	Starting early: Promoting younger adolescents’ sexual and reproductive health through intimate partner violence intervention  

	Background/Objectives 
Evidence suggests that intimate partner violence (IPV) is experienced across age groups. Yet, it is often mistakenly assumed that IPV is not an issue for younger adolescents (10-14 year-olds).  Interventions with this group therefore often focus narrowly on ‘stranger danger’ and intergenerational sexual abuse. This oversight is a critical gap in promoting the sexual and reproductive health (SRH) needs of younger adolescents. To address this disparity, more research evidence is needed that considers the intersection of age and gender. Our research seeks to address this knowledge gap and inform evidence-based interventions that meet younger adolescents’ distinctive sexual and reproductive health needs, challenges, and emerging threats, including that of IPV.

Methods 
The research presented forms part of an assessment of a five-year pilot intervention—the Sexual Violence in Schools in South Africa programme—implemented by Grassroot Soccer and the Soul City Institute. As part of this evaluation study, qualitative data were generated at baseline and mid-term with learners from selected primary schools. Data collection during the midterm assessment was designed to be responsive to age-related vulnerabilities, given the large proportion of younger adolescents who reported having experienced different forms of intimate partner violence at baseline. Participatory data collection methods (story-telling, participatory mapping, ‘explore or ignore’ discussions) were used. These provide an engaging, less threatening way for younger participants to discuss potentially sensitive topics. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Results 
The data were analysed thematically using a deductive, critical, and constructionist approach, rooted in feminist theory. Findings demonstrate that younger learners' understandings of dating, relationships and sexual practices are informed by the broader socio-cultural discourses around normative masculinities and femininities. Younger adolescents are familiar with, and repeat, similar gendered norms that underpin violence and poor sexual and reproductive health outcomes in older adolescents’ relationships (e.g. female passivity, male aggression and control). Thus, when they begin entering relationships younger adolescents are already socialised into relationship norms are premised on unequal gender norms. 
 
Discussion 
Younger adolescents are at high risk of IPV, yet remain notoriously underserved. Our findings challenge views of younger adolescents as naïve and indicate the need for early intervention with a focus on violence, coercive sex, and dating as important issues in their relationships. 
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