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22 June 2016 
 
 
 

Terms of Reference 
 

Consultancy to Provide Technical Assistance on  
Pilot to Develop a New Stress Measure for Adolescents and Caregivers 

 
Background 
 
In UNICEF’s work across multiple sectors, including social protection, child protection, HIV/AIDS, and health, we 
are often interested in understanding the impacts that policies or programs can have on child, caregiver and 
household well-being.  Often times, intermediate outcomes may first be affected, which subsequently translate 
into beneficial outcomes for individuals and families.  Stress is a risk factor for adverse health outcomes and is a 
key pathway through which several impacts of poverty alleviation and other programs are hypothesized to 
affect outcomes of interest, including mental health, violence, and caregiving practices, the latter which are 
important for child health and nutritional status. Understanding how people experience stress and what the 
major stressors are can have widespread implications for understanding how programs and policies impact 
people’s daily lives.  
 
The Transfer Project, an initiative of UNICEF, FAO and Save the Children UK, evaluates social cash transfer 
programs in seven countries in Africa. Extensive data are collected to capture the effects of these transfer 
programs on a wide range of outcomes such as household demographics, health, productive activities, 
investment, credit-uptake, asset ownership, consumption, and children’s participation in education and work.  
 
Measures of perceived stress have been included in several Transfer Project impact evaluations in sub-Saharan 
Africa. These impact evaluations have generated mixed results in terms of program impact on stress, though the 
programs have proved to reduce poverty and food insecurity, factors which are thought to be major stressors in 
these contexts. One explanation for these lack of impacts may be that existing measures of perceived stress 
have mainly been developed and validated in the United States and western settings and may not capture the 
concept of stress in all settings. In order to capture stress as a potential pathway for positive outcomes in 
poverty alleviation programs and other interventions, it is important to adequately measure stress and thus a 
measure of perceived stress suitable for the context is needed.  
 
As part of the Transfer Project, researchers at the UNICEF Office of Research-Innocenti (henceforth Innocenti), 
and UNICEF country offices in Tanzania, Ghana, DRC and Malawi, have set out to develop a measure of 
perceived stress that is more suitable for lower and middle income country contexts and can be incorporated 
into household surveys. This new measure should capture the experience of stress on the basis of a short set 
(maximum 10 items) of simple and concrete questions that can easily be incorporated in quantitative 
questionnaires as part of broader impact evaluations, which are not necessarily focused on stress as a main 
outcome. Ideally, this measure of stress would also serve as a meaningful predictor of other household 
dynamics that may be influenced by stress, such as parenting measures and other indicators of mental well-
being. As part of this consultancy, the expert will propose a suitable strategy for developing the scale and 
module. This may include conducting cognitive testing and adjusting existing questionnaires; conducing in-depth 
interviews to develop new scales or some other approach which will need to be proposed in the application and 
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fully detailed in the inception report. At a later stage (not covered by the current Terms of Reference), Transfer 
Project researchers intend to validate this scale in planned data collection efforts. 
 
Innocenti seeks to hire an international consultant to provide technical assistance in the development of this 
stress measure. 
 
Objective(s) 
 
The objective of this consultancy is to provide technical support to the development of this stress measure, and 
is likely to include the analysis of piloted data to construct a reliable scale for the specific context. This may 
include analysis of quantitative questionnaire data or qualitative data from semi-structured interviews, to 
development or revision of the stress measure.  
 
Key concepts to be covered include:  
 

1. Common major stressors in the four countries being studied, including stressful life events and possible 
sources of stress, such as daily hassles or other chronic conditions. Identifying the causes of stress will 
be the starting point for a more in-depth discussion around these issues and how they are experienced. 

2. The states and feelings associated with these stressors and how they are expressed.  
3. Whether stressors and experience of stress are described differently among adolescents and adults.  

 
The consultant will not be responsible for collecting the data to develop and validate the new measure, but will 
be responsible for devising and overseeing the methodology for doing so. Contracts will be made with data 
collection firms/consultants in each proposed country separately. Further, a second international consultant will 
be hired to conduct the analysis of the collected data and will work in close collaboration with senior consultant 
being sought under current Terms of Reference. 
 
Specific activities to be completed to achieve the objectives 
 
The selected researcher will provide overall technical assistance in the development of the stress scale and will 
collaborate with Innocenti, data collection firms in each proposed country, and a qualitative data analyst. 
Specific activities to be carried out include: 
 

• Review existing stress scales for testable questions and concepts; 
• Develop methodology for study including but not limited to interview type (cognitive testing or semi-

structured qualitative), sampling strategy and number of interviews, focus groups, etc. to be conducted; 
• Provide technical support on implementation of methodology. 

 
Specific outputs/products/results with specific delivery dates 
 
This consultancy is home-based, with frequent communication between the selected senior researcher, 
Innocenti, data collection firms, and the analyst. A dissemination workshop/meeting may be organized at the 
project end (to be determined, subject to funding). 
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The following deliverables are expected from the consultant: 
 

• August 15, 2016: Draft interview guides 
• September 15, 2016: Input on fieldwork training guides 
• November 30, 2016: First round input/feedback on data analysis provided 
• February 15, 2017: Second round input/feedback on data analysis provided 
• April 15, 2017: Draft research report (in collaboration with the analyst) 
• June 30, 2017: Final research report(in collaboration with the analyst) 

 
Qualifications and/or specialized knowledge/experience required and desirable for undertaking the 
assignment 
 

• Advanced degree (PhD) in relevant disciplines such as Psychology (clinical, social, developmental, etc.), 
Public Health, Sociology, Medical Anthropology or related disciplines.  

• Minimum of 8 years of academic research experience in the areas of interest (stress, adolescents, 
poverty) 

• Experience in scale development 
• A track record of high quality publications in top rated journals in the areas of stress,  psychology, 

development or related fields 
• Excellent written and oral English communications skills; 
• Demonstrable interpersonal skills and strong ability to collaborate with other researchers; 
• Fully computer literate 

 
Preferred qualifications 
 
• International research experience 
• Experience with qualitative research methods and related software 

 
Duration of the consultancy 
 
The consultant will work up to 25 days in the period between 11 July 2016 and 30 June 2017 (approximate). 
 
Supervision and work arrangements 
 
The supervisor of the assignment is Tia Palermo, Social Policy Specialist, Social and Economic Policy. The 
researcher will work at his/her home base, with regular electronic and telephone consultations with the 
supervisor, relevant Innocenti staff, the data analyst and data collection firms. 
 
Payment Schedule 
 
August 15, 2016 (20%) - Inception report detailing methodology 
June 30, 2017 (80%) - Final research report and scale developed (in collaboration with analyst) 
 


