Has Gender Mainstreaming Failed?

A COMMENT ON INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AGENCY
EXPERIENCES IN THE SOUTH

INTRODUCTION'

2005 marks a decade since governments across the world signed the Beijing
Platform for Action (PfA) that endorsed a policy to promote gender equality
and empower women. Gender mainstreaming was identified as the most import-
ant mechanism to reach the ambitious goals laid out in the PfA. Following the
lead set in Beijing, in 1997 the UN adopted gender mainstreaming as the
approach to be used in all policies and programmes in the UN system. Through-
out the next decade governments and civil society organisations across the
world have sought to implement the PfA - and in so doing to develop successful
gender mainstreaming policies, strategies and methodologies.

Ten years later, practitioners around the world are asking if gender
mainstreaming has succeeded; indeed some sceptics are already talking of its
‘failure’. This brief comment seeks to contribute to this complex debate by
reviewing the gender mainstreaming experiences of a specific group of insti-
tutions, rather than one government or organisation. These are the so-called
‘northern’ international development agencies, both bilaterals, such as the
Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) the Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), and multilaterals, such as the World
Bank and Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), that have supported the
so-called ‘southern’ governments and civil society in the implementation of
gender mainstreaming - with analytical, institutional or financial assistance.
In particular, the article mentions recent experience working for the UK Govern-
ment's Department for International Development. So although these are north-
ern institutions their focus is international and on the developing world of the
south. The constituencies that influence their practice and contests their decision
are both northern activist and lobbying organisations (such as Oxfam, Christian

Aid, and ACORD in the UK), as well as southern activist groups in civil society.
" Progress in gender mainstreaming can usefully be discussed in terms of four
related stages; first, embracing the terminology of gender equality and gender
mainstreaming; second, getting a gender mainstreaming policy into place; third,
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implementing gender mainstreaming in practice; and fourth, evaluating or audit-
ing the practice of gender mainstreaming. The article briefly discusses each of these
stages, and also flags some comparative issues that may be of relevance to those
grappling with similar (and different) issues of gender mainstreaming in the north.

EMBRACING THE TERMINOLOGY. OF GENDER EQUALITY
AND GENDER MAINSTREAMING

In the past decade, the majority of development institutions, national govern-
ments and international NGOs have all adopted the terminology of gender equal-
ity and gender mainstreaming. There is a general consensus that gender equality
refers to both the recognition that women and men have different needs and pri-
orities, and that women and men should ‘experience equal conditions for realis-
ing their full human rights, and have the opportunity to contribute to and benefit
from national, political, economic, social and cultural development’ (CIDA 1999).

Most definitions of gender mainstreaming across institutions adhere closely
to those set out by the UN Economic and Social Council (1997: 28) as follows:

Mainstreaming a gender perspective is the process of assessing the implications for
women and men of any planned action, including legislation, policies or pro-
grammes, in all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy for making women’s as
well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all
political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally
and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality.

In addition, two further aspects of gender mainstreaming appear in some
definitions; first, the institutionalisation of gender concerns within the organi-
sation itself, relating to taking account of gender equality in administrative,
financial, staffing and other organisational procedures, thus contributing to
a long term transformative process for the organisation in terms of attitudes,
‘culture’, goals and procedures; second, gender empowerment, promoting
women'’s participation in decision-making processes, as well as having their
voices heard and the power to put issues on the agenda.

The degree to which ‘equality’ as against ‘empowerment’ is emphasised by
different agencies may reflect the extent to which they are focused on all
women in society, or prioritising those who are poor. By their very mandate
development agencies prioritise poverty reduction and emphasise empower-
ment as much as equality as a mechanism to achieve poverty reduction.

GETTING A GENDER MAINSTREAMING POLICY INTO PLACE

The same institutions that have agreed on common definitions have also
developed and endorsed gender mainstreaming policies. Table 1 provides a
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summary of the results from a recent desk review (see Moser and Moser 2003)
that tabulated the common objectives, goals and strategies of a range of insti-
tutions that focus on development assistance in the south. As Table 1 identifies,
the majority share a number of critical key components that include the fol-
lowing: all organisations identify a dual strategy of mainstreaming gender
equality issues into all policies, programmes and projects, combined with sup-
porting targeted actions for gender equality (100 per cent). The majority
mention the need for gender training (93 per cent) and for systems and tools
for monitoring and evaluation (93 per cent). Some form of gender analysis is
identified by 86 per cent, as is support to women's active role in decision-
making processes and empowerment. Finally, a combined approach on the
issue of responsibility for gender mainstreaming is advocated. All staff share
responsibility, but are supported by gender specialists. Institutionally, gender
specialists are often located within a centralised team, as well as ‘embedded’
in decentralised departmental and regional offices. Dubel (2002) notes that
this structure allows for top-down (policy development and programmatic
support), and bottom-up (policy operationalisation) processes. Other gender
mainstreaming components less frequently cited include the need to identify
the roles and responsibilities of staff (57 per cent), and strengthening gender
equality in cooperation with other organisations (71 per cent).

In the case of UK DFID, such policy, or strategy as it is defined, is set by its
Policy Department located in London. Not unexpectedly, DFID’s development
of a gender policy was also the outcome of the Beijing Conference PfA. DFID’s
Target Strategy Paper (TSP), Poverty Elimination and the Empowerment of
Women (DFID 2000) locates gender equality and the empowerment of
women as a key component of its strategy aiming to contribute to the elimi-
nation of world poverty.

It identifies a twin-track approach which combines focused actions aimed at
women'’s empowerment and gender-aware actions in the mainstream of deve-
lopment work.? DFID’s {2002: 9) subsequent gender manual, while not further
elaborating on the TSP ‘twin-track’ approach, provides a more detailed
definition of mainstreaming:

A commitment to ensure that women'’s as well as men's concerns and experiences
are integral to the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of all
legislation, policies and programmes so that women and men benefit equally
and inequality is not perpetuated. Gender mainstreaming is integral to all deve-
lopment decisions and interventions; it concerns the staffing, procedures, and
culture of the development organisations as well as their programmes: and it
forms part of the responsibility of all staff. (DFID 2002: 9)

DFID’s gender manual identifies four key steps in gender mainstreaming. These
comprise sex-disaggregated data and gender-analytical information; women as
well as men influencing the development agenda; context-specific action to
promote gender equality; and organisation capacity-building and change.
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Table 1 shows the remarkable consensus across such institutions in the
components of their gender mainstreaming policy. Slight differences in
emphasis exist. Bilaterals, for instance, report more activities concerned with
strengthening civil society and working with national women’s machineries;
the United Nations agencies have an extensive system of gender focal points
within the agency, as well as several agencies or divisions dedicated to
gender equality - including UNIFEM, the Division for the Advancement of
Women (DAW) and the Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender Equality
(IANWGE) - which provide support and coordination for the UN system.

This significant level of agreement among northern development agencies
raises interesting questions. Was this the result of an extensive consultative
process or did leaders in the field first draft policy papers that were then
copied by others? Was there a similar level of agreement among northern
governments focusing on gender mainstreaming within their countries? Has
there been collaboration between feminists working on gender mainstreaming
in the north and south? Certainly, to my knowledge, there would appear to be
little synergy between these two very different institutional worlds, with a
tendency for those working within their own national and cultural boundaries
to view as the ‘other’ the south, as well as those feminists who work on
development issues (Moser 1993).

IMPLEMENTING GENDER MAINSTREAMING IN PRACTICE

Putting gender policies in place has been an important achievement. Yet this
does not mean that there has been successful implementation. Noaleen Heyzer,
head of UNIFEM has noted that through regional and international confer-
ences far-reaching agreements on gender equality have been achieved. The
challenge now is holding stakeholders - governments, UN agencies, the
private sector, civil society -~ accountable for implementation. Additional
challenges relate to the development of appropriate methodologies to translate
policy documents into operational strategies and implementation procedures.
Here the experiences of development agencies may differ. In a recent gender
audit undertaken for DFID, for instance, it was useful to start by providing a
context-specific working definition of gender mainstreaming that avoided
many of the semantic and associated analytical confusions in many gender
mainstreaming documents (Moser et al. 2004; Moser 2005).

Gender mainstreaming was defined as a twin-track strategy, comprising the
following two components (see Figure 1): first the integration of women’s and
men's concerns (needs and interests) throughout the development process {in
all policies and projects); and, second, specific activities aimed at empowering
women. The required outcomes relate to both increased equality and
empowerment. While Figure 1 shows in diagrammatic form what is defined
in many gender policy documents, a visual representation assists practitioners
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Figure 1 DFID gender mainstreaming strategy

to distinguish between overall goals, strategies and associated actions to
achieve outcomes.

The outcome of PfA-instigated mainstreaming policies and strategies has
been an extensive range of interventions globally in conventional social and
economic sectors such as health, education, employment and welfare, as
well as addressing more complex concerns such as gender-based violence,
reproductive health and gender rights. Their scope goes way beyond a brief
comment such as this. Nevertheless the conclusions reached in a recent UN
Expert Consultation on the Beijing PfA with representatives from Asia/
Pacific, East and Central Europe, the Middie East and Latin America/the
Caribbean provide a partial insight into current assessments. The group ident-
ified the seven principal achievements as follows: first, there is far greater
public awareness today than a decade ago of gender inequality and
women's capabilities to overcome it; second, there has been a significant
strengthening of women’s organisations with an important advocacy role;
third, women’s machineries within government are now firmly in place;
fourth, resource allocations to social sectors have improved the status of
women; fifth, legal reforms, as well as legal and policy frameworks for
gender equality on a range of gender-related issues, are now in place in
countries across the globe; sixth, in many regions women’s human rights
now provide the women's movement with an important peg or framework
for advocacy; and, seventh, there have been considerable improvements in
sex-disaggregated data at international and national level (Moser 2004).

In contrast to this positive assessment of the implementation of gender
mainstreaming in the south, are those of bilateral agencies that consider
most efforts are inconsistent, and generally involve only a few activities,
rather than a coherent and integrated process. Sida, for instance, found that
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interventions showed only ‘embryonic evidence' of working with gender
mainstreaming processes (Mikkelsen et al. 2002); similar ‘patchy’ efforts
towards gender mainstreaming were identified by Danida (2000), UNDP
{Schalkwyk 1998}, and two reviews of NGOs (Mayoux 1998; Wallace 1998).

While checklists such as these, by their nature, are both broad and general,
they allow for reflection on north -south similarities and differences. Are these
global priorities or those of gender mainstreaming in the south, and if so what
are northern priorities?

EVALUATING OR AUDITING OF THE PRACTICE
OF GENDER MAINSTREAMING ’

Ultimately the real litmus test as to whether or not gender mainstreaming has
‘failed’ can only be proved by robust monitoring and evaluation tools. This
final section briefly identifies some well-known evaluation constraints and
introduces a recently developed gender audit methodology (Moser et al.
2004; Moser 2005). Although gender evaluation has evolved along with
gender and development debates, it is still rudimentary by comparison with
the sophistication of gender analytical debates.” The most commonly cited
constraint is the lack of effective, consistent and systematic evaluation of
gender mainstreaming outcomes and impacts.*

Challenges in identifying assessment criteria to measure the achievement of
goals include appropriate indicators. Here, it is useful to distinguish between
the following: first, implementation evaluations that monitor and evaluate
the implementation of gender issues into procedures; second, impact evalu-
ations that assess or measure the impact of interventions on gender equality
and women's empowerment (Moser 1995). In theory, this requires four
interrelated indicators, measuring inputs, outputs, effects and impacts. In prac-
tice, however, many evaluations simply refer to impact indicators generally,
without differentiating further (see Hadjipateras 1997; Mayoux 1998}

Feminist research on impact indicators has focused specifically on
indicators of empowerment. Malhotra et al.’s study (2003) employs Kabeer’s
(2001) definition of empowerment - ‘the expansion in people’s ability to
make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously
denied to them’' - and synthesises a range of indicators to measure women's
empowerment. It suggests that these need to occur along six different dimen-
sions: economic, socio-cultural, familial/interpersonal, legal, political and
psychological. Each of these should be measured at various levels of social
aggregation, from the household, to the community, to broader national,
regional and global levels.

In terms of their methodology, gender evaluations include participatory focus
groups as well as a heavy reliance on staff interviews for perceptions and
attitudes (Derbyshire 2002). Recently, however, agencies such as InterAction
and the Netherlands Development Organisation (SNV) have introduced
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‘participatory gender aidits’. These focus on the central role of organisational
structure and culturée in the design anhd delivery of gender-sensitive
programmes and projects. As Sweetman (1997) argues: ‘working on gender
issues obliges organizations to set their own houses in order, and change
aspects of the organisational culture which discriminate against women staff
and women “beneficiaries™. InterAction defines a gender audit as ‘An assess-
ment tool and process for organizations to use in identifying how gender
issues are addressed in their programming portfolio and internal organizational
processes . . . that require consistent and demonstrated political will from senior
managers in the organisation’ (InterAction 2003: 1). These focus primarily on
internal organisational self-assessments as against external programmatic
assessments.

A participatory gender audit that sought to combine both the internal and
external components mentioned above was recently developed to evaluate
DFID’s policies, strategies and activities in Malawi - a country in which they
are the largest bilateral programme (Moser et al. 2004; Moser 2005). This com-
prised both an external operational assessment of DFID’s development objec-
tives in relation to gender mainstreaming in its policies, programmes and
projects, as well as an internal organisational assessment of management objec-
tives of gender mainstreaming within DFID’s Malawi office.

From the comprehensive audit documentation, space only permits mention-
ing one or two aspects of its methodology. First was the development of a
conceptual framework for assessing gender mainstreaming. The gender audit
was contextualised within a wider contested debate closely linked to the
Millennium Development Goals and a preoccupation with gender policy
‘evaporation’. Indeed, the terms of reference referred to the fact that DFID
‘has lost internal advocacy on gender, and is at risk from similar “policy evap-
oration” on other cross-cutting issues’ (DFIDM 2004: 1). Information collected
during implementation revealed a far more complex situation. Thus, the final
analytical framework was broadened to contain the following three concepts
as the basis for assessing the implementation of gender mainstreaming; first,
evaporation (when good policy intentions fail to be followed through in
practice); second, invisibilisation (when monitoring and evaluation procedures
fail to document what is occurring ‘on the ground’) and third, resistance (when
effective mechanisms block gender mainstreaming, with opposition essentially
‘political’ and based on gender power relations, rather than on ‘technocratic’
procedural constraints).

In addition it was important to identify the appropriate quantitative or
qualitative indicators with which to assess progress in gender mainstreaming.
Following the structure in Figure 1, these required the following: first,
measurement of the implementation of gender mainstreaming strategy in
terms of integration of women’s and men'’s concerns throughout the develop-
ment process, as well as specific activities aimed at empowering women; and
second, measurement of outputs and impacts in terms of equality and the
empowerment of women.
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Finally, the gender audit provided an opportunity to introduce three
indicators into its assessment of DFIDM's country programme. These included
input (gender mainstreaming in programme design); output (gender main-
streaming in implementation) and approximate gendered outcome (greater
equality and empowerment) indicators. Wherever possible, considerable
efforts were made to provide numerical enumeration to the different
indicators, as discussed in greater detail in the following section.

In analysing the DFID Malawi gender audit data, a gender audit score card
provided a useful overall methodological tool to synthesise briefly the audit
findings in terms of the methodology identified above (see Table 2). The
score card identified the different components and activities of an institution’s
gender mainstreaming strategy {Column 1), detailed associated components
and activities (Column 2) and then assessed their implementation in the
gender audit context (Column 3). Although a score card summarises the
data usefully, substantiation of the evidence in greater detail is also important.

This very brief description of the gender audit methodology illustrates the
way in which development institutions working in the south increasingly
are being held accountable to deliver on gender mainstreaming not only in
their operations, but also in their institutional structures. Rigorous monitoring
by international NGOs and in-country civil society seek to ensure not only that
adequate resources are allocated to gender mainstreaming, but also that
organisations move closer to achieving equality and empowerment goals.

CONCLUDING COMMENT

With hindsight, the Beijing PfA was immensely ambitious, not only because of
the bold goal it set itself, but also because of the lack of real clarity or directive
as to what gender mainstreaming meant in practice. The issue, therefore, is not
so much one of the failure or success of gender mainstreaming, as it is of
deconstructing the concept and its different stages into a viable implemen-
tation process, with appropriate indicators to monitor or evaluate it - as
UNIFEM itself now emphasises, ultimately gender mainstreaming is a
process rather than a goal (Sandler 1997).

Drawing on the experience of northern development agencies that are sup-
porting southern governments and civil society, this brief comment identifies
such a process of gender mainstreaming as basically comprising four related
stages. The evidence to date suggests that there have been greater advances
in some stages than in others. Thus widespread consensus exists on stage
one, embracing the terminology, as well as on stage two, getting a gender
policy in place. Progress has been less even on stage three, implementing
gender mainstreaming, or stage four, evaluating or auditing the practice. At
the same time success or failure are relative, nuanced terms. As the scorecard
from the recent gender audit of DFID’s programme in Malawi showed, policy
evaporation was sometimes important, but so too was invisibilisation
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(when successful gendered components implemented on the ground were
igriored in monitoring and evaluation documents), as well as resistance
(when powerful political interests blocked the weak Ministry of Gender from
implementation of development agency supported initiatives) (see Table 2).

As much by default as design, development agencies are increasingly held
accountable to deliver on gender mainstreaming. This is forcing them, sometimes
reluctantly, to allocate resources and develop more robust methodologies,
including those that ‘empower’ local women through participatory processes.
Consequently recent ‘best practices’ from the south may provide useful lessons
for those confronting problems of gender mainstreaming in the north. There
are obviously differences in emphasis. In the north equality may be more of a
priority than empowerment; gender mainstreaming may be seen rmaore as the
responsibility of government than other institutions (such as donors or civil
society). Nevertheless, northern development agencies, straddling the north-
south divide, and with a seasoned track record on gender mainstreaming, may
have a useful contribution to make in shifting northermn governments beyond
the type of practices which either treat gender as neutral or ignore it altogether,
and which have already been successfully challenged in the south.

Caroline Moser
Brookings Institution, Washington DC, USA
and Qverseas Development Institute, London, UK

Notes

1 The article draws on four recently completed working papers on gender main-
streaming (see Moser 2004, 2005; Moser and Moser 2003; Moser et al. 2004). I
would like to acknowledge the collaboration of Annalise Moser, the contribution
of Olivia M’Chaju-Liwewe and Naomi Ngwira and the support of Carolyn Hannan.

2 In the case of DFID the fact that the overall objective of the Target Strategy Paper
was to make the case for women's empowerment means that the critical goals,
objectives and strategies of gender equality are lost in the depth of the document
and only mentioned on page 30 (DFID 2000).

3 The collection of essays on ‘Repositioning Feminisms in Development’ provides one
such recent example (see IDS 2004).

4 See for instance Sida (Mikkelsen et al. 2002) and the Danish International
Development Agency (Danida) (2000), and international NGOs such as Hivos
(2001), UNIAMWGE (2001} and ACORD (Hadjipateras 1997).
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