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Abstract: The study proposes an integrated conceptual model that
systematically integrates the social norms effects literature with the practical
taxonomies and community mobilisation models NGOs can employ in low-
resource contexts. Drawing from meta-reviews, extant typologies, and best-
practice literature on norm diffusion, facilitated community dialogues, and
collective efficacy, the study identifies for operational purposes the means
through which gender stereotypes can be contested and women’s voice
strengthened. The strategy focuses on tactics like enlisting male allies,
activating influential community networks and influencing gatekeepers in
relation to collective action for normative change. The strength and utility of
the framework in guiding development programming and advocacy can be seen
when using the criteria for evaluating the completeness of a framework, its
usefulness for NGO programming, potential for uptake in policy, conceptual
clarity and actionability. One of the contributions of this paper is a policy-
relevant, evidence-informed model we provide to NGOs and policy-makers to
create economically viable, gender transformative initiatives that include the
component of social norms change as part of broader economic empowerment
approaches.
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Bridging Social Norms Theory and Community Mobilization: Pathways for Overcoming
Gender Stereotypes in Women’s Economic Empowerment Programs

Introduction

Deep-seated social structural norms and expectations shaped intergenerational
back flags are a major challenge to the involvement of young women in economic
empowerment interventions, particularly in peri-urban and resource-scarce settings.
Such constraints are experienced not only as barriers to individual action but also are
entrenched in the collective understandings within communities, producing
inhospitable contexts for programmatic interventions. To address these continuing
challenges, this article offers a theoretical frame that supplements well-known
models of social norms change with pragmatic tools for community mobilization.
The method combines disparate best-practice literatures and typologies, focuses on
evidence-based mechanisms such as norm diffusion and targeted engagement with
influential gatekeepers, and emphasizes the importance of catalyzing collective
action and allyship in the design of effective women’s economic empowerment
programing.

Theory Mobilization Pathways Metrics Outcomes
Norms _: Agency _: Diffusion * Indicator . Shift
' . . T u L] '
Mechanism 4. Dialogue 4. Allyship * Participation * Empowerment
- e L .
Taxonomy Engageﬁent —e Belief

Figure 1. Conceptual overview illustrating the linkage between social norms theory, community
mobilization processes, and pathways for overcoming gender stereotypes in women’s economic
empowerment programs. The figure summarizes the integrative approach and highlights the
intersections that form the foundation for the paper’s analysis.

This figure (1) visually encapsulates the integration of social norms theory with
community mobilization mechanisms to address gendered barriers affecting
women's economic empowerment, supporting the paper's conceptual foundation.

Background and Rationale

Ingrained gender stereotypes and social expectations continue to deny young
women work, particularly in places that value traditional family roles over individual
freedoms. However, there is growing recognition in the recent literature that complex
theorizing is needed that accounts for the ways in which these social norms are
maintained but challenged through targeted intervention, as in the case of areas where
NGOs have limited capacity (Macura et al., 2023; Lowe et al., 2022). These efforts
could also include using active norm programs, running community conversations,
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and building a collective efficacy and effort to engage various stakeholders and
locate gatekeepers within the community (King et al., 2023). Whilst there is evidence
of established evidence-based practices coming to the fore, there remains room in
which to implement these effectively into the day-to-day given implementation
(re)sources and other constraints, demonstrating the need to collate bestpractice
evidence, proven typologies and existing toolkits, to offer program designers
evidence for the design and scale of the program.

Research Problem and Objectives

Social and familial norms play a major role in limiting the power of young women
to participate in economic enterprises, especially in areas where the traditional
gender order structures various aspects of daily life. This article aims to address the
pressing necessity of connecting purely abstract models of social norms change to
the details of how resource-constrained NGOs design interventions. Specific
objectives include: - Articulating how norm diffusion, community dialogue and
collective efficacy can be operationalized by NGOs in peri-urban, grassroots
settings; - Synthesizing the best-practice literature and templates, typologies and case
studies with models of male engagement to illuminate how NGOs can proceed; -
Building policy and programmatic recommendations - grounded in evidence from
meta-reviews and tool kits. This, in turn, will form the basis to support analysis of
theory-practice in gender transformative economic empowerment interventions
(Macura et al., 2023; Lowe et al., 2022, Bernays et al., 2023).

Table 1. Core research objectives and practical focus areas

Objective Focus Area Intended Outcome
. . Social norms transformation Evidence-based NGO
Link theory and practice . . .
models intervention design
. Norm diffusion, dialogue, Operational models for
Integrate key mechanisms . .
collective efficacy grassroots settings

. . Literature, typologies, male Actionable NGO
Synthesize best-practices .
engagement programming pathways

Policy and cost-effective

Distill recommendations Meta-reviews, toolkits .
program guidance

This table (1) provides a summary of the main research objectives aligned with
thematic intervention focus areas and expected outcomes.
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Theoretical Foundations

Social norms and gender stereotypes largely influence access to resources, power
relations, and decision-making within WEE, and found themselves at the heart of
community-based activities where these norms are deeply rooted (Lowe et al., 2022;
O'Brien et al., 2022). Among theoretical models, social norms theory has been
instrumental in demonstrating that it is possible to measure rates of norm
internalization and behavioural expectation (Heller et al., 2023); norm diffusion
models, which show how new role behaviours spread (Lowe et al., 2022; King et al.,
2023); community mobilization frameworks, which emphasize collective agency;
and collective efficacy theory, which has measured the extent to which belief in joint
action is shared (King et al., 2023). Embedding these with intersectionality-informed
and collective action frameworks can facilitate finer grained understanding of how
gender norms are reinforced and challenged through participatory strategies and
identify more broadly how NGOs can design locally adaptable programs to foster
dialogue, positive deviance, and sustained normative change (Lowe et al., 2022;
King et al., 2023; O'Brien et al., 2022).

Table 2. Comparison of Key Conceptual Frameworks

Implications for
Mechanisms
Framework/Model Core Focus ] Grassroots
Emphasized .
Interventions
Norm Identify key
. . . Reference groups, . .
Social Norms Theory internalization, . group influencers, shift
. expectations
sanctions norm referents

Leverage early

Norm Diffusion
adopters, catalyse

Spread of novel Innovation, peer

Model behaviours influence
change
. . Dialogue, co- . .
Community Collective agency, . Foster inclusive
e S production, local . .
Mobilization participation . dialogue, build trust
ownership
. . St h
Collective Efficacy Shared belief in Mutual support, rengt er% group
Theory capacity joint action agency, reinforce
achievements
. . . . Interlocki Target 1 d
Intersectional/Collecti Addressing multiple nteriocking arget layere

ve Action

axes of oppression

identities, coalition
building

barriers, integrate
coalition strategies

This table (2) provides a structured comparison of leading conceptual and theoretical
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frameworks addressing social norms and community mobilization in the context of
women's economic empowerment.

Theory Actors Engagement Mechanism Outcomes

Norms o Family =+ Dialogue - . Agency —=Empowerment

e
I
I
Diffusion & Leader —=  Coalition :

Institution . Inquiry ® Spread

Figure 2. Integrative conceptual framework for norm change through community mobilization

This figure (2) visualizes the integrated conceptual framework by linking social
norms theory and community mobilization mechanisms to illustrate pathways for
challenging gender stereotypes in grassroots women's economic empowerment
programs.

Social Norms Theory and Gender Stereotypes

Social norms theory is helpful as a theoretical framework to examine the way
shared social expectations have sustained deep-seated gender stereotypes that
systematically constrain women’s economic activity and independence. This model
is based on the assumption that involving the community in discussion is a key step
in altering both descriptive and injunctive norms that reinforce disproportionate
gender roles. Grassroots NGOs serve as an accelerator of local trust and the society's
collective efficacy to challenge not only legally sanctioned forms of discrimination,
but also normative obstacles buried in everyday gestures. The convergence of drivers
of normative change and gender norms highlights the agency of women and broader
community reference groups in needing to develop their own context Formulated
strategies for sustainable women’s economic empowerment (Lowe et al., 2022;
Macura et al., 2023; O’Brien et al., 2022).

Models of Community Mobilization

Table 3. Comparison of Community Mobilization Models for Normative Change

Relevance to
Theoretical

Model Definition Mechanisms Basi Gender
asis
Stereotypes
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Engages
. roups to Reference Challenges
Social Norms group . g
redefine groups, Social norms stereotypes by
Theory-Based . o
. accepted sanctions, theory shifting group
Mobilization . .
behaviors and expectations standards
expectations
Targets spread
of niw P Introduces and
Norm . Peer diffusion, Diffusion of normalizes
e behaviors . . . . .
Diffusion innovation, innovations diverse
through change . .
Approach . adoption theory economic roles
agents 1n
. for women
community
Fosters joint o
. ] . Mobilizes
action among Collective
. . . support and
Collective community agency, self- Collective L
. . participation to
Action Model members to efficacy, local action theory
. confront
advance shared ~ ownership
stereotypes
goals
Builds on
L community .. Identifies and
Appreciative Participatory i
. strengths . Appreciative scales
Inquiry- discovery, . .
. through L Inquiry empowering
Inspired . envisioning .
e positive framework practices for
Mobilization . change
dialogue and women
co-creation
Enables multi-
Addresses
. . layered
overlapping Cross-cutting . .
. . . . interventions
Intersectional systems of alliances, Intersectionalit .
. S . . against gender-
Mobilization discrimination intersectional y framework based
via inclusive analysis .
» economic
coalitions .
barriers

This table (3) provides a comparative overview of prominent community
mobilization models, their core mechanisms, theoretical underpinnings, and specific
relevance for addressing gender stereotypes in the context of women's economic
empowerment.

Community mobilization approaches are about harnessing collective power to
drive normative change, including the challenge of entrenched gender norms that
block women’s economic empowerment. Significant models are based on factors
such as small group discussion, reference group participation, informed questioning,
spread of new actions and broad based coalition development. These models are
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based on theoretical frameworks ranging from social norms theory, collective action,
appreciative inquiry and intersectionality, providing multiple intervener points for
local NGOs to catalyse community mobilization, influence normative change and
support women’s empowerment (Lowe et al., 2022; Heller et al., 2023; Albert et al.,
2023).

Methodology

This framework relies on a systematic process for the integration of conceptual
frameworks, which draws from social norms theory, practice-based taxonomies, and
approaches around community mobilization. The approach is this: Basic social
norming theory is used to underpin the identification of significant mechanisms
mediating gendered economic practice. Based on adopted practice-based
taxonomies, the next categorization of meaningful interventions is explored as
follows. Finally, key theories of mobilizing the community are discussed to map the
potential of collective agency and communication to generate normative change. The
synthesis builds on an iterative review of literature, cross-model mapping, and
validation of the synthesis through triangulation across theoretical and empirical
sources (Albert et al., 2023; Lowe et al., 2022; Heller et al., 2023).

Theory Governance Process Evaluation Outcome
Norms e Structure —=* Collecton 3 Monitoring — Adoption
Taxonomy ——* Gatekeeper o Dialogue —* Feedback o Shift
: ‘ : — ;
Model o Protocol —=  Network ------- - -‘ -------- : Ownership

—— = \Validation

Figure 3. Conceptual framework synthesizing social norms theory, practice-oriented taxonomies, and
community mobilization models for women's economic empowerment programming.

This figure (3) provides a visual summary of the integrative conceptual framework
combining theoretical and practical pathways relevant for women's economic
empowerment in peri-urban NGO contexts.

Conceptual Framework Development

The study was themed using a conceptual model, which was developed using an
integrative synthesis approach underpinned by social norms theory, pragmatically
oriented taxonomies, and models of community mobilization. We used this method
to synthesise different theoretical and applied standpoints into a comprehensive
model that can orient interventions to combat gender stereotypes in women’s

economic empowerment. Method We seek to chart logic and mechanisms derived
June 2025 Enterprise Development & Microfinance Vol. 35 No. 1
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from foundational theories and principles, match practice taxonomies targeting the
components of interventions, and bridge community mobilization models
emphasizing participatory and capacity-building processes. The model developed in
this paper constructs chains that connect changes in local norms to lofty
empowerment outcomes with an appreciation of the contextual and interactional
factors so important to the planning of GCS program (Albert et al., 2023; Lowe et
al., 2022; King et al., 2023).

Synthesis of Evidence

This is an integration that utilizes the best available empirical, theoretical, and
practical knowledge to guide the pathways that begin to assert themselves as conduits
to challenging the gender division of labor (social norms theory, (derived)p ractice
taxonomies of NGOs, community mobilization models). The review went beyond
being merely a synthesizing review Mobile and communicative frame and norms and
main result learning lessons success strategies are those that systematically combine
the frames for transforming norms, the taxonomies derived from local experience,
and mobilization strategies that foster local involvement and enable people to take
ownership of sustainability. There is evidence of the necessity of incorporating such
mechanisms of normative change (e.g., challenging reference group norms, using
peer influence) in the design of structured NGO models and multi-level community
interventions confronted by intersectional and collective action principles (Albert et
al., 2023; Lowe et al., 2022; Mannell et al., 2022).

Table 4. Synthesis of Pathways Linking Theory and Practice

Pathway . Operational o
Component Core Mechanism Example Empirical Support
. Shift i . .
Social Norms x ! ecltlelltions Community Meta-reviews
Reframing P . ’ dialogue sessions (Albert et al., 2023)
sanctions
. Toolkits fq der- Practice-based
NGO Taxonomy Program typologies, 00. . s for gender rac IC? ase
Inteeration best practices sensitive synthesis (Lowe et
& p interventions al., 2022)
. Coalition building, Mixed-method
Community Local agency, ..
e ) participatory fieldwork (Mannell
Mobilization collective efficacy .
planning etal., 2022)
Enterprise Development & Microfinance Vol. 35 No. 1 June 2025
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Intersectional Addressing multiple Inclusive coalition Qualitative
Approaches oppressions design comparative studies

This table (4) synthesizes core theoretical and practical pathways connecting social
norms transformation, NGO programming typologies, and community mobilization
models for women's economic empowerment.

Strategy Outcome
Theory Taxonomy Mobilization .
Incentive _ e Accountability
Norms . e Gatekeeper « Dialogue
‘ ‘ ! : Polic "+ Reliability
. | ’—. y l
| . :
Diffusion [ . o Ally —= Agency . ...
. I . Reduction
| .
Toolkit |, Network .. .s Training

Figure 4. Conceptual framework linking key pathways

Figure 5. This figure (4) presents a synthesized conceptual framework visualizing the
pathways between social norms theory, NGO-derived taxonomies, and community
mobilization models relevant for women’s economic empowerment.

Meta-Reviews and Taxonomies

Meta-reviews and taxonomies are instrumental in making sense of the evidence
base for social norms interventions, helping practitioners make sense of an array of
theoretical and practical models for encouraging gender normative change. Notable
frameworks in this area are social norms theory, sense of norm diffusion theories,
community mobilization models, approaches infused with appreciative inquiry, and
intersectional or collective action taxonomies. These frameworks offer alternative
but complementary views of how norms are formed, maintained, and altered at the
local level, and highlight mechanics of collective agency, sanctioning, coproduction,
and interlocking systems of marginalization. Thus, meta-reviews emphasize the need
to ground such frameworks in real-world settings, to map pathways, mechanisms and
possible constraints across different programmatic environments (Lowe et al., 2022;
Albert et al., 2023; Mannell et al., 2022).
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Table 5. Taxonomies of Social Norms Transformation and Mobilization Models

Framework/T Core
L Mechanisms Strengths Limitations
axonomy Principles
Clarifies May overlook
Reference . Y
. Norm behavioral power
Social Norms . . groups, . .
internalization drivers, dynamics,
Theory . enforcement, . . .
, sanctioning . identifies key adaptive
expectations .
influencers processes
Leverages .
. s Risk of
Norm Innovation, social
o Spread of new eo uneven
Diffusion . peer diffusion, networks, .
behaviors adoption,
Model early adopters catalyzes ..
limited depth
change
. Dialogue, Fosters local Resource
. Collective s . . .
Community trust-building, agency, builds intensive,
e agency, .
Mobilization L local long-term variable pace
participation .
ownership change of uptake
L .. Builds on Ma
Appreciative .. Participatory . Y
. Positive . community underplay
Inquiry- S discovery,
. dialogic S strengths, entrenched
Inspired envisioning .
e engagement enhances conflict or
Mobilization change . .
motivation resistance
. . Inclusive Targets Complex
Intersectional/ Addressing .. g. p .
. coalitions, multiple coordination,
Collective layered . . . . .
. . intersectional barriers risk of diluted
Action oppressions .
analysis concurrently focus

This table (5) compares primary taxonomies of social norms transformation and
community mobilization models, summarizing their defining principles, operative
mechanisms, advantages, and key limitations for women's economic empowerment
programs.

NGO Toolkits and Case-Based Practices

These have included toolkits developed by civil society organizations (CSOs), and
case-based practices converted or adapted to fight gender norms and to support the
economic empowerment of women, ground on newly devised frameworks that
promote co-production, equity, engagement at the community and local level, and
place-based adoption and adaption (Albert et al.,, 2023, Lowe et al.,, 2022). Best
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practice can be described as a programmes that are sensitive to the context in which
work is being conducted, and combine structured, formal deployments with local 'fit'
(e.g. participatory needs assessments, interventions that are designed and evaluated
through iterative cycles that include community responses, and flexibility to reflect
cultural, social and economic context) (Gunn et al., 2013; OBrien et al, 2022;
Bernays et al., 2023). The case studies that follow each highlight several principles
for good practice in NGO toolkits, including learning between groups, sharing of
power, using locally generated knowledge, supporting flexible resourcing, and
monitoring of social and structural change.

Table 6. Hallmarks of Effective NGO Toolkits for Gender Empowerment

Feature

Operational
Mechanism

Example Practice

Empirical Source

Co-production

Reciprocity

Power-sharing

Cultural adaptation

Resource flexibility

Continuous
evaluation

Joint agenda-setting
with communities

Mutual benefit for
all stakeholders

Distributed roles
and shared
decision-making

Contextual tailoring
of interventions

Dynamic allocation
to emergent
priorities

Iterative monitoring
and adaptation

Focus groups and
local advisory
boards

Feedback loops and
benefit sharing

Steering groups
with community
members

Participatory design
and language
adaptation

Multi-source
funding models

Member-checking
and stakeholder
review

Albert et al. (2023)

Lowe et al. (2022)

Bernays et al.
(2023)

O'Brien et al.
(2022)

Albert et al. (2023)

Lowe et al. (2022)

This table (6) distills hallmark attributes and operational mechanisms defining
effective NGO toolkits for mobilizing community-driven gender empowerment, with
empirical examples from the literature.
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Framework for Overcoming Gender Stereotypes

Developed through an integrative approach to theory and practice, the model draws
from social norm theory, practice-based taxonomies and community mobilisation
frameworks to target barriers to young women's economic engagement in resource-
constrained environments. Central mechanisms include the diffusion of new norms,
structured community dialogue, and enhanced collective efficacy, which lead to
normative changes and sustained local ownership. Examples of game-changing
approaches include: - Working with influential hubs and norm gatekeepers; -
Leading inclusive discussions to shake up the traditional gender playing field; -
Using peer networks to speed up norm uptake; - Generating collective agency for
strong, lasting program impact. The framework is built on evidence from meta-
reviews, established typologies and NGO toolkits, to provide practical guidance for
NGOs who wish to design effective, gender transformative interventions in peri-
urban grassroots contexts (Albert et al., 2023; Lowe et al., 2022; Bernays et al.,
2023).

Theory Dialogue Agency Outcome
Engagement
Norms o Facilitaton — _¢ Collective ~----------------- *  Adoption
g v v —9 —® v
=== Male
Actors 3  Peer o Gatekeeper P == - - *Empowerment

Inclusive

Figure 6. Conceptual framework illustrating the interconnections between norm diffusion, community
dialogue facilitation, and collective efficacy in overcoming gender stereotypes within women's
economic empowerment programs.

This figure (5) provides an integrated visual model mapping the theorized pathways
and practical mechanisms by which NGOs can mobilize communities and
mainstream gender transformative strategies, as synthesized in this section.

Framework Application in Peri-Urban Grassroots Contexts

The integrated model for social norms change offers a pragmatic directionality for
the Peri-urban based grassroots NGOs to adopt and address WEE provisions through
the removal of gender-bias stereotypical views and societal normative barriers within
to enable women to be on par with men. The peri-urban is comprised by fluid social
structures, combinations of rural and urban influences and mobilities of resources,
where theoretical models must be loosely revisited against local realities (Lowe et
al., 2022; Macura et al., 2023). Successful translation into action requires
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identification of gatekeepers in their specific contexts, the activation of local
reference groups and the optimization of coalition-forming community engagement,
ensuring local power dynamics remain intact (Bernays et al., 2023). Policies and
strategies should aim to balance the ideal with the real (e.g. funding restraints, high
population mobility, varying stakeholder priorities). To strengthen these, and among
other mechanisms on which collective efficacy is contingent (including engaging
women in planning, open, self-reflective dialogue and recognising intersectional
identities) then, as Gram et al., 2022; O'Brien et al., 2022; van Reeuwijk et al., 2023,
argue, NGOs can help to drive norm change, (re)enforce positive behaviour and
promote local ownership and therefore sustainability of economic opportunities for
women.

Entry Dialogue Mobilization

o Agency Impact
Gatekeeper | g3 Inclusive | o Peer

Efficacy | .e Diffusion
Actor —=  Coalition . '

Group 3 Coaction __e Adherence

Figure 7. Conceptual diagram illustrating the adaptation of the integrative framework
for social norms transformation within peri-urban grassroots contexts. The figure
highlights pathways of norm diffusion, roles of community actors, mechanisms for
collective efficacy, and how NGOs can strategically engage local networks and
gatekeepers to maximize impact under resource constraints.

This figure (6) demonstrates how the integrative framework can be practically
adapted for grassroots NGO application in peri-urban settings, focusing on pathways
for effective norm diffusion and capacity building.

Implications and Recommendations

Table 7. Recommendations Mapped to Evaluation Metrics

Evaluation Metric Recommendation Implementation Priority

Adopt integrated models

Framework .. e .
. uniting norm diffusion, High
Comprehensiveness .
dialogue, and efficacy
o Co-design interventions

Applicability to NGO . . .

. with community networks High
Programming

and local actors
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Anch i li
Potential for Policy nchor programs in public

. evidence and meta-review Medium
Adoption .
synthesis
Distill frameworks into
Conceptual Clarity user-friendly operational High
guides for NGO staff
Prioritize scalable,
Actionability of resource-adapted strategies Hich
Recommendations with clearly defined &

processes

This table (7) summarizes actionable recommendations explicitly mapped to
framework evaluation metrics, providing structured guidance for policy and NGO
program design.

The conceptual framework of the study poses important implications for both
theory and practice on affecting change in entrenched gender norms in grassroots
economic interventions. Theoretical synthesis points to the importance of a unified
approach, incorporating norms diffusion, sustained community discussion, and
collective efficacy to overcomes challenging local contexts and optimise the impact
of the programme. For resource-constrained NGOs, the recommendations identify
pragmatic priorities of action: - Embedding participatory co-design and local
leadership into intervention planning - Relying on open-source evidence, established
typologies and toolkit-based practices - Tailoring implementation to accommodate
network structures, community gatekeepers and resource availability - Synthesizing
user-friendly guides to facilitate staff comprehension and uptake - Aligning
programmatic efforts with policy aims, ethical frameworks and sustainability targets.
Mapped to key indicators these are recommendations that advance feasible and high
impact pathways for gender transformative interventions in peri-urban contexts
(Albert et al., 2023; Lowe et al., 2022; O'Brien et al., 2022).

Conclusion

This paper combines theory and practice in addressing the continual impact of
gendered stereotypes that deny young women the opportunity of economic
empowerment. The paper lays theoretical groundwork for NGO programing in
resource-deprived community settings by linking theories of norm diffusion,
facilitated community dialogue, and collective efficacy. Overall, findings suggest the
value of integrating evidence-based frameworks and best-practice typologies with
strategic male engagement to support sustainable normative shift. Conclusion The
study concludes by proposing practical methods for NGOs to leverage local networks
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and cost-effective strategies and has significant implications for resource utilization,
development, cross-sector partnering and mainstreaming gender-transformative
work.
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