parents, teachers and other community gatekeepers such as religious leaders.
The authors argue for ‘SRH intervention packages’ to improve CSE’s effectiveness. There
is also heightened awareness that sexuality educators need proper facilitation, training
and support, both within and outside schools to deliver sexuality education in an
effective, enabling and inclusive way (e.g. Vanwesenbeeck et al. 2016; WHO & BZgA,
2017). There is a strong need to link school-based education with non-school-based
youth-friendly health services and also with social marketing and franchising (Kesterton
and Cabral de Mello 2010).

From our experience in a high income country like the Netherlands with its relatively
favourable SRHR situation, we have learned that we have got to where we are now by
unrelentingly addressing the social drivers of SRHR at multiple levels. As an international
NGO, Rutgers has taken this experience to its programming in other countries as well.
We work, for instance, from the ecological principle that at least three crucial conditions
have to be met for adequate SRHR to take root: the widespread implementation of high
quality comprehensive sexuality education; low-threshold access to youth friendly sexual
health services and supplies; and an overall enabling, supportive sociocultural environ-
ment (see Figure 2). Each one of these three drivers is crucial, but on their own each of
them is insufficient to establish desired change.

Using such a philosophy, a diverse palette of strategies may be employed to build a
supportive, enabling use for school-based CSE. A relatively recent strategy to create a
support system for school-based CSE is the employment of a so-called Whole School
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Approach for Sexuality Education (WSA for SE) (Rutgers 2016; see also Vanwesenbeeck
2016). Pilot evaluations of this approach in Western Kenya and Eastern Uganda are
beginning to show positive results (Flink, Schaapveld, and Page 2018). For instance,
links with nearby SRH service providers have been newly established and have
increased young people’s access to SRHR information. School environments have
become significantly safer and the percentage of pupils who feel completely or mostly
secure at school has risen. The level of student participation and decision-making in
schools has increased with students taking part in strategic decision making about the
school’s code of conduct, and peer educators have been trained and coached as extra-
curricular SRHR educators. Parental involvement has also increased substantially and
parents are increasingly interested and supportive. And schools themselves have taken
important steps in creating ownership and future sustainability in terms gaining the
(financial) support of parents, community and political stakeholders. In addition, a WSA
for SE has successfully advanced the development of a teacher supportive infrastruc-
ture. WSA for SE schools were shown to have developed a number of techniques to
increase teacher motivation, such as teacher teams to improve collaboration and
mentorship. Moreover, teachers have reported changes in their own beliefs, attitudes
and knowledge regarding the teaching of sensitive topics such as contraception,
abortion and sexual diversity, which they had previously skipped. Teachers also
reported the increased use of and confidence in participatory teaching methods (see
Flink, Schaapveld, and Page 2018).

Tactful, careful community building

In general, there is a huge need for community building to strengthen positive attitudes
towards sexuality education in general and to sexual rights specifically. This has been
shown to be possible and fruitful, also in sex conservative settings, provided it is imple-
mented with tact and care (e.g. Chandra-Mouli et al. 2018; Denno, Hoopes, and Chandra-
Mouli 2015). In Uganda, Save the Children’s Gender Roles, Equity and Transformation
(GREAT) project successfully has used a Community Action Cycle to engage communities

Figure 2. Rutgers’ ecological model for SRHR promotion.
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and create support for adolescent SRHR and more gender equitable norms (Institute for
Reproductive Health 2016). In Pakistan, NGO Rutgers Pakistan has been successful in
advancing support for sexuality education with careful implementation of a number of
key strategies that included sensitising and engaging key stakeholders, including religious
groups, schools, health and education government officials, parents and young people
themselves; tactfully designing and framing the curricula with careful consideration of
context and sensitive topics; institutionalising programmes within the school system;
showcasing school programmes to increase transparency; and engaging the media to
enhance and build positive public perceptions (Chandra-Mouli et al. 2018; Svanemyr et al.
2015a; Svanemyr, Baig, and Chandra-Mouli 2015b).

In Bangladesh, BRAC university has been successful in creating a public space and
dialogue on sexuality and rights in a likewise challenging environment (Rashid et al. 2011).
BRAC set out on a community building project that had a particular interest in bridging
international and local understandings of sexual and reproductive rights. Over a four-year
period, a series of learning and capacity building activities has been organised consisting
of training workshops, meetings, conferences and dialogues. These brought together
different combinations of stakeholders –members of sexual minorities, academics, service
providers, advocacy organisations, media and policy makers. This process contributed to
developing more effective advocacy strategies through challenging representations of
sexuality and rights in the public domain. Gradually, these efforts gave visibility to hidden
or stigmatised sexuality and rights issues through interim outcomes that have created
important steps towards changing attitudes and policies. These interim outcomes
included creating safe spaces for sexual minorities to meet and strategise, the develop-
ment of learning materials for university students, and engagement with legal rights
groups on issues of sexual rights. As BRAC’s work has shown, a careful, step-by-step
process can raise public debate on sexuality and rights and make issues such as discrimi-
nation more visible to policy makers and other key stakeholders, even in a context such as
Bangladesh. Moreover, the project has shown that, in a challenging context such as
Bangladesh, respect for sexual rights is important, desired and attainable.

It is important to note, however, that challenging contexts can be found everywhere and
are certainly not limited to the global South. As a number of recent publications in this
journal demonstrate, community building to enhance attitudes towards sexuality education
is as important in (parts of) countries such as the USA (e.g. Secor-Turner et al. 2017), Australia
(Ferfolja and Ullman 2017) and Ireland (Wilentz 2016). In the Netherlands, relentless advo-
cacy has brought about continued success. In addition to community building at a national
level, the usefulness of regional cooperation at the level of continents has also been
illustrated, for instance for Latin America (Steinhart et al. 2013; also see UNFPA 2015).

Community building is a prerequisite to the proper contextualisation of CSE pro-
grammes, i.e. the process of adoption and adaptation of a programme in and to a certain
context. There may be evidence that sexuality programmesmay be successfully transported
from one setting to another and still have a positive impact on knowledge, attitudes or
behaviours (Fonner et al. 2014; Kirby, Obasi, and Laris 2006; UNESCO 2018). However, in the
light of applicability and effectiveness as well as local ownership and sustainability, it is
preferable that they be tailored to local needs in culturally sensitive ways. As shown by
Roodsaz (2018) for Rutgers’ The World Starts With Me programme in Bangladesh, cultural
sensitivity remains to be a challenge, especially when aspects deemed essential (such as a
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rights-based perspective) are not supported by local stakeholders’ norms and practices. The
statement made by one of Roodsaz’ interviewees that, ‘we claim rights only to make the
donors happy, especially when they are from the Netherlands’, suggests that the adoption
process of CSE in Bangladesh has (or had at the time) not been fully complete. In fact,
contextualisation is never complete. It is an ongoing practice. Roodsaz’ interviewee may
have been relatively new to the process. Staff turnover, policy change and global develop-
ments make it necessary constantly to renew and intensify efforts. In addition, some people
may simply bemore open to the concept of sexual rights than others. There is also reason to
believe that the adoption of new cultural values is more difficult when adherence to
traditional values is relatively strong (Villar and Concha 2012). Because of this, respect for
sexual rights may always remain patchy, with proponents and adversaries entangled in
eternal battles and/or with support for some rights being relatively strong (e.g. the right to
information) but not so for others (e.g. same-sex sexuality or abortion rights). To a certain
extent, international programming in development aid contexts is always a matter of subtle
manoeuvring, balancing and compromise. Cultural sensitivity is a tough job never done and
discussion about it should remain on the agenda. Roodsaz (2018) was right once again to
ring the alarm. Her article resonates well with the suggestion by Chandra-Mouli and
colleagues (2018) of the need to share experiences on (local) resistance to sexuality educa-
tion and try and develop a toolbox of strategies for community uptake. There is no
alternative to ‘simply’ keeping up the pace and holding strong.

Two final observations are worth making on international cooperation and move-
ment building. First, given cultural multiplicity and the diversity of local organisations
and stakeholders in every setting, we urge international NGO professionals to find local
allies with whom they share perspectives. From a shared perspective, collaboration is
less stressful, civil society strengthening is more likely to take root, and progress is easier
to attain. Additionally, it may be strategically wise to connect to parties such as local
decision-makers, whose views are not necessarily the same as your own but who are in a
position to structurally advance the SRHR agenda. Second, many knowledge gaps
remain about the complex processes involved in CSE implementation and SRHR promo-
tion more generally. There is a pressing need therefore for further research on effective
mechanisms, reach and impact as well as design, delivery, advocacy and community
building. Implementation research in its diverse forms is a key component to add to our
much needed multiple approach. For at the end of the day, SRHR does not thrive by CSE
alone.
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