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irtually every institution with 
international development as its 
focus pays tribute to the 
importance of women in their 

efforts. Strategy and vision statements 
promote the empowerment of women; 
education of girls is cited as a priority of 
priorities; and both the vulnerabilities and the 
potential power of the “girl child” are key 
elements in narratives about development. 
Transformation from traditional to modern 
societies requires new roles for women and 
girls and equality between women and men. 
Barack Obama noted this trend in his Cairo 
speech addressing majority-Muslim societies in 
June, 2009: “I am convinced that our 
daughters can contribute just as much to 
society as our sons. Our common prosperity 
will be advanced by allowing all humanity—
men and women—to reach their full 
potential.”
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There are, to be sure, variations in narrative 
and emphasis among the extraordinary array of 
actors and institutions that make up the 
development community. Many institutions 
contend that a “gender blind” approach is 
appropriate because in today’s world equality 
means just that, and affirmative action toward 
women is no longer needed. Language and 
terminology has shifted, from Women in 
Development (old-fashioned WID) to Gender 
and Development (GAD); the change highlights 
that what is at issue is not favoring women but 

working with both men and women. (In some 
countries—Lesotho and Mongolia, for 
example—it is boys, not girls, who are 
disadvantaged.) Education may be the pivotal 
theme for one institution, reproductive rights for 
another, and economic empowerment the 
mantra in a third. A significant set of actors and 
observers notes that, despite fine rhetoric, efforts 
to prioritize the “engendering of development” 
are far from robust. But the development field 
has certainly seen a seismic shift over recent 
decades. The language of human rights and 
social justice is now interwoven with economic 
and social evidence that bolsters the claim that 
investing in women and girls is the right and the 
intelligent thing to do.

Bring religion
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 into the picture and the 
landscape quickly becomes more complicated. 
On the surface, it is not easy to discern marked 
differences in approach between religious and 
non-religious development organizations. 
Strategy and vision statements from widely 
different faith-inspired organizations emphasize 
the importance of women’s roles, and similar 
projects—microcredit, protecting girls in 
conflict zones, education, and so on—are part 
of the programmatic focus. Both secular and 
faith-inspired agencies’ commitment to serve 
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others often stems from a deep belief in 
universal human dignity.

Yet despite similar programming and a 
shared emphasis on dignity, when non-religious 
development specialists are challenged to take 
religion into account, religion’s impact on 
women’s roles is either explicitly or implicitly a 
concern. And for their part, many religious 
actors see common development models, 
especially those that highlight changing women’s 
roles, as undermining traditional cultures and 
especially the family, which is seen as the pivotal 
institution for successful societies. Angry debates 
about the significance of reproductive health 
rights and what it means to protect adolescent 
girls cloud discussions about vital topics like 
HIV/AIDS and the trafficking of women and 
girls.

 

Religion and Development

 

The murky debates about gender, 
development, and religion take us swiftly to the 
much broader discussion about why religion 
matters for development work, why 
development matters for religion, and the 
implications for cooperation between religious 
and non-religious development actors.

Put simply, the development community has 
had patchy relationships with the vast array of 
religious institutions over most of the last six 
decades. Many faith-inspired institutions have 
harbored suspicions or reservations about non-
religious development actors, portraying them as 
overly concerned with material gain and 
disrespectful of traditions and cultures. This is 
despite arguably shared concerns about the 
welfare of the world’s poorest citizens and an 
underlying desire to right the injustices of the 
world. One illustration of the separation 
between religious and non-religious actors is the 
index to the lengthy and scholarly history of the 
World Bank’s first 50 years, which has only one 
skimpy reference to religion.
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 When James D. 
Wolfensohn, then President of the World Bank, 
set out to bridge the gap in 1999 with a modest 
initiative devoted to dialogue (the World Faiths 
Development Dialogue
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) a storm of controversy 
erupted. A hefty majority of the World Bank’s 
185 member countries voiced objections. Similar 

debates have divided other institutions, 
including specialized agencies of the United 
Nations, bilateral aid agencies, and many non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), especially 
those focused on human rights. Despite what 
might seem compelling arguments that 
cooperation and partnership are logical and 
important, links between secular and faith-
inspired development agencies have proved 
remarkably contentious.
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The arguments for linking development and 
religion stem in significant part from the large 
roles that faith-inspired organizations play in 
critical areas like health and education. Faith-
inspired organizations, for example, are central 
players in addressing the AIDS pandemic. 
Religious roles range from direct service delivery 
(running schools and clinics) to mobilizing 
resources to advocacy to grappling with the 
ethical grounds for choices among strategies and 
honest management of programs.
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Organizations like World Vision, Catholic Relief 
Services, Islamic Relief, and the Aga Khan 
Development Network are large and respected 
players. The reach of faith-inspired institutions is 
vast; these organizations are present in virtually 
every community and show stamina and 
continuity that stand in marked contrast to the 
(admittedly exaggerated) images of the “briefcase 
NGOs” who come and go with the vagaries of 
available funding.

There are various reasons for the continuing 
gap in religious and non-religious partnerships. 
There are remarkably limited data available 
about what faith-inspired institutions actually do 
and how well, and there are concerns about what 
motivations underlie religious institutions as 
they engage with development work. Are they 
truly motivated by an altruistic desire to help 
humankind or by a desire to win converts and 
shape beliefs and behaviors? While there is 
increasing awareness of the need to cooperate, in 
both religious and non-religious circles a patchy 
picture of research and action is still the reality.

 

Religion and Gender

 

It should go without saying that religion is an 
important factor shaping communities’ norms 
and aspirations for women and girls.

 

7

 

 The 



 

katherine marshall

the review of faith & international affairs

 

   

 

|

 

 

 

  37

 

teachings and practices of different religions can 
be a catalyst to improve women’s lives or they 
can be a source of conflict and inhibit change. 
Modernization and globalization challenge 
traditional norms in profound ways, including 
roles and behaviors that have strong religious 
elements.

Modernization’s most significant social 
change is its effect on relationships between men 
and women. This social change challenges 
religious institutions as well as practices and 
beliefs. Relations between men and women 
affect every human being, each and every day. 
Obviously there are as many types of 
relationships as there are people, so sweeping 
generalizations are not helpful. But the 
contemporary norm of equality between men 
and women that is enshrined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and, more 
recently, in the year 2000 Millennium 
Declaration and Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs)
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 is clear and 
explicit: even allowing for 
cultural diversity, women and 
men have equal rights in all 
spheres, including notably 
before the law and in 
education.

Issues and tensions from 
shifting gender roles spill over 
into development debates 
through a range of channels. 
The best known are debates regarding policies 
on reproduction. This category includes family 
planning, abortion, child marriage, female 
genital cutting (and male circumcision), and 
approaches to legal norms around sexual 
relations (adultery and polygamy, for example). 
Gender relations also spark human rights issues, 
affecting, for example, how societies address 
domestic violence, relationships among different 
religious groups in plural societies, norms of 
dress and behavior, and applicability of 
religiously-linked family law. Even areas that 
seem to be a universal norm, like education of 
girls, can spark tensions. These issues arise in 
many religious communities but, especially since 
9/11, the Muslim faith’s impact on women’s 
roles has come into the spotlight. The Catholic 

Church, with its explicit prohibition on women 
becoming priests and with its distinctive views 
on reproductive health, also receives 
considerable attention.

To make sense of these development debates 
and religion’s impact, the first step is to identify 
stereotypical perceptions and distinguish them 
from the more complex realities on the ground. 
Many current tensions between religious and 
non-religious development actors reflect 
simplistic mutual perceptions. Clarifying 
underlying and often dubious impressions can 
clear some undergrowth. Concerns and 
disagreements that have a real foundation can 
then be addressed in a more effective and civil 
fashion.

 

Stereotypes, Complex Realities, and 
Ethical Imperatives

 

One crude stereotype in non-religious circles 
is that religions are patriarchal and dominated by 

men who treat women as 
second class citizens. 
Traditional norms, reinforced 
by religious leadership, block 
women’s participation in the 
labor force, favor male over 
female children, and turn a 
blind eye to abuse and 
harassment of women. An 
equally crude stereotype in 
religious circles paints 

feminists as anti-male and modern societies as 
homogenized, with little respect for traditional 
family values including fidelity to marital 
partners.

These stereotypes run deep and wide. They 
shape and often inflame the approaches and 
attitudes of many critics. They are of course 
informed by realities: cases of stoning of girls 
accused of extramarital sex, horrific honor 
killings, and mounting divorce statistics all 
reinforce images of irreconcilable differences 
between religious and secular ideals for gender 
relations.

These crude stereotypes should be readily 
debunked, however, because the realities are 
vastly more complex. Religious traditions and 
teachings vary widely in their treatment of 
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women, with some at the more progressive end 
where genuine equality is seen as progress. 
Feminists and advocates of gender equality 
generally love their families and envision a 
society where equality translates into equitable 
and lasting family and community bonds. Wise 
religious leaders press to remove barriers that 
keep girls out of school and to fight abuse and 
discrimination against women.

All sectors of the development world should 
approach these matters with greater depth and 
respect. Basic development and religious literacy 
often helps advance the conversation and allows 
the various actors to delve deeper into complex 
realities and ethical norms and traditions. Actors 
should also understand the revolutionary and 
positive ideal that underpins development: that 
for the first time in human history all human 
beings can aspire to develop their true potential, 
and that this ideal carries with it a new ethical 
imperative to translate that aspiration into 
reality.

In what follows, I will briefly survey a range 
of areas where religion and gender intersect, each 
illustrating some reasons for tensions, areas for 
common ground, and potential avenues for 
productive engagement.

 

Female Genital Cutting

 

Few issues raise the hackles of advocates for 
women and girls more than the practice of 
female genital cutting (FGC). FGC, in widely 
varying forms, is often inflicted on very young 
girls, is dangerous to their health, and has no 
discernible benefit whatsoever. The practice is 
widespread, with an estimated 120 million 
women and girls affected. FGC has proved 
stubbornly difficult to end.

Why is religion implicated? FGC is practiced 
across diverse societies, mostly but not always in 
Muslim communities. It is commonly linked to 
cultural tradition, and religious scholars at 
different levels and from different traditions have 
condemned the practice, asserting that it has no 
basis in religious teachings or texts. But many 
women and men justify FGC as required by their 
religion and some religious leaders, especially at 
community level, believe this to be true. 
Engaging religious leaders in a process designed 

to change community norms has helped to end 
the practice in some places. Tostan, a Senegal-
based NGO widely admired for its thoughtful 
and effective work with communities in this and 
other areas, attests to the effectiveness of this 
positive approach. By understanding what drives 
mothers and fathers to cut their girls and 
persuading religious and community leaders that 
the practice is harmful and unnecessary, 
communities are encouraged to agree, together, 
to end the practice.

In short, a practice seen by many as 
intrinsically religious turns out not to be so. But 
because local religious leaders perceive it as a 
religious requirement, an approach that involves 
religion—from exploring theology to partnering 
with imams and pastors on the ground—can 
yield results.

 

Domestic Violence

 

Recent research and increased 
communication in modern societies have 
highlighted the extraordinary prevalence of 
domestic violence across widely differing social 
groups. Women are the most frequent victims of 
abuse, and it takes many forms. We now know 
that domestic violence is harmful and common. 
How often and effectively do religious leaders 
take a leading role in speaking out against it? The 
answer is decidedly mixed. Some religious 
leaders, for example Gunnar Stalsett, former 
Bishop of Oslo, are outspoken critics, setting an 
example of compassion and making the issue a 
priority for community change. But the more 
common reaction is to give it low priority, tacitly 
assuming that domestic violence is private, an 
embarrassing but accepted phenomenon. I have 
heard both men and women argue that the 
abused invited the treatment.

Domestic violence is an example of how, 
with better dissemination of facts and clearer 
examples of leadership by religious leaders, an 
ancient social ill could be more effectively 
addressed.

 

Missing Girls

 

Like FGC, another practice that is more 
“cultural” than “religious” is the wide preference 
of families for male offspring. Selective abortion, 
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infanticide, and relative neglect of daughters 
have resulted in an extraordinary gap between 
the numbers of females that statistics suggest 
should exist and the demographic reality: over 
100 million missing girls by some estimates. The 
preference for boys is stronger in some cultures, 
especially the Indian subcontinent and China, 
and is explained by economic factors as well as 
the higher intrinsic value placed on boys.

No religious tradition supports the practices 
that lead to missing girls (selective abortion, 
infanticide, and relative neglect of girl children), 
but passionate and effective advocacy for 
bringing about change is uncommon. Part of the 
challenge is that the practice is rarely visible; it is 
a genocide seen through statistics. Yet the 
practice is well known and increasingly discussed 
in public forums. If religious leaders and 
organizations, faith and interfaith, followed the 
lead of respected leaders like Sri Sri Ravi Shankar 
and Swami Agnivesh (who speak often and 
persuasively to the issue and, for example, have 
led marches focused on feticide), the pace of 
change would surely be far faster. The issue 
should offer the possibility of making common 
cause in public education at every level of 
society.

 

Rape as a Tool of War and Conflict

 

A horrifying dimension of contemporary 
conflicts, which involves non-combatants and 
ranges across widely dispersed areas, is the 
increasing use of rape as a tool of war. Darfur, 
eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 
and the Balkans are places where countless 
thousands of women have been raped. Critics 
contend that religious leaders and institutions 
have rarely condemned this forcefully or 
demanded concerted action to arrest it. By not 
speaking out as forcefully as they might, religious 
communities are accused of condoning the 
practice or according it a low priority.

The reality is far more complex. In fact, 
Muslim leaders in the Balkans, interfaith groups 
in the case of Darfur, and the World Council of 
Churches in DRC, have mobilized their 
resources to speak out against all forms of 
violence in these conflict zones and in some cases 
to take direct action. Some religious 

communities and individuals, including for 
example extraordinarily courageous nuns who 
intervene at the risk of their lives in eastern 
DRC, set an example of forthright leadership, 
healing wounded women and standing between 
them and attackers. This may be a case where 
information is an issue: do religious leaders and 
communities have a sufficient appreciation for 
what is happening to women? Do they give it a 
high priority? Are there ways in which their 
prophetic voice and direct leadership might do 
more? These questions beg a more active 
partnership between military and civilian actors 
and secular and religious organizations to shine a 
light on violence and its impact on women.

 

Trafficking of Women and Girls

 

The exploitation of young girls, including 
through involuntary prostitution, is an ancient 
phenomenon. The mobility of contemporary 
societies has led to sharp increases in trafficking 
and far greater awareness of its patterns and 
effects. Anti-trafficking efforts have united 
widely different advocates, from left and right, 
secular and religious, in a desire to curb the 
traffic and to protect the girls and women who 
are caught in virtual slavery. Fighting sex 
trafficking is one of the issues that has 
encouraged evangelicals to become more 
engaged in international development advocacy 
and action. Legislation in the United States and 
UN treaties are examples of a renewed vigor in 
addressing the problem. Nicholas Kristof and 
Sheryl Wudon’s recent book, 

 

Half the Sky: 
Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women 
Worldwide

 

,
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 is an example of shining more light 
on the topic and galvanizing interest and 
commitment to action. Trafficking is a topic 
whose ethical connotations engage religious 
communities at many levels, theological, social, 
and practical. In fact, it may be one of the best 
examples of cooperation between religious and 
non-religious actors in addressing a global issue.

Despite consensus for common action, 
complications do arise when it comes to tactics 
that entail, for example, cooperation with 
associations of prostitutes. However, most of 
those involved in fighting trafficking agree that 
the long term solutions must look to improving 
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prospects for families and especially girls, and 
thus must focus on economic development and 
education. 

 

Family Planning

 

Demographic transition is an intrinsic part of 
modernization. With higher incomes, better 
education, and availability of family planning 
services, societies across the world have seen a 
reduction in the average number of children per 
couple. Spacing of children 
has important benefits for the 
health of mother and 
children; these benefits extend 
far into the life of the children 
(better educational 
performance, for example) 
and the family. Yet the topic 
of family planning has 
become embroiled in bitter 
debates, especially in the 
United States, to a point that considerable 
evidence suggests that discussion even of 
“natural” family planning has been driven 
underground.
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 A false assumption has taken 
hold that religious communities oppose family 
planning entirely. The well-known and fierce 
opposition of some religious communities to 
abortion and to the use of condoms as a public 
health tool, especially in fighting HIV and 
AIDS, has contributed to tensions.

Exploring attitudes among different religious 
communities and across different faiths 
(Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and Christian 
especially) reveals widespread support for child 
spacing as a practice beneficial to families and to 
women. Likewise, there is considerably more 
openness to family planning than the 
stereotypical assumption of opposition would 
suggest. Indeed religious communities, for 
example in Indonesia and Iran, have taken strong 
leadership roles in promoting family planning. 
Many Christian denominations support a range 
of family planning techniques. The Catholic 
Church’s opposition to all but “natural” family 
planning stands out as distinct, yet Catholic 
health services support child spacing.

An investigation sponsored by USAID of 
religious attitudes towards family planning, 

undertaken by Georgetown University’s 
Institute of Reproductive Health, is exploring 
different approaches and concerns in greater 
depth. Preliminary findings point to broad 
support for child spacing and family planning as 
beneficial to women and families. What is 
needed is more open dialogue about how 
different communities approach the topic and 
how that should translate into policy. Use of the 
term “population control” has had important 

negative effects, as have the 
largely US-based debates that 
conflated family planning and 
abortion. Family planning 
offers two important lessons: 
first, terminology matters, and 
second, reframing the topic as 
centered on child spacing and 
family welfare can open the 
door to more fruitful 
dialogue.

 

Early Marriage

 

A powerful public health and human rights 
consensus supports action to raise the age at 
which young men and especially women marry. 
Younger brides—generally those younger than 
age 18—face health risks (as do their children) 
and early marriage curtails their opportunities 
for education in many if not most settings. Even 
where laws prohibit underage marriage, cultural 
traditions accept the practice and religious 
leaders are often those who advocate for 
marriage, as a way to protect young women who 
are seen as vulnerable to temptation if they are 
not married, and religious leaders actually 
perform the ceremony.

Addressing early marriage is an area where 
religious leaders and communities could and 
should play leading roles, acting positively to 
delay marriages as a matter of individual and 
social good. What is needed here is better 
information both about where early marriage is 
concentrated and about the rationales that are 
advanced for the practice and about the real 
disadvantages, for girls, their children, and 
families, of early and especially forced marriage. 
Campaigns by faith and interfaith alliances that 
link action to ensure that laws and norms on age 
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of marriage are respected with concerted efforts 
to encourage girls to go to school, to succeed in 
their studies, and to stay in school through the 
secondary level could make a substantial 
difference.

 

AIDS: Abstinence, Fidelity, and 
Condoms

 

Perhaps no topic has pitted secular and 
religious communities so bitterly against one 
another than strategies to fight the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic. Attitudes towards women’s roles are a 
significant factor. HIV and AIDS afflict more 
women than men today, and disproportionately 
younger women than men. This highlights the 
vulnerability of women—as adolescents in 
societies where respect for women’s freedom of 
choice on all matters, including sex, is limited; as 
individuals with limited economic opportunities, 
making them prey for “sugar daddies” who offer 
them an outlet; and as subservient wives within 
marriage. The formula of abstinence plus fidelity 
favored by many religious organizations offers a 
social ideal but not a practical response to real 
pressures facing millions. Against this backdrop, 
some religious voices present public health 
strategies that stress condom use and sex 
education as encouraging immoral practices, 
while many AIDS advocates see opposition to 
condoms and education as condemning millions 
to disease and death.

Experience suggests that the poisonous AIDS 
debates will not be readily resolved and 
highlights how disagreements spill over into 
other development debates, sharpening 
preconceptions and fueling tensions. A civil, 
reasoned debate that accepts the complexity of 
local realities and works to advance strategies 
that are open to different approaches against a 
backdrop of respect for each community’s ethical 
norms seems the vital and obvious way forward. 
Such dialogue is often possible at community 
and local levels, even on the most contentious 
topics. Different groups agree explicitly or tacitly 
on de facto divisions of responsibility that allow 

each to remain true to their ethical principles 
while assuring that those they care for and about, 
for example unmarried mothers, are served. Such 
principled compromise, however, seems more 
elusive in global forums. A practical consequence 
is that initiatives like the Women, Faith, and 
Development Alliance (WFDA) avoid any 
discussion of issues around reproductive health. 
This is an area of large and consequential missed 
opportunities.

 

Conclusion

 

The list of topics outlined here illustrates the 
variety of development issues that involve both 
gender and religion. It is, of course, not an 
exhaustive survey. There are many other issues 
involving gender and religion, with important 
development dimensions, that merit exploration. 
They include, for example, women’s roles in 
religious peacebuilding and in promoting good 
governance; here women’s roles have received 
remarkably little recognition, reflecting the 
common phenomenon, heightened in many 
religious circles, of women’s invisibility.

All issues at the intersection of religion, 
gender, and development deserve careful 
research and purposeful attention and dialogue. 
When examined closely, each issue has 
embedded within it both positive and negative 
dimensions: instances where long-standing 
traditions that blend culture and theology 
contribute to unequal treatment of women, and 
shining examples of strong leadership and a 
prophetic voice for change in translating ideals 
for equality into practice. These issues also 
highlight the special sensitivities around gender, 
as they so often demand changes in traditions at 
the level of personal and family behavior, as 
part of the modernization process. Yet, at the 
most fundamental level, what is at stake is the 
core principle of respect for human dignity and 
belief in human potential, principles that are 
sacred to most religious traditions and that are 
also pivotal goals of human rights and 
development. 
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Human Rights

Belief-based Social Innovation: Gender-Lens’
Next Frontier
The gender-lens movement is beginning to fund culturally led efforts to transform underlying beliefs that
systematically disempower females in the first place.

By Emily Nielsen Jones & Musimbi Kanyoro Dec. 8, 2015

hilanthropists and for-profit investors alike today are apt

to talk of using a gender lens when screening opportunities

to fund social change. When my husband and I (Emily)

began our foundation—the Imago Dei Fund

(http://www.imagodeifund.org) —in 2009, I gravitated

immediately to the idea of empowering women and girls.

Little did we know then that it would grow into a powerful

movement changing the face of philanthropy.

At the cusp of a new round of global gender goal setting, we

find ourselves asking: Where is the gender-lens movement

going, which now takes as conventional wisdom that gender

balance is a lynchpin of global progress? The answer lies in

moving beyond redress, mitigation, and even women’s

empowerment programs—though these are still sorely

needed—to more directly fund culturally led efforts to re-

examine and transform underlying beliefs that systematically disempower females in the first place.

We believe that private philanthropy plays a critical role in strategically supporting networks of indigenous

change agents working to create this deeper shift in gender norms. We call this type of work “belief-based

social innovation.” In this article we will explore global gender progress to date, barriers to change, and three

promising paths for philanthropists seeking to influence beliefs at the root of harmful gender norms.
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Global Gender Rebooting

Globally, 2015 has been a critical year for taking stock of our progress toward meeting key development goals

related to gender. It has been twenty years since the passage of the landmark 1995 Beijing Declaration and

Platform for Action, a comprehensive global roadmap created by 189 governments to set clear and achievable

gender benchmarking goals.

This year is also significant because the global community, led by the United Nations, met in September to

adopt a new set of sustainable development goals (SDGs) that build on the eight Millennium Development

Goals (MDGs). Like the MDG’s, global gender-benchmarking will be woven throughout the SDGs. “As

women thrive, so will we all,” said United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon as he opened the fifty-

ninth session of the Commission on the Status of Women, marking two decades of progress since the Beijing

Declaration in 1995.

But report cards marking the anniversary show less-than-stellar progress on reaching gender equality. A bleak

picture emerges of uneven and limited advancements, which the Secretary General summarized as

“unacceptably slow.” The most shocking indicator showed that global gender-based violence rates—which

the World Health Organization estimates effect one in three women—have remained unchanged over the

past twenty years despite billions of dollars in private and public investments.

Gender-based violence is just one indicator, yet it is a proxy for stalled progress on multiple fronts and

testimony to the difficulty of influencing gender norms. What happens behind the closed doors of huts and

homes is harder to change than helping a woman open a savings account or apply for a microfinance loan.

Gender violence is just one result of the power dynamics between men and women rooted in traditional

norms, beliefs, and customs that govern day-to-day life, including roles in marriage, who makes decisions,

who owns and controls family assets, how children are raised, whose comfort and wellbeing is prioritized,

and most important, who holds power and what this power entails.

Belief—The Elephant in the Room

How can empowerment programs empower someone who is still seen by their culture and their religion as

not possessing basic human agency to participate equally in their family, their community, and in all aspects

of society? This is the “elephant in the room”—be it within international NGO’s, community-based

organizations, religious institutions, or within the sanctuary of the home—that philanthropists need to

address if we are to truly turn the tide on our world’s dismal gender record. The answer lies in threading the

eye of a needle: respecting the sovereignty of other cultures and religions while also finding ways to
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strategically fund and empower grassroots change agents working from within their own cultural and

religious contexts to transform harmful gender beliefs and norms.

As difficult as this task is, more and more philanthropists and NGOs are trying to find culturally appropriate,

transformative ways to address the beliefs and social norms that are undermining humanitarian progress.

Pioneers at the nexus of global development and belief include the Carter Center

(http://www.cartercenter.org/index.html) , the Berkeley Center for Religion, Peace, & World Affairs

(http://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/) , Christians for Biblical Equality (http://www.cbeinternational.org/) , and Islamic

Relief Worldwide (http://policy.islamic-relief.com/portfolio/women-faith-justice-framing-an-islamic-approach-to-gender-

development/) . The 2015 Skoll World Forum, a global gathering for social entrepreneurs and their funders,

tackled the theme of “belief ” last spring. Jacqueline Novogratz, founder and CEO of Acumen, posited to

attendees at the opening session that our very capacity as human beings to create traditions requires us to

continually recreate them: “What in our collective treasury of beliefs,” she asked, “needs to change and what

is timeless and meant to be carried forward?”

A lot, it would seem. A 2001-2007 survey by UNICEF of household attitudes toward domestic violence in

67 countries found that roughly half of female respondents believed that violence is justified to enforce a

husband’s authority in the household. In Jordan it is as high as 90 percent. In Guinea 85.6 percent of girls

and women ages 15 to 45 believed that their husband is justified in using physical force in certain

circumstances. In Nepal, 88 percent of men and 80 percent of women responded that a husband beating his

wife is justified as part of his role leading the family.

At a focus group on domestic violence that I (Emily) attended in Cambodia, a woman says: “Here in

Cambodia, the man is seen as the ‘head of the house.’ So if he doesn’t like how his wife cleans the house, or

burns the dinner, he feels entitled to beat her.” And Bongiwe Sibayi, a teacher I met in South Africa, told me

that: “Even young boys feel they have a right to expect girls to serve them and tell them to clean up a mess on

the floor or go get water.” Around the world we hear the same refrain from women’s rights advocates:

traditions still exist that socialize girls to believe that they do not have the right to decide for themselves

when they will become sexually active. Sex is something that happens to them versus something they enter

into consensually.

Shifting the Norm

Some global development organizations, however, like Tostan (http://www.tostan.org/about-us) , Beyond Border’s

SASA programs (http://beyondborders.net/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women-girls/rethinking-power/) , and World
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Vision, are finding paths to change these harmful gender norms that do not see females as full human beings

possessing intrinsic agency and power.

World Vision, through a program called Channels of Hope for Gender (COHG) (http://www.wvi.org/church-and-

interfaith-engagement/channels-hope-gender) is influencing role definition in the family and community, and helping

men and women to new norms. One man newly participating in COHG asked: “But if I love my wife and

my children isn’t it my role to discipline them?” He was participating in an open-minded conversation that

constitutes the first step of the program, designed to create a safe space for men and women to open their

minds and hearts to how they treat each other. A participant in a SASA community dialogue says that as a

result of community-based dialogue around gender roles and norms, he no longer sees men publicly hitting

their wives in his community and that people have started to intervene when they hear things that sound like

domestic violence behind closed doors.

Such unabashed and open exchange is an important first step to real change. If you can’t talk about the way

things are, you can’t fix them. Says the same man after a year of COHG conversations: “Before I went

through the Channels of Hope, I used to treat my wife as my slave, and didn’t realize that it was wrong to

beat her. Now we make decisions together and share the work of our household.”

Three Ways to Fund Indigenous Gender Norm Entrepreneurs

Macro change happens within the microcosm of myriad individual hearts and minds. There is no way to

short-circuit this slow, human process of change. It can be challenging to fund this type of social

transformation, but thankfully, there are funding vehicles that are doing this and that have great potential for

scaling up. Three approaches stand out as ways that grantmakers can support organizations transforming

outdated gender beliefs and norms.

1. Fund “bell-ringers,” the networks of grassroots women’s rights organizations that are today’s pioneers

Even in the most patriarchal places there are grassroots women’s organizations leading their own women’s

movement. Many are fledgling organizations run by passionate, brave women who put their own lives on the

line to advocate for human equality and safety for girls and women. Every social movement has its “bell-

ringers” that wake people up to a problem. Think of 19th century US reformers like Sojourner Truth, Susan

B. Anthony, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton—who fought for the abolition of slavery and the suffrage of

women. It is not easy to find and fund these organizations, but one can donate to a women’s funding
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organization like the Global Fund for Women (https://www.globalfundforwomen.org) (GFW) that makes grants

and offers technical assistance to a web of women’s rights groups around the world.

For a window into the GFW’s approach to changing harmful gender norms, meet Immaculee

(https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/immaculee-paif-drc/) from the Democratic Republic of the Congo. “There is an

alarming crisis in the Congo,” she says. “Although it is illegal, beating is very common in the schools. These

are beatings so severe that recently a secondary school student was beaten to death by her teacher. I’m

running a Global Fund for Women-funded campaign against violence in schools. What is most alarming is

the young girls that are being raped. These girls are being coerced into having sex with their teachers by

being told that they can’t stay in school or won’t pass their class if they don’t have sex with them. Or the

teacher will violently have his way with the girl. Then when they do succumb to the teacher, he ignores the

girl or kicks her out of class anyway so he doesn’t get caught. Many of these girls are becoming pregnant by

their own teachers. They are forced to leave school and having babies as result of these rapes, even though

they are children themselves. Often their families will abandon them out of shame so they have no support,

leaving them to be vulnerable to more abuse or rape.”

2. Fund “gender equality mainstreamers,” the reflective, dialogue-based programs that engage religious

leaders in community-driven change around gender practices.

All too often religion serves as the social sanction for a host of harmful gender practices that subjugate

women and girls. Yet faith also has the seeds within it to support human equality and a commitment to

shared human rights for all. Tostan (which means “breakthrough” in the West African language of Wolof ),

now 25 years old, adapted a model that reform-minded Chinese used in the early 20th century to put an end

to the harmful practice of foot-binding on young girls, and adapted it to eliminating female genital cutting

(FGC) in Senegal. The organic process involves community-based dialogue that brings all members of the

community together to discern their own core values and engage in a process of social transformation. This

has led to many promising changes including the eradication of FGC as a socially acceptable practice in

many communities. In Senegal, Muslim imams have been instrumental in officially validating this

community-wide commitment and foreswearing the practice of FGC all together.

COHG uses a model very similar to Tostan to engage religious leaders and their spouses in safe and

transformative dialogue about gender, power, and faith. This program begins with a four-day guided retreat

with community leaders, typically pastors, to enable participants to delve into their own lived gender norms,

often leading to reflection and healing from childhood experiences watching their mothers being routinely

beaten, and from severe power imbalances in their own marriages. The process then cascades into the larger
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community as these leaders create discussions in their homes, places of worship, and across multiple social

sectors. This program continues for four years and extends into the larger community, employing a grace-

filled, dialogue-based approach to shift attitudes via deeper and more open study of religious texts to surface

egalitarian messages. World vision is expanding COHG to more than 90 of its national offices with the help

of philanthropists.

3. Fund “institutional disruptors, the networks of indigenous social innovators who are starting new

enterprises or infusing existing organizations with an ethic of shared leadership between men and

women.

Inspired Individuals is a global network that supports faith-inspired social entrepreneurs—many of whom are

working to change laws, policies, and attitudes around gender. One of these social entrepreneurs is Domnic

Misolo (http://inspiredindividuals.org/individuals/domnic-misolo/) , an Anglican priest turned gender activist who is

helping pastors read their Bibles to shift from a patriarchal to a partnership view of marriage. “I am the

second born child of a polygamist family,” he says. “My father had three wives and my mother was his second

wife. As a young boy, I watched her be beaten like a child. I grew up thinking that men and women were not

equal to one another. However, my eyes were opened after reading an academic journal during my seminary

studies. It showed me how to read the deeper message of the Bible that sees men and women as equal before

God.” Misolo went on to found an organization called the Ekklesia Foundation for Gender Education “an

organization that I feel is God’s calling for me.” He is doing what large Western-led NGOs cannot do:

uprooting traditional beliefs that for centuries have categorized females as made to be subjugated.

Another disruptor is Consoler Wilbert (http://inspiredindividuals.org/individuals/consola-meena/) , also a fellow at

Inspired Individuals. She grew up as an unwanted girl in rural Tanzania and was sold for sex and exploited by

multiple men by the time she reached adolescence. The social norms that helped shape her were that as a

poor girl from a minority tribe she was less than human. But at a particularly low point in her life her inner

voice reminded her of who she really is, inspiring her to shed these social norms and do something to change

them. Wilbert founded and now runs a program serving girls like herself called New Hope for Girls, and is

stepping into a leadership role within her church community. “Because I started and run an organization that

is doing such good work, men in my church are now letting me attend leadership meeting,” she says. “I am so

convicted by my work that I cannot help but speak my mind and have a voice, even though the men around

me still expect me to serve the drinks and often warn me about the dangers of a ‘jezebel spirit,’ which is a

woman who is seen as being too domineering. It bothers me, but I just let it roll off me and they are saying

this less and less. They know I can get things done.”
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Change agents like Misolo and Wilbert exist around the world, in large and small NGOs and within

networks that are working to support their capacity and impact. They are rising up from the wreckage of

harmful gender practices with a passionate determination not just to alleviate suffering, but also to transform

the beliefs and ideology that sanction and normalize a dangerous imbalance of power between men and

women. And they are doing this in very real and tangible ways within institutions that comprise civil society.

They know their culture best, and they love it enough to dare to change it. They are doing what the World

Bank and the UN cannot do—disrupting norms from the inside-out to achieve gender equality and they are

unleashing ripples of change at the grassroots level that are so foundational to any macro level change. What

could be a better investment?

Tread Carefully, Yet Bravely

There is a reason that philanthropists tread lightly into this culturally and religiously sensitive terrain of

changing social norms. It is not our job as outsiders to come in and try to change someone else’s cultural

beliefs. But if we see our role as partners in helping others to “be the change they want to see” for their own

communities, we can find ways to carefully, yet intentionally, support indigenous change agents doing this

long, slow, transformative work. Yes, we still need to fund basic aid and relief to girls and women victimized

by gender-based crime. And yes, we need to keep funding empowerment programs to give them a hand-up.

Yet even with the most effective empowerment programs, girls and women can’t win if the rules don’t change.

The real solution lies in changing the operating system that continues to disempower the human agency and

dignity of girls and women in the first place. This kind of change has to arise from deep within a culture, but

it can be supported from outside with careful and strategic philanthropic support, by investing in well-placed

networks of change agents.

Private philanthropy can play an important role in bringing attention to the issue and supporting this type of

work. Small foundations can step in and work in tandem with larger players like the World Bank and the UN

to support the capacity of these networks of bell-ringers, mainstreamers, and institutional disrupters. Any

NGO, small or large, can incorporate reflective, dialogue-based programs that facilitate a transformative

process of taking stock of gender norms. But this requires patient capital and a knack for connecting the dots

between invisible ideas and more visible problems. Thankfully, there are social innovators rising up in every

corner of the world who are working to transform gendered beliefs that perpetuate vicious cycles of poverty,

injustice, and violence.

As we head into post-2015 global benchmarking, let’s find new inspiration to enlist all the assets within

private philanthropy to invest in the transformation of stubborn—yet mutable—beliefs and norms that are
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impeding global progress. Let us each do our part to think, do, and fund in a way that makes gender equality

a lived reality.

WHAT IS GENDER-LENS INVESTING?

Gender-lens investing is the idea of moving beyond seeing women and girls as a separate programmatic silo

in one’s giving portfolio, to evaluating gender impact across all programmatic sectors. Women Moving

Millions, a philanthropic network, recently released a report titled “All In For Her,” that defines a gender-

lens as “consider[ing] how gender norms affect women and girls uniquely when assessing funding

opportunities.” And U.S. Trust, in its report, “Giving Through a Gender Lens: A Guide for Donors,”

describes it this way: ”Men and women are often impacted differently and disproportionately by social issues

such as poverty, health, domestic violence or education… When addressing social concerns, donors therefore

must consider the impact that gender has on the particular issue.” 

Mainstreaming a gender lens into a foundation’s protocol gives one the license to dig around and ask those

obvious yet still sometimes taboo questions: “So, I notice you don’t have any women on your board, yet your

organization’s mission is leadership development at Ivy League universities… hmmm? Do you have any

particular gender policies that in any way limit what women can do within your organization?”

Learning to phrase the question in a way that takes the conversation beyond the rhetoric of “empowerment”

into the deeper contradictions between stated organizational goals and implicit, or tacit, gender norms can

require artful probing: “So… you said you partner with local churches to provide mentoring to the trafficking

victims in your program… What are the gender norms these partner churches bring to this work? Do they

have any ideas or practices around gender that differentiate what women and men are able to do? Is their an

ideal of spiritual equality between men and women in your culture or tradition that you can tap into to

encourage men to share power with women, and help girls tune out some of the negative messages which do

not see them as human agents in their own right?”

This is the very core of a gender lens: being aware of both personal and systemic gender imbalances so that

we can more effectively work to re-balance and heal not just the false hierarchy of masculine over feminine,

but also work to free both men and women to live as partners and allies in the home, in faith communities, in

the work place, and in all parts of society.
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#MeToo and #ChurchToo: The Perfect Storm 

 

 
 

 
 
By Mimi Haddad 
On December 06, 2017 

This is a reflection from CBE's president, Dr. Mimi Haddad, on the #MeToo and #ChurchToo 
conversations around sexual abuse and harassment.  

My husband and I begin most weekends at our local coffee shop, enjoying breakfast with 
neighbors. Recently, one neighbor—a renowned poet—recalled his experiences studying poetry 
at Columbia University. Students were asked to submit a recent poem they’d written. These were 
returned the following day with the name of each student’s favorite authors scribbled at the end. 
The professor could discern, with 100% accuracy, who they had been reading. Students were 
stunned! They’d unknowingly expressed in their work what they’d absorbed in their 
imaginations. 

This same reality—we express what our imaginations absorb—can be seen in the avalanche of 
abuse reported this year. We are witnessing a global unveiling of abusers who imagined that their 
power and privilege was invincible. Within twenty-four hours, twelve million #MeToo survivors 
uncovered an abuse epidemic. As Christian women exposed abuse in the church with 
#ChurchToo, the impunity of perpetrators was glaringly visible. And the stories of victims—too 
many to grasp—left us shaking. 



Yet, it is the task of the church to discern how and why so much abuse went unaddressed. Like 
the professor at Columbia, we can begin by asking: what feeds the imaginations of male 
Christian perpetrators? 

As victims used their voices on social media, I remembered the countless conversations with 
strangers, friends, colleagues, and family who were silenced and marginalized while their 
abusers were heard and protected. For more than twenty years, I have watched the church defend 
the authority and reputation of abusers, feeding their imaginations with the promise of impunity. 
In doing so, the church has colluded with perpetrators in their abuse of women and demeaning of 
the gospel. 

Too many have fed rather than confronted the impunity that accompanies male dominance. We 
have fueled perpetrators’ craving for dominance with a shallow reading of Scripture coupled 
with the increasing prevalence of porn among Christians. 

According to Barna and Proven Men Ministries, 64% of Christian men watch porn monthly 
and 37% view porn several times a week. 57% of pastors and 64% of youth pastors struggle with 
porn addiction. Strikingly, 12% of Christians use porn “at least once daily” compared to 10% for 
non-Christians. Last year, users spent 4.5 billion hours on one porn site alone, and $97 billion. 

What is the impact on the imaginations of Christian men? 

In porn, human beings are systematically objectified, feeding a viewer’s narcissistic impulse to 
control others for pleasure. It leaves users lonely and distanced from meaningful, mutual 
relationships. Unsurprisingly, viewing porn is linked with increased extra-marital affairs. 

Consider porn’s impact on youth. Female teenagers using porn are more likely to encounter 
sexual harassment and abuse, while teenage male users are more inclined to purchase and sell 
sex. Tragically, “child porn” is one of the fastest growing businesses today. Horrifically, the 
eroticism of porn is no longer purely voyeuristic. Pleasure is now linked with inflicting pain on 
females who are younger and younger. Gang rape, choking, and rupturing rape now give 
pleasure. 

Studies show that extensive porn use fosters sexual aggression and rape culture, while at the 
same time teaching victims “to ‘normalize’ their abuse.” Male viewers’ desire to dominate 
females for pleasure compels female victims’ silence and passivity. In this way, porn enforces 
(often violently) male dominance and female submission—the same gender roles that patriarchy 
advocates for men and women in the church.  

In both porn and patriarchy, global victims are silenced and perpetrators protected. Abusers feel 
confident that their abuse will not be exposed or prosecuted. Without the fear of justice, 
perpetrators believe they are untouchable and this furthers their predatory behavior. Patriarchy’s 
cycle of abuse explains the vast number of females missing—a fact few Christians address. 



While abuse and porn use are as common among Christians as non-Christians, male Christian 
leaders are mostly silent on both issues! Who has heard one sermon on either? Do we discuss 
these dangers during premarital counseling or in seminary? Instead, we feed imaginations with 
biblical teachings that normalize male authority and female submission, and then we’re shocked 
by the accounts of abuse in our communities. 

The abuse exposed this year shows how patriarchy—fueled by porn and a theology of male 
dominance—has poisoned the Christian imagination. While the church and its leaders remain 
silent, abuse survivors do not! With holy boldness, they’re confronting the idolatry of male 
dominance and exposing its theological and social failures. Their courage is a prophetic warning 
to those who act with impunity. Our God is a God who stands with the abused. With God, there 
is no impunity! God will expose injustice just as God made known the cries of Hagar. 

Thankfully, there is a counter-current welcoming the voices and agency of survivors. Egalitarian 
theology demonstrates its capacity to build happier and less abusive marriages, just as it attends 
to survivors of abuse. Each year, biblical gender equality gains ground in church after church, 
and more and more people discover egalitarian resources. As a result, fewer believe that male 
dominance and female submission is just, healthy, or God’s ideal. 

As this movement grows, courageous victims are disclosing abuse and perpetrators are being 
held accountable. This is the fruit of God’s justice and the labor of many who feed imaginations 
with the truth: God created male and female in God’s image to govern the world in mutuality. 
The #MeToo and #ChurchToo conversations mark another victory for justice as well as the first 
dying days of patriarchy. We must press forward until it gasps its last breath. May it be soon. 

 



- ----------IIIIJ1-
I GENDER INTEGRATION FRAMEWORK ~~~

\"..

- -

\)
_., SJ

-'"---...-

\

)
j\

.,,~-:/

j
/

and men m an
r "'/----

( -~~ ")-.
----.. ) f ) . _
"'\r g ani z a«i 0 n a I v -j _

'\ ;Qu It)t(r~J /y--)
'------_._--} .)-'II'" .---.,

-~.-... --

1717 Massachusetts Ave., NW #70 I
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: 202-667-8227
www.interactioD.org

~V~·· //

./(.('\ -J
/--; I

Commission on the Advancemenfo'--Women"

CJlnterAction®

Process
Gender integration is an organic process, akin to a living tree. At the root of the process is

political will. An organization with strong political will, like a tree with strong roots,

can support the development of three vital branches: technical capacity,
accountability and a positive organizational culture.

Vision
Integrating gender in an organization's activities and structures has both an external and
internal dimension. Externally, gender integration fosters the participation of and benefits to women
organization's initiatives or services. Internally, gender integration promotes women's leadership and
equality in an organization's own policies and structures.

Framework developed by Suzanne Kindervatter, Commission Director; Patricia Morris, Gender and Development
Specialist; and Amy Woods, Program Associate. January 1999.

Sustainability
To become institutionalized, gender integration builds organizational capacity
and ownership in gender-sensitive programming, organizational structures, and
procedures, as the four interdependent parts develop:

• Political will becomes evident when top-level leadership publicly support
gender integration, commit staff time and financial resources, and institute needed policies
and procedures.

• These conditions lead to a favorable organizational culture, which involves progress toward
a gender balanced staff and governance structure, as well as equal valuing of women and men in
the workplace.

• As organizational culture transforms, technical capacity must develop, including staff skills
in gender analysis, adoption of systems for gender disaggregated data, and
development of gender sensitive tools and procedures.
• Because gender integration ultimately involves organizational change, systems of
accountability are also essential. Both incentives and requirements are necessary to
encourage and reinforce new behaviors, within individuals and within an organization as a whole.
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In the early 1990s, the development and 
humanitarian sector adopted a “Gender and 
Development” (GAD) approach, which sought 
to correct systems that produce inequalities by 
challenging existing gender roles and relations.[1] This 
conceptual shift was bolstered by the 1995 Beijing 
Platform for Action, which acknowledged “gender 
mainstreaming” as the process of entrenching GAD 
into development practice. Global actors in the 
gender equality and women’s rights movement 
have continued to promote best practices as well 
as collect evidence on the importance and impact 
of gender mainstreaming in development and 
humanitarian efforts. The 2006 U.N. System-Wide 
Action Plan on Gender Equality and Women’s 
Empowerment[2] helped bring worldwide attention 
to gender equality and the needed principles 
within both macro and programmatic planning. In 
2016, gender equality was strongly embedded in 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), both 
identified as a specific goal in itself as well as a 
means to sustainably achieving the other goals.[2]

Many of the standards found herein reinforce the 
SDGs and are reflective of the U.N. system-wide 
principles. They offer a strategic addition to the 
field in that they are geared toward development 
practitioners, and help simplify and operationalize 
many of the existing concepts. 

Gender mainstreaming[3] seeks to analyze the issues 
and needs of all genders, both at the organizational 
level and programming level, and uncovers how 
policies, practices, and interventions will impact 
people differently, with the goal of addressing 
social and cultural norms that prevent people from 
accessing and benefitting from opportunities equally. 

INTRODUCTION

Why Does Gender Equality Matter?
Addressing gender equality is key for successfully 
achieving sustainable development outcomes and 
creating a more equal world. It enhances people’s 
ability to realize their full human potential, rights, 
and freedoms. Tackling gender inequality in access 
and benefit within systems mitigates impediments 
to social and economic prosperity; decreases the 
threat of violence; and increases the return on 
investment (See Annex 2).  
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In nearly all societies around the world, traditional 
gender roles and unequal power relations lead to 
discrimination against and exclusion of certain groups. 
Gender often intersects with other factors as well—
such as age, race, sexuality, disability, economic status, 
location, health status, and more—to further exacerbate 
exclusion, and prevent people from accessing and 
making decisions on development opportunities.

Gender equality mainstreaming is the process 
or means by which these unequal conditions are 
addressed to achieve the goal of gender equality. 
This means ensuring a gender lens is applied to all 
organizational and programmatic activities, including a 
focus on promoting gender equality and empowering 
women and girls.[4] Decades of experiences, tools, 
methodologies, approaches, and processes have 
generated a wealth of information, data, and 
knowledge on gender equality mainstreaming 
in development programming—but with little 
standardization. The complex nature of development 
programming—which varies by organization and is 
tailored to funding mechanisms, technical approaches, 
organizational politics and culture, competing 
priorities, local contexts, and more—has created a 
diverse but also fragmented approach to the practice of 
gender equality mainstreaming.

The Minimum Standards for Mainstreaming Gender 
Equality offer a common set of standards that 
enables international development and humanitarian 
response organizations to establish collective 
benchmarks and develop transferable practices and 
skill sets across all technical sectors. The intended 
outcomes of these minimum standards are that 
organizations will: 
1. share a common understanding of foundational 

steps required to become “gender aware,” and

2. be able to identify a pathway for gender 
mainstreaming that promotes gender-responsive 
and, ultimately, gender-transformative programming.

The standards are the result of a collaborative 
research and consultative process built upon a 
global movement of evidence and practice, and 
led by many of the field’s foremost experts on 
gender mainstreaming in international contexts. 
These standards should be clear enough to set a 
minimum level of quality, but broad enough to allow 
each agency to define what is appropriate for their 
organizational and programmatic context. We submit 
these standards as the minimum bar for acceptable 
programming and advise all agencies to review, adopt, 
and work toward executing them. 

We recognize that full adoption of every standard will 
be a process, potentially carried out in different ways 
at different paces by different types of organizations. 
Our expectation, however, is that each adopting 
agency, and those aspiring to adopt the standards, 
will make every effort possible to intentionally 
address, adhere, and hold themselves accountable 
to the standards. For organizations newer to these 
aspirations, Annex 1 is available with annotated tools 
and resources for implementation of each standard.

Who Are We Talking About? 
Some organizations define gender categories as 
including men, women, boys, and girls, while others 
use a wider definition that includes people that fall 
outside of traditional, binary definitions. In order to 
provide guidance across a spectrum of organizations, 
these standards are offered to promote gender 
equality mainstreaming for both approaches.
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Methodology
These minimum standards resulted from an 
extensive resource review of implementer and donor 
policies, strategies, evidence reports, and guidelines 
across the gender and development sector and 
from global organizations, including Global South 
grassroots networks, working in a variety of technical 
fields (see Annex 2). From November 14–25, 2016, 
an online survey was circulated to more than 
800 people from U.S.-based NGOs. On November 
30, 2016, an in-person consultation was held in 
Washington, D.C. Following the consultations, the 
minimum standards document was revised. The 
minimum standards were also shared with different 
Global South networks, representing hundreds of 
thousands of people living in developing countries 
with firsthand knowledge and expertise for input 
through another online consultation. Approximately 
200 people have provided input into the minimum 
standards.

Gender Continuum
The minimum standards are influenced by 
the Gender Integration Continuum tool, which 
“takes users from gender blind to gender aware 
programs, towards the goal of equality and better 
development outcomes (see Figure 1).”[5] Within 
this continuum, there are three levels of gender 
mainstreaming: gender exploitative, gender 
accommodating, and gender transformative. A 

gender exploitative approach can take advantage 
of and even exacerbate imbalanced gender power 
dynamics to accomplish its programmatic goals. 
A gender accommodating approach finds ways 
to work around existing cultural gender norms to 
advance overall outcomes but does not necessarily 
try to change those norms. A gender transformative 
approach helps break down gender barriers and 
create new dynamics for gender equality to emerge. 
An organization’s pathway toward effective gender 
mainstreaming may first include identifying gender 
exploitative practices and correcting them, becoming 
more accommodating to existing norms, and then 
eventually engaging in transformative approaches. 

FIGURE 1: GENDER CONTINUUM

GOAL: GENDER EQUALITY AND BETTER DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES

GENDER BLIND Does not take any gender considerations into account

GENDER AWARE Examines and addresses gender considerations in some way

EXPLOITATIVE Reinforces or takes advantage of inequitable gender norms

SENSITIVE/ACCOMMODATING Acknowledges and works with/around gender norms

TRANSFORMATIVE Critically assesses and works to positively change gender relations

Adapted from Interagency Gender Working Group training materials.

Intersectionality
The intentions, actions, and process for arriving at 
gender equality greatly benefit from recognizing the 
interconnected nature of social categorizations such 
as age, sexuality, race, ethnicity, religion, disability, 
and economic status. These often create overlapping 
and interdependent systems of disadvantage, 
vulnerability, or discrimination. Additionally, many 
organizations find it more effective and efficient 
to address gender, diversity, and social inclusion 
issues as part of the same effort. For that reason, 
we welcome readers of these minimum standards to 
interpret them more widely as appropriate.   
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Section 2

The gender equality roadmap

The ‘gender equality roadmap’ (roadmap) is designed to help 
organisations understand the nature of the gender equality 
‘journey’ and the identifiable phases within it, from least  
effective practice to highly effective and best practice. The 
roadmap enables organisations to plot where they are on their 
journey. Stakeholders can then identify what progress looks like 
and plan accordingly. The roadmap acts as both a framework 
for identifying and understanding gender equality progress (or 
absence of it), and as a common language for stakeholders to 
discuss progress.

The phases of the journey may not be as discrete or well-
delineated as shown on the model; some phases may last longer 
than others. Nonetheless they reflect the real experiences of 
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Figure 3: Gender equality roadmap3

leading organisations in equality and diversity. Note that progress 
along the roadmap is a function of the combined effect of both 
commitment and action – and the congruence between these. It is 
only when good intent is converted into action that progress is made.

Organisations less advanced in gender equality can exploit the 
valuable learning from these experiences, to increase momentum 
and accelerate progress (which we refer to later as using ‘on-
ramps’ and ‘express lanes’). The roadmap phases are therefore 
intended to punctuate a typical journey, not necessarily an ‘ideal’ 
journey route. The roadmap’s purpose is to help organisations 
see opportunities to make their journey as fast, efficient and 
constructive as possible.

The roadmap enables organisations  
to plot where they are on their journey.

3. *Adapted from the Diversity and Inclusion Pathway© model developed  
by Diversity Partners Pty Ltd (www.diversitypartners.com.au) and  
shared with their kind permission.

Section 2 The gender equality roadmap
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Phase Characteristics 

�� Structural and cultural barriers to female career progression are unrecognised or denied.

�� Exclusive and/or discriminatory behaviour towards women accepted and/or normalised.

�� No measurement or reporting of gender representation or equality issues.

�� No-one accepts (or sees a need to allocate) accountability for gender equality /diversity.

�� Gender equality / diversity are seen as a compliance risk, not a business enabler or imperative.

�� Any gender equality / diversity activity is limited to meeting compliance obligations.

�� Responsibility for compliance with gender legislation or regulation is owned by support functions.

�� Only data required to meet compliance obligations is gathered and is not exploited.

�� Gender equality / diversity activity occurs only in response to issues that can’t be ignored.

�� Actions and initiatives are ad hoc, reactive and tactical rather than planned, proactive and strategic.

�� Gender initiatives are disconnected and fragmented, which limits synergies, efficiencies and impact.

�� Business priorities take precedence and displace gender equality action if/when necessary.

�� Failure of gender programs / initiatives to achieve progress or change undermines long-term support.

�� A specific business case for addressing gender equality is identified and promoted by leaders.

�� A gender strategy is developed which links to and supports business strategy and objectives.

�� Gender strategy is used to guide effort, investment and specific initiatives and is regularly reviewed.

�� Action plans are developed and implemented to realise gender equality strategic objectives.

�� Governance and reporting mechanisms are in place to ensure leadership oversight.

�� Gender equality best practice is integrated into business and people policies and processes.

�� The business case for gender equality is understood and embraced at all organisational levels.

�� Commitment to, and investment in, gender equality progress is unaffected by business challenges.

�� Structural and cultural barriers to female career progression are actively challenged and addressed.

�� Business leaders hold themselves and their people publicly accountable for gender equality outcomes.

�� Leaders have the necessary capability, confidence and commitment to build gender inclusive culture(s).

�� The organisation and its leaders are role models for gender equality / inclusion, and influence others.

�� Ongoing commitment to gender equality is unaffected by changes in leadership composition.

�� Gender equality is simply part of how business is done, and how people work together – always.

Table 3: Typical characteristics for each stage of the roadmap

5

0 Avoiding

1 Compliant

2 Programmatic

4 Integrated

3 Strategic

Sustainable

Section 2 The gender equality roadmap
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Different stakeholders of the organisation may intuitively identify 
which phase they think their organisation has reached. However, 
their perspective will reflect how they experience gender 
equality in their particular part of the organisation. Perspectives 
may therefore differ, and this should be expected. One of the 
benefits of the roadmap is it stimulates discussion. Users of the 
roadmap should expect that different stakeholders will have 
a range of perspectives on where the organisation is on its 
gender equality journey. Where assessments vary, it is valuable 
to explore why this is, in order to understand and rationalise 
different approaches, levels of support and results. A coherent 
gender strategy will help align the whole organisation and create 
consistency across sub-units and teams.

Another application of the roadmap could be to assess an 
organisation’s level of progress relative to its industry / sector or 
competitors. Competitor Analysis Benchmark Reports create new 
opportunities to assess gender equality performance relative to 
industry peers. Sometimes, a noticeable gap in relation to external 
comparators can be a powerful stimulus for action, particularly 
when the data is provided by an independent source.

On-ramp points  
and express lanes 
We have extended the roadmap concept to include two 
important features:

�� On-ramps: an opportunity to join the gender equality journey 
at a particular phase using the WGEA tools and resources, thus 
reducing or eliminating time spent in the previous phase(s).

�� Express lanes: a short-cut from one phase to another, avoiding 
an intermediary phase.

Getting on the journey

The requirement for non-public sector organisations with 100 or 
more staff to report annually to the WGEA can serve as a catalyst 
to move out of the ‘Avoiding’ phase (0) and into the ‘Compliance’ 
phase (1). Some organisations will do enough to remain 
compliant and no more; others will use the insights provided by 
the reporting process to accelerate their progress.

Some organisations will consciously move or unconsciously drift 
into the programmatic phase (2) where they implement certain 
initiatives or programs in response to specific needs, typically relating 
to a workforce segment such as working mothers. These needs 
may be highlighted by data from a number of sources, including 
WGEA annual reporting. Other sources may include internal metrics, 
employee feedback and engagement survey responses. 

Whilst these programs may be well-intentioned and welcomed 
by employees, they often only alleviate symptoms of gender 
inequality, rather than address root causes to create lasting 
change. The risk is that these initiatives provide a false sense of 
comfort that the organisation is making progress towards greater 
gender equality when, in fact, it is not because the programs 
are not connected to, and supportive of, a gender strategy and 
strategic objectives. 

Moving into the programmatic phase may represent a natural 
but passive evolution, and many organisations spend time and 
resources here, with little or no benefit to show for it. Worse still, 
a failure to demonstrate progress despite effort and investment 
may damage stakeholder support, which is difficult to regain, thus 
undermining possibilities for future action and progress.

Frequently, programs are focused on the perceived ‘needs’ of 
women rather than addressing the nature of the organisation and 
its culture to ensure that women can succeed on their own merits 
(rather than, for instance, developing male-typical attributes 
which the organisation uses as measures of success, either 
formally or informally). A strategic approach enables organisations 
to address systemic and cultural barriers to gender equality more 
easily and effectively than a programmatic one.

Moving beyond the programmatic phase

Organisations that find themselves in the programmatic phase 
should not be dismayed. Nor should the gender equality work 
that has led to that point be undervalued or dismissed as 
irrelevant. The constructive and necessary response is to adopt a 
strategic approach, by developing a sound gender strategy, and 
current programs and initiatives can be reviewed for relevance 
and effectiveness.

Those programs that support one or more strategic objectives 
can be continued – and linked wherever possible. Those programs 
that do not align to and support the gender equality strategy may 
need to be adapted or discontinued, to recover the opportunity 
cost they represent. Valuable resources can be redirected to 
deliver the best impact and return on investment.

By exploiting the learning from WGEA reporting 
and benchmarks, as well as other insights from 
complementary data, it is possible to avoid or 
minimise the duration of the programmatic 
phase (or avoid it completely and take an 
‘express lane’ to the strategic phase (3)). 
Organisations can take this short cut through 
the development and implementation of a 
gender strategy (supported by a robust and 
specific business case).

Section 2 The gender equality roadmap
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Once a gender strategy has been established, an organisation 
will be well-placed to consider applying for the EOCGE citation, 
provided this is executed effectively through an action plan. The 
structure and content of the strategy can be built around the 
outcomes of the gender equality diagnostic process which is 
detailed in Section 4.

Progression beyond the strategic phase (3) requires organisations to 
leverage the impact of their efforts by moving from initiatives into 
integration – whereby gender equality best practice is increasingly 
incorporated into all relevant business and people processes, until 
it becomes completely intrinsic. Taken to its logical conclusion, 
there should be no need for a separate gender equality strategy. 
Best practice should simply be part of business and organisational 
strategies.

Taking gender equality to the next level

Reaching phases 4 (integrated) and 5 (sustainable) requires culture 
change as well as policy and process improvement. Organisational 
workplace culture is a cumulative reflection of the prevailing 
attitudes and values prevalent in the workforce. This will be shaped 
by leaders and managers more than any other single factor. Their 
attitudes and values, demonstrated by their behaviours (including 
decision-making), send a clear signal of what is important and 
expected of others. Ultimately, leaders and managers need to be 
role-models and coaches to others in gender equitable and inclusive 
behaviours.

It follows that progress through phases 3, 4 and 5 ought to be driven 
by actions and interventions that are increasingly ‘top-down’, not 
just ‘bottom up’ (which may be more typical of the earlier phases). 
Phases 0 – 2 are more likely to be driven by human resources and/
or diversity leaders. The transition from programmatic to strategic 
should therefore involve a shift in ownership and leadership from 
support functions to the mainstream business. This may be subtle 
at first, but should become increasingly visible. Again, it is the 
introduction of a strategy that provides the vehicle for this shift.

Another indicator of reaching phases 4 and 5 is the increased level 
of connectivity between equality, diversity and inclusion activities 
relating not just to gender, but to other workforce segments. A good 
example of this would be actions to address unconscious bias within 
people processes. This focus need not just be limited to unconscious 
gender bias. An approach which develops awareness of unconscious 
bias and provides tools to minimise it will help create an equitable 
work environment for all employees, irrespective of their individual 
background or differences.

The differentiator between phase 4 (integrated) and phase 5 
(sustainable) is largely cultural. Phase 4 includes ensuring the 
essential ‘hard-wiring’ (systems, frameworks, policies and processes) 
which support the gender equality strategy is in place across the 
organisation. The emphasis in phase 5 is on the ‘soft insulation’ 
(the workplace cultural norms) that surround the hard-wiring and 
optimise its performance. 

Sustainability is achieved because everyone in the organisation 
understands and believes in the value of gender equality. It is a 
natural and implicit part of how work is delivered, all the time. 
Employees (including managers and leaders) become unconsciously 
competent in gender equality.

Example of a  
programmatic approach
An example of an approach which is representative of the 
programmatic phase might be found in an organisation’s 
approach to parental leave and the return to work of a primary 
carer of a new-born child. In Australia, the vast majority of 
primary carers are women, a position which is only changing 
very slowly. An employer’s policies and practices in this area 
will therefore usually impact women disproportionately, 
compared to men. An increasing number of employers 
now offer a bonus to employees who return to work from 
maternity or primary carer parental leave, and stay for a 
qualifying period.

At face value, this appears to be a positive action, and most 
qualifying employees will be happy to accept the bonus. 
However, a question remains as to whether such a bonus 
influences the decision of employees’ (mainly women) to 
remain with the organisation in the longer term. Often, 
return to work rates are high, but the retention of women 
returners one or two years later is noticeably lower – 
women return, but they don’t necessarily stay. Employee 
feedback suggests retention is heavily influenced by factors 
such as the ease and constructiveness of the re-entry 
process, the role provided, manager attitudes and, above 
all, access to flexibility.

Organisations that address all of the above factors, as well 
as offering a return to work bonus – as part of a strategic 
response to the issue of retaining female talent – are more 
likely to achieve positive and sustainable outcomes – i.e. 
a higher rate of retention of women with primary carer 
responsibilities. In many cases, organisations do not appear 
to measure long-term retention of employees returning 
from parental leave – even when they have chosen to 
invest in offering a return to work bonus – so they will not 
know (or be able to demonstrate) the impact of, or return 
on, their investment.

Some organisations cite industry or market practice as the 
reason for introducing a return to work bonus. This may 
be a valid start point, but there is little benefit (and, in 
fact, potential for damage) if the use of a bonus to attract 
female talent is not part of a broader strategy for retaining 
that talent. A programmatic approach has the potential to 
erode future stakeholder support, even for well-conceived 
initiatives, if current investments and activity are seen to 
be failing to deliver the expected outcomes.

Section 2 The gender equality roadmap
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Figure 4: On-ramps and express lanes

To use on-ramp A:

�� submit a robust annual WGEA compliance report using 
appropriate due diligence

�� use the resulting data together with your Competitor Analysis 
Benchmark Report to identify and prioritise gender equality 
challenges and opportunities in your organisation

�� start taking action to address these challenges and 
opportunities.

To use on-ramp B:

�� use the gender equality diagnostic (in Section 3) to inform the 
development and implementation of a robust gender equality 
strategy and business case

�� if relevant employers apply for the EOCGE citation and (whether 
initially successful or not) use the outputs of the process to 
strengthen and refine the strategy; repeat the process annually 
until citation is achieved and maintained.

To use the express lane (from phase 1 to 3):

�� complete the annual WGEA compliance report and in parallel 
use the WGEA Gender strategy toolkit to design, implement 
and communicate a robust gender equality strategy (including a 
specific and credible business case)

�� define and prioritise the programs and initiatives that will enable 
the organisation to achieve its strategic gender objective(s) 

�� link the gender equality strategy to business strategy.
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The Findings
Phase One: The Lay of the Land 

Unsurprisingly, women are found in lower percentages 
among the evangelical nonprofits and educational 
institutions than in the broader nonprofit world. Women 
in the nonprofit sector generally comprise close to 
half of all board members, and over a third of all CEOs. 
Evangelical organizations are at best doing half as 
well. Like nonprofits generally, women’s presence in 
leadership declines with the size of the organization. 
Figure 1 and Figure 2 compare organizations in our  
study with nonprofits and educational institutions  
more generally.

Of particular note are the especially low levels of women 
serving as top leaders. While evangelical organizations 
in our study generally had about half the percentages 

of women serving as paid leaders and board members 
in comparison to other nonprofit organizations, their 
percentages of women serving as the top leader were 
exceptionally low. Only 5% of Christian colleges had 
women serving as presidents, and only 5% of large 
nonprofits (with budgets over $10 million) had women 
serving as CEOs and presidents. Clearly, this is one of 
the key areas where women face obstacles in leadership.

These overall statistics hide a great deal of variation 
found among the organizations of the study. Almost a 
quarter of the organizations had no women serving on 
their boards while 8% had women comprise more than 
half their board. Several factors were associated with 
different levels of women in leadership. As is true in 
the nonprofit field generally, organizations with larger 
budgets often have less gender parity. Another factor 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Board Under $1MBoard $1–10MBoard Over $10MCEO Under $1MCEO $1-$10MCEO Over $10M
CEO Board

Over $10M $1–10M Under $1M Over $10M $1–10M Under $1M

Figure 1: Comparison of Female CEOs and Board Positions by Organizational Expenses

WILNS Nonprofits All Nonprofits



5

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Percent of 
Board Female

Female
Provost

Female
President

0

20

40

60

80

100

WomenMen

Figure 2: Percentage of Women in 
Leadership within Colleges and Universities

Figure 3: Percentage of Men and Women 
Holding Egalitarian Views in Different Spheres 

CCCU FamilyAll Colleges Church Society

was sector or field—women are better represented in 
leadership positions in family-based ministries, but  
fare worse when it comes to mission and discipleship  
related agencies. 

Finally, we also found that denominational affiliation 
was important. Religious tradition itself does not 
seem to be a predictor for the presence of women in 
leadership—women are found across all traditions. 
However, in terms of the organizations where 
women reach the highest level, institutions of higher 
education whose traditions emphasize the Holy 
Spirit distinguish themselves: Pentecostal, Holiness, 
Wesleyan, and Anabaptist. And of the colleges with a 
woman as president, all are part of denominations or 
traditions that ordain women; none were part of non-
denominational or ecumenical institutions. 

Phase Two: Survey of Institutional Leaders

Phase Two attempted to capture the organizational 
leadership culture of organizations through a survey 
instrument. This survey was unique in that it was 
administered to both men and women who serve 
in leadership, as well as teams of leaders within 
organizations. In addition, the survey allowed for 
greater distinctions to be drawn than previous research: 
respondents were asked for their views on leadership 
roles for women in society, the church, and the family, 
instead of combining such spheres together. As shown 
in Figure 3, one of the significant findings of the survey 
was that 94% of the 674 female and male respondents 
affirmed that women and men should equally serve in 
leadership positions within society. Significantly more 
women than men believed that women should share 
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leadership with men in the church and in the family. 
Both men and women within college settings also 
affirmed egalitarian stances towards women at higher 
levels than the sample as a whole. 

Evangelical nonprofits exist at the boundary between 
church and society. They are not ecclesiastical 
organizations yet they have a faith-based mission. And 
for many of the nonprofit institutions and colleges 
within our sample, there is not a clearly stated position 
on women in leadership. In fact, we found in the survey 
that even as 94% of male leaders noted their support for 
women leading in society, a full 20% of women in our 
sample thought that their peers did not support their 
leadership. Women also evaluated their organizations 
as having fewer opportunities for women than for their 
male peers: men gave their organizations a score of 
about 80 on a scale of 100 for women in leadership, 
while women gave their organizations under a 70. In 
short, women are more uncertain about where their 
peers stand when it comes to their ability to lead.

Beyond the work environment, we also explored the 
church communities to which male and female leaders 
belong. To explore this intersection, leaders were asked 
to identify their views on women serving in leadership 
positions within the church in comparison to the views 
of the churches that they attend. Table 1 provides the 
breakdown of how personal beliefs about women’s 
leadership in the church compare with those of the 
churches the respondents attend. A majority of men and 
women attend churches that hold views similar to their 
own. However, as revealed in Table 1, more than a third 
of the leaders that held egalitarian views of women in 
leadership did not attend churches where women could 
fill all leadership roles. This was true of male and female 
leaders. As we found in later interviews conducted 
with leaders, being in churches where such dissonance 
existed was often more costly—socially, emotionally, and 
spiritually—for women than men.

Table 1: Survey of nonprofit leaders’ stance on women in church leadership compared to 
that of their church

  
Church and 
respondent affirm 
only men for 
church leadership

Church affirms 
both men and 
women for church 
leadership; 
respondent 
affirms only men 

Church and 
respondent affirm 
both men and 
women for church 
leadership

Respondent 
affirms both men 
and women for 
church leadership; 
church affirms 
only men

All Men 28% 6% 43% 23%

    Nonprofit 33% 9% 36% 22%

    Colleges 25% 4% 46% 23%

All Women 14% 2% 56% 28%

    Nonprofit 18% 1% 51% 30%

    Colleges 11% 3% 58% 27%
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Phase Three: Best Practices for 
Empowering Women and Men

Through interviews, informed by the institutional 
data and surveys of leaders, we attempted to identify 
consistent themes, experiences, and approaches that 
were tied to effectively moving women into leadership. 
Five areas emerged as central for Christian organizations 
if they hope to better attract, promote, and retain 
women in leadership, and contribute to a better 
gendered climate in the process. 

First, organizations need to be professional, and 
consider ways to increase flexibility. At a basic level, 
this requires implementing policies and procedures that 
promote equality and reject discrimination. Enforcing 
anti-sexual discrimination and harassment policies, and 
creating policies around life-work balance and maternity 
leave are especially important. Alongside such policies, 
the strong support of senior leadership in crafting jobs 
that worked for leaders was central. For nonprofits that 
expect leaders to raise their own funding, policies that 
address the challenges of women and minorities to raise 
support were critical.

Second, there should be intentionality and 
investment in diversity initiatives. While debated 
among universities and nonprofits, organizations 
that retain and attract women were often likely to 
have diversity initiatives as an intentional goal. This 
involved leadership development programs that target 

women and minorities, creating teams and institutional 
structures to engage diversity, and holding oneself 
accountable to diversity markers. Leaders also discussed 
the value of engaging in diverse networks and actively 
recruiting women.

Third, senior leaders need to be vocal and active 
about their support for women in leadership. Survey 
data showed that people are often unclear about where 
the organization stands on women in leadership. Senior 
leaders can model positive relationships with women, 
inside and outside of the organization. They can use 
their platform to support women in leadership and put 
them in positions of power. Senior leaders who take a 
more collaborative approach within their own leadership 
style help create a more positive gender environment. 
Providing strong female role models also has important 
positive results for both men and women.“We have been very 

aggressive in trying to 
communicate that if you 
are being treated differently 
because of your gender, we 
want to know that. We try to 
confront that.”  
–Male HR Director

“We have to hire the very best 
we can hire. We need to make 
sure that the pool that we’re 
fishing in is diverse enough.”  
–Male executive

“He has been really clear and 
brings out Biblical examples 
of why women leading is 
okay, and he has been a huge 
advocate for women leading  
. . . He’s been very vocal about 
women being good leaders 
and why he values women in 
leadership.”   
–Female executive
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Fourth, organizations can invite discussion 
of internal and external barriers people face. 
Organizations can provide opportunities to marginalized 
communities to come together for additional support, 
and to recognize and address the various barriers 
encountered regularly by women (and especially women 
of color) in leadership. This includes both internal 
barriers and insecurities, as well as external barriers. 
There should also be increased training and education 
for all employees – both regarding how to support 
women, as well as the need to confront one’s own biases. 
Some of the central issues women discussed were 
men challenging their authority, questions about their 
competence, and frequent suspicions about sexuality. 

Fifth, organizations must stay focused on their 
mission and vision, and why gender diversity 
matters. Nonprofits must develop a robust theological 
understanding of gender and diversity, and not shy away 
(as many do) from engaging the importance of diversity 
to mission. Reasons and theologies for promoting  
gender diversity included a desire to allow God to 
move and work in all people, to encourage women in 
fully serving for the sake of the Gospel, and to shape an 
organization to more deeply resemble the kingdom of 
God. That is, addressing barriers that exist for women 
in leadership was about addressing barriers that restrict 
the movement of God in the lives of individuals and the 
organization. 

“I think it’s just in the everyday 
stuff. It’s not the big stuff 
because the big stuff is no 
longer acceptable.”   
–Female executive

“The current team has both 
men and women and there is 
just a richer dynamic about 
thinking through all the 
aspects of an issue.”   
–Female executive

“I’m going to be very 
passionate about wherever 
God calls you to serve. That’s 
where you need to be, male 
or female. Wherever the Lord 
calls you, that’s where I want 
you to be.”    
–Female board member
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Actions You Can Take

Increase Awareness of Gender 
Inequality

• Review statistics on women in leadership 
within the organization and broader sectors

• Share this report with colleagues and top 
leaders in your organization for discussion

• Listen to the challenges faced by women in 
leadership, recognizing those concerns will vary

• Increase conversation and discussion among all 
employees over issues of gender and race, with 
attention to both internal and external barriers 

Be Clear and Transparent in 
Communication 

• Take a clear stance on women in leadership, 
and have this embedded within your vision/
mission statement or core values

• Ensure the top leader is vocal about his/her 
support for women in leadership

• Develop a clear theological articulation of why 
diversity is important

• Place women leaders in visible leadership roles, 
inside and outside the organization

Act Intentionally to Promote  
Increased Diversity 

• Enforce high levels of professionalism 
(including anti-discrimination policies)

• Provide training on diversity and opportunities 
for learning

• Invest in leadership opportunties for women 
within the organization

• Adapt jobs to employee needs and create a 
culture of flexibility in policy and climate

Hold Yourself Accountable to  
Diversity Markers

• Create a long-term strategic plan towards 
change

• Make diversity a board priority—increase 
women serving on the board and ask the board 
to evaluate diversity statistics

• Perform outside assessments and reviews, and 
be willing to change culture and practices

• Seek diverse networks for the recruitment  
of leaders, and insights toward change in  
the organization

• Be transparent about the status and progress  
of your organization

For more information, please see  
www.gordon.edu/womeninleadership



Elimination and prEvEntion  
of all forms of violEncE against 

womEn and girls 

2013 Commission on the status of Women 
agreed ConClusions

CSW57
 • COMMISSION ON TH E STATUS OF WOMEN  • 

4-15  M ARCH  2013

Elimination and prevention of all forms 
of violence against women and girls



3

The eliminaTion and preven-
Tion of all forms of violence 
againsT women and girls

1.	 	The	Commission	on	the	Status	of	Women	
reaffirms	the	Beijing	Declaration	and	Platform	for	
Action,	the	outcome	documents	of	the	twenty-	
third	special	session	of	the	General	Assembly,	
and	the	declarations	adopted	by	the	Commission	
on	the	occasion	of	the	tenth	and	fifteenth	
anniversaries	of	the	Fourth	World	Conference		
on	Women.

2.  The	Commission	also	reaffirms	the	international	
commitments	made	at	relevant	United	Nations	
summits	and	conferences	in	the	area	of	gender	
equality	and	the	empowerment	of	women,	
including	in	the	Programme	of	Action	at	the	
International	Conference	on	Population	and	
Development	and	the	key	actions	for	its		
further	implementation.

3.   The	Commission	reaffirms	that	the	Convention	
on	the	Elimination	of	All	Forms	of	Discrimination	
against	Women	and	the	Convention	on	the	Rights	
of	the	Child,	and	the	Optional	Protocols	thereto,	
as	well	as	other	relevant	conventions	and	treaties,	
provide	an	international	legal	framework	and	a	
comprehensive	set	of	measures	for	the	elimination	
and	prevention	of	all	forms	of	discrimination	and	
violence	against	women	and	girls,	as	a	cross-
cutting	issue	addressed	in	different	international	
instruments.

4.   The	Commission	recalls	the	rules	of	international	
humanitarian	law,	including	the	Geneva	Conventions	
of	1949	and	the	Additional	Protocols	thereto	of	1977.

5.    The	Commission	recalls	the	inclusion	of	gender-
related	crimes	and	crimes	of	sexual	violence	in	the	
Rome	Statute	of	the	International	Criminal	Court,	as	
well	as	the	recognition	by	the	ad	hoc	international	
criminal	tribunals	that	rape	and	other	forms	of	
sexual	violence	can	constitute	a	war	crime,	a	crime	
against	humanity	or	a	constitutive	act	with	respect	
to	genocide	or	torture.

6.    The	Commission	acknowledges	also	the	important	
role	in	the	prevention	and	elimination	of	
discrimination	and	violence	against	women	and	
girls	played	by	regional	conventions,	instruments	
and	initiatives	and	their	follow-up	mechanisms,		
in	respective	regions	and	countries.

7.  The	Commission	reaffirms	the	commitment	to	the	
full	and	effective	implementation	of	and	follow-up	
to	all	relevant	resolutions	of	the	General	Assembly,	
in	particular	the	Declaration	on	the	Elimination	of	
Violence	against	Women,	and	the	Economic	and	
Social	Council	and	its	subsidiary	bodies	on	the	
elimination	and	prevention	of	all	forms	of	violence	
against	women	and	girls.	It	also	reaffirms	its	
previous	agreed	conclusions	on	violence	against	
women	(1998)	and	on	elimination	of	discrimination	
and	violence	against	the	girl	child	(2007).

8.  The	Commission	recalls	Security	Council	resolutions	
1325	(2000)	of 31	October	2000,	1820	(2008)	of	19	
June	2008,	1888	(2009)	of	30	September	2009,	1889	
(2009)	of	5	October	2009	and	1960	(2010)	of	16	
December	2010	on	women	and	peace	and	security	
and	all	relevant	Security	Council	resolutions	on	
children	and	armed	conflict,	including	resolutions	
1882	(2009)	of	4	August	2009	and	1998	(2011)	of	
12	July	2011	on	armed	conflict	and	post-conflict	
situations.

9.  The	Commission	also	recalls	Human	Rights	Council	
resolutions	17/11	of	17	June	2011	on	accelerating	
efforts	to	eliminate	all	forms	of	violence	against	
women:	ensuring	due	diligence	in	protection,	20/6	
of	5	July	2012	on	the	elimination	of	discrimination	
against	women	and	20/12	of	5	July	2012	on	
accelerating	efforts	to	eliminate	all	forms	of	
violence	against	women:	remedies	for	women	who	
have	been	subjected	to	violence.

10.  The	Commission	affirms	that	violence	against	
women	and	girls	is	rooted	in	historical	and	
structural	inequality	in	power	relations	between	
women	and	men,	and	persists	in	every	country	in	
the	world	as	a	pervasive	violation	of	the	enjoyment	
of	human	rights.	Gender-based	violence	is	a	form	of	
discrimination	that	seriously	violates	and	impairs	
or	nullifies	the	enjoyment	by	women	and	girls	of		
all	human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms.	
Violence	against	women	and	girls	is	characterized	
by	the	use	and	abuse	of	power	and	control	in		
public	and	private	spheres,	and	is	intrinsically		
linked	with	gender	stereotypes	that	underlie	and	
perpetuate	such	violence,	as	well	as	other	factors	
that	can	increase	women’s	and	girls’	vulnerability	
to	such	violence.

11.    The	Commission	stresses	that	“violence	against	
women”	means	any	act	of	gender-based	violence	
that	results	in,	or	is	likely	to	result	in,	physical,	
sexual	or	psychological	harm	or	suffering	to	
women	and	girls,	including	threats	of	such	acts,	
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coercion	or	arbitrary	deprivation	of	liberty,	
whether	occurring	in	public	or	in	private	life.	The	
Commission	also	notes	the	economic	and	social	
harm	caused	by	such	violence.

12.   The	Commission	strongly	condemns	all	forms	of	
violence	against	women	and	girls.	It	recognizes	
their	different	forms	and	manifestations,	in	
different	contexts,	settings,	circumstances	and	
relationships,	and	that	domestic	violence	remains	
the	most	prevalent	form	that	affects	women	of	
all	social	strata	across	the	world.	It	also	notes	
that	women	and	girls	who	face	multiple	forms	
of	discrimination	are	exposed	to	increased	risk	of	
violence.

13.    The	Commission	urges	States	to	strongly	condemn	
violence	against	women	and	girls	committed	
in	armed	conflict	and	post-conflict	situations,	
and	recognizes	that	sexual	and	gender-based	
violence	affects	victims	and survivors,	families,	
communities	and	societies,	and	calls	for	effective	
measures	of	accountability	and	redress	as	well	as	
effective	remedies.

14.    The	Commission	urges	States	to	strongly	
condemn	all	forms	of	violence	against	women	
and	girls	and	to	refrain	from	invoking	any	custom,	
tradition	or	religious	consideration	to	avoid	their	
obligations	with	respect	to	its	elimination	as	
set	out	in	the	Declaration	on	the	Elimination	of	
Violence	against	Women.

15.    The	Commission	recognizes	that	all	
human	rights	are	universal,	indivisible	and	
interdependent	and	interrelated	and	that	the	
international	community	must	treat	human	
rights	globally	in	a	fair	and	equal	manner,	on	
the	same	footing	and	with	the	same	emphasis,	
and	stresses	that,	while	the	significance	of	
national	and	regional	particularities	and	various	
historical,	cultural	and	religious	backgrounds	
must	be	borne	in	mind,	it	is	the	duty	of	States	
regardless	of	their	political,	economic	and	
cultural	systems	to	promote	and	protect	all	
human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms.

16. 			The	Commission	stresses	that	all	States	have	
the	obligation,	at	all	levels,	to	use	all	appropriate	
means	of	a	legislative,	political,	economic,	social	
and	administrative	nature	in	order	to	promote	
and	protect	all	human	rights	and	fundamental	
freedoms	of	women	and	girls,	and	must	exercise	
due	diligence	to	prevent,	investigate,	prosecute	
and	punish	the	perpetrators	of	violence	against	

women	and	girls	and	end	impunity,	and	to	
provide	protection	as	well	as	access	to	appropriate	
remedies	for	victims	and	survivors.

17.    The	Commission	stresses	that	the	right	to	
education	is	a	human	right,	and	that	eliminating	
illiteracy,	ensuring	equal	access	to	education,	in	
particular	in	rural	and	remote	areas,	and	closing	
the	gender	gap	at	all	levels	of	education	empowers	
women	and	girls	and	thereby	contributes	to	the	
elimination	of	all	forms	of	discrimination	and	
violence	against	women	and	girls.

18.				The	Commission	reaffirms	that	women	and	men	
have	the	right	to	enjoy,	on	an	equal	basis,	all	their	
human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms.	It	urges	
States	to	prevent	all	violations	of	all	human	rights	
and	fundamental	freedoms	of	women	and	girls	
and	to	devote	particular	attention	to	abolishing	
practices	and	legislation	that	discriminate	against	
women	and	girls,	or	perpetuate	and	condone	
violence	against	them.

19.				The	Commission	stresses	that	the	realization	of	
gender	equality	and	the	empowerment	of	women,	
including	women’s	economic	empowerment	and	
full	and	equal	access	to	resources,	and	their	full	
integration	into	the	formal	economy,	in	particular	
in	economic	decision-making,	as	well	as	their	full	
and	equal	participation	in	public	and	political	
life,	is	essential	for	addressing	the	structural	and	
underlying	causes	of	violence	against	women		
and	girls.

20.   The	Commission	also	recognizes	the	persistence	
of	obstacles	that	remain	for	the	prevention	
and	elimination	of	all	forms	of	violence	against	
women	and	girls,	and	that	the	prevention	of	
and	response	to	such	violence	require	States	to	
act,	at	all	levels,	at	each	and	every	opportunity	
in	a	comprehensive	and	holistic	manner	that	
recognizes	the	linkages	between	violence	
against	women	and	girls	and	other	issues,	such	
as	education,	health,	HIV	and	AIDS,	poverty	
eradication,	food	security,	peace	and	security,	
humanitarian	assistance	and	crime	prevention.

21. 	The	Commission	recognizes	that	women’s	
poverty	and	lack	of	empowerment,	as	well	
as	their	marginalization	resulting	from	their	
exclusion	from	social	and	economic	policies	and	
from	the	benefits	of	education	and	sustainable	
development,	can	place	them	at	increased	risk	
of	violence,	and	that	violence	against	women	
impedes	the	social	and	economic	development	
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of	communities	and	States,	as	well	as	the	
achievement	of	the	internationally	agreed	
development	goals,	including	the	Millennium	
Development	Goals.

22.   The	Commission	recognizes	that	violence		
against	women	has	both	short-	and	long-term	
adverse	consequences	on	their	health,	
including	their	sexual	and	reproductive	health,	
and	the	enjoyment	of	their	human	rights,	
and	that	respecting	and	promoting	sexual	
and	reproductive	health,	and	protecting	and	
fulfilling	reproductive	rights	in	accordance	with	
the	Programme	of	Action	of	the	International	
Conference	on	Population	and	Development,	
the	Beijing	Platform	for	Action	and	the	outcome	
documents	of	their	review	conferences,	is	a	
necessary	condition	to	achieving	gender	equality	
and	the	empowerment	of	women	in	order	to	
enable	them	to	enjoy	all	their	human	rights	
and	fundamental	freedoms,	and	to	prevent	and	
mitigate	violence	against	women.

23.		The	Commission	expresses	deep	concern	about	
violence	against	women	and	girls	in	public	spaces,	
including	sexual	harassment,	especially	when	
it	is	being	used	to	intimidate	women	and	girls	
who	are	exercising	any	of	their	human	rights	and	
fundamental	freedoms.

24.  	The	Commission	expresses	concern	about	violent	
gender-related	killings	of	women	and	girls,	while	
recognizing	efforts	made	to	address	this	form	of	
violence	in	different	regions,	including	in	countries	
where	the	concept	of	femicide	or	feminicide	has	
been	incorporated	in	national	legislation.

25.  The	Commission	recognizes	that	the	illicit	use	of	
and	illicit	trade	in	small	arms	and	light	weapons	
aggravates	violence,	inter	alia,	against	women	
and	girls.

26.  The	Commission	recognizes	the	vulnerability	of	
older	women	and	the	particular	risk	of	violence	
they	face,	and	stresses	the	urgent	need	to	address	
violence	and	discrimination	against	them,	
especially	in	the	light	of	the	growing	proportion	
of	older	people	in	the	world’s	population.

27.  The	Commission	reaffirms	that	indigenous	
women	often	suffer	multiple	forms	of	
discrimination	and	poverty	which	increase	their	
vulnerability	to	all	forms	of	violence;	and	stresses	
the	need	to	seriously	address	violence	against	
indigenous	women	and	girls.

28.  The	Commission	recognizes	the	important	role	
of	the	community,	in	particular	men	and	boys,	
as	well	as	civil	society,	in	particular	women’s	and	
youth	organizations,	in	the	efforts	to	eliminate	all	
forms	of	violence	against	women	and	girls.

29.  The	Commission	acknowledges	the	strategic	and	
coordinating	role	of	national	machineries	for	the	
advancement	of	women,	which	should	be	placed	
at	the	highest	possible	level	in	government,	for	
the	elimination	of	discrimination	and	violence	
against	women	and	girls,	and	the	need	to	endow	
these	machineries	with	the	necessary	human	
and	sufficient	financial	resources	to	enable	
them	to	function	effectively.	The	Commission	
also	acknowledges	the	contribution	of	national	
human	rights	institutions	where	they	exist.

30.  The	Commission	recognizes	the	important	role	
of	the	United	Nations	system,	in	particular	of	
the	United	Nations	Entity	for	Gender	Equality	
and	the	Empowerment	of	Women	(UN-Women),	
in	addressing	discrimination	and	violence	
against	women	and	girls	at	the	global,	regional	
and	national	levels	and	in	assisting	States,	upon	
their	request,	in	their	efforts	to	eliminate	and	
prevent	all	forms	of	violence	against	women	
and	girls.

31.  The	Commission	stresses	the	importance	
of	data	collection	on	the	prevention	and	
elimination	of	violence	against	women	and	
girls,	and	in	that	regard	takes	note	of	the	work	
of	the	Statistical	Commission	towards	a	set	of	
indicators	on	violence	against	women.

32.  The	Commission	welcomes	the	progress	made	
in	addressing	violence	against	women	and	
girls	such	as	the	adoption	of	relevant	laws	and	
policies,	the	implementation	of	preventive	
measures,	the	establishment	of	protection	and	
appropriate	support	services	for	victims	and	
survivors	and	improvement	in	data	collection,	
analysis	and	research.	In	this	regard,	the	
Commission	welcomes	the	contributions	and	
participation	of	governments,	at	all	levels,		
and	all	relevant	stakeholders	in	efforts	to	
address	violence	against	women	and	girls	in		
a	holistic	manner.

33.  The	Commission	recognizes	that	despite	
progress	made,	significant	gaps	and	challenges	
remain	in	fulfilling	commitments	and	bridging	
the	implementation	gap	in	addressing	the	
scourge	of	violence	against	women	and	girls.	
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The	Commission	is	in	particular	concerned	
about:	insufficient	gender-	sensitive	policies;	
inadequate	implementation	of	legal	and	policy	
frameworks;	inadequate	collection	of	data,	
analysis	and	research;	lack	of	financial	and	
human	resources	and	insufficient	allocation	of		
such	resources;	and	existing	efforts	not	always	
being	comprehensive,	coordinated,	consistent,	
sustained,	transparent	and	adequately	
monitored	and	evaluated.

 
34.  
the commission urges governments,  
at all levels, and as appropriate, with 
the relevant entities of the United 
nations system, international and 
regional organizations, within their 
respective mandates and bearing in 
mind national priorities, and invites 
national human rights institutions 
where they exist, civil society, including 
non-governmental organizations, the 
private sector, employer organizations, 
trade unions, media and other relevant 
actors, as applicable, to take the 
following actions:

A.  sTrengThening implemenTaTion of 
legal and policy frameworks and 
accounTabiliTy

(a)		Consider	ratifying	or	acceding	to,	as	a	particular	
matter	of	priority,	the	Convention	on	the	
Elimination	of	All	Forms	of	Discrimination	against	
Women	and	the	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	
Child	and	their	respective	Optional	Protocols,	
limit	the	extent	of	any	reservations,	formulate	
any	such	reservations	as	precisely	and	as	narrowly	
as	possible	in	order	to	ensure	that	no	reservations	
are	incompatible	with	the	object	and	purpose	
of	the	Conventions,	review	their	reservations	
regularly	with	a	view	to	withdrawing	them	and	
withdraw	reservations	that	are	contrary	to	the	
object	and	purpose	of	the	relevant	treaty;	and	
implement	them	fully	by,	inter	alia,	putting	in	
place	effective	national	legislation	and	policies,	
and	encourages	State	parties	in	their	reporting	
to	relevant	treaty	bodies	to	include	requested	
information	on	measures	to	address	violence	
against	women	and	girls;

(b)		Encourage	the	use	of	all	relevant	sources	of	
international	law,	international	guidelines	and	
best	practices	regarding	protection	of	victims		
and	survivors	to	combat	violence	against	women	
and	girls;

(c)		Adopt,	as	appropriate,	review,	and	ensure	the	
accelerated	and	effective	implementation	of	laws	
and	comprehensive	measures	that	criminalize	
violence	against	women	and	girls	and	that	
provide	for	multidisciplinary	and	gender-sensitive	
preventive	and	protective	measures,	such	as	
emergency	barring	orders	and	protection	orders,	
the	investigation,	submission	for	prosecution	and	
appropriate	punishment	of	perpetrators	to	end	
impunity,	support	services	that	empower	victims	
and	survivors,	as	well	as	access	to	appropriate	civil	
remedies	and	redress;

(d)  Address	and	eliminate,	as	a	matter	of	priority,	
domestic	violence	through	adopting,	
strengthening	and	implementing	legislation	
that	prohibits	such	violence,	prescribes	punitive	
measures	and	establishes	adequate	legal	
protection	against	such	violence;

(e)		Strengthen	national	legislation,	where	
appropriate,	to	punish	violent	gender-related	
killings	of	women	and	girls,	and	integrate	specific	
mechanisms	or	policies	to	prevent,	investigate	
and	eradicate	such	deplorable	forms	of	gender-
based	violence;

(f)		Ensure	women’s	and	girls’	unimpeded	access	to	
justice	and	to	effective	legal	assistance	so	that	
they	can	make	informed	decisions	regarding,	
inter	alia,	legal	proceedings	and	issues	relating	to	
family	law	and	criminal	law,	and	also	ensure	that	
they	have	access	to	just	and	effective	remedies	
for	the	harm	that	they	have	suffered,	including	
through	the	adoption	of	national	legislation	
where	necessary;

(g)  Take	the	necessary	legislative	and/or	other	
measures	to	prohibit	compulsory	and	forced	
alternative	dispute	resolution	processes,	
including	forced	mediation	and	conciliation,	in	
relation	to	all	forms	of	violence	against	women	
and	girls;

(h)		Review	and	where	appropriate,	revise,	amend	or	
abolish	all	laws,	regulations,	policies,	practices	
and	customs	that	discriminate	against	women	
or	have	a	discriminatory	impact	on	women,	
and	ensure	that	the	provisions	of	multiple	
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Abstract 

This paper addresses the conceptual and methodological issues related to women’s 
empowerment, the trends in women’s empowerment over the last 20 years in key areas 
such as education, health, economic and political participation, and finally the best 
practices of state and non-state actors in empowering women.  Following a brief critique 
of human development, it begins with a discussion of the growing conceptual consensus 
around empowerment, i.e., empowerment being control over resources, women’s agency, 
a process and outcomes, to the methodological issues involved in its measurement, 
specifically focusing on the Gender Empowerment Measure and arguing that minimally 
the measure needs to move away from its urban, elite, and formal employment bias.  The 
trends in women’s empowerment over the past 20 years show that while there have been 
gains in primary and secondary education, in political representation at the national level, 
and in waged labor, and a decline in fertility and maternal mortality, violence against 
women and HIV/AIDS continue to be endemic and these trends vary across regions and 
within countries urban and rural poor, ethnic minorities, and older and disabled women 
fare worse on all indicators with the current economic crisis reversing many gains.  
Furthermore, a decrease in measures of gender  gap do not translate into gender equality 
and positive trends are often accompanied by negative trends resulting from unintended 
consequences of development.  Finally, it highlights some government best practices 
such as quotas, cash transfer programs, gender budgeting, and community based micro 
enterprises, some movement practices, i.e., local women run community based programs 
to combat violence and HIV/AIDS and transnational exchanges, unions campaigns such 
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Introduction 

 

“Human development is about putting people at the centre of development. It is about 

people realizing their potential, increasing their choices and enjoying the freedom to lead 

lives they value” (http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr2009/).  First articulated in 

1990 by UNDP, human development was seen as an inspiring start to what practitioners, 

academics, and policy makers hoped would be a challenge to the dominant perspective of 

development as economic growth. Coming on the heels of the decade of structural 

adjustment programs, which most development analysts agree had resulted in increasing 

inequalities around the world particularly between women and men, it was seen as a sign 

of change in development thinking.  

 

For women’s empowerment, the 1990s were an important time.   The world conferences 

of the 1990s --human rights, population, and social development -- all provided 

opportunities to mobilize and build a consensus among many actors around women’s 

empowerment.  This was crystallized in the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action (BPA) 

which remains the most comprehensive document of the world’s commitment to 

women’s rights. The 1990s brought international attention to issues of sexual and 

reproductive rights, violence against women, and gender inequality.  The changing 

political context at the international level, with the collapse of the Soviet Union and 

increasing democratization in Latin America and other regions, allowed women to 

organize locally and transnationally and to use national and international political 
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structures to highlight issues of gender inequality, and to get commitment from leaders 

everywhere to acknowledge and address inequality. 

 

But the optimism of the 1990s was short lived as the first decade of the 21st century and 

the events of September 2001 marked a turning point.  The “war on terror” and the 

increasing militarization and conflicts that followed, the resurgence of religious 

fundamentalisms in various parts of the world, and the continuing focus on market based 

strategies and the redefinition of the state’s role in development, all posed challenges to 

progress in women’s empowerment. Now, two decades after the articulation of “human 

development,” many agree that it has not lived up to its potential.  As one analyst notes: 

 

Despite its promise to put people at the centre of development in order to 

realize their choices and freedom, human development has been in many 

ways co-opted by the dominant mainstream that in the end put economic 

growth ahead of people's choices. Human development has been whittled 

down to competitive indexes and measurements of nations in the Human 

Development Index (HDI) and ultimately in the measurable goals of the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (Harcourt 2010:1).   

 

Development and progress are contested terms and many today question the narrative of 

progress that links human development to modernity and economic growth (e.g., Escobar 

2010, Harcourt 2010, Molyneux and Razavi 2006).  Instead, inspired by indigenous 

movements in Latin America, some have articulated the narrative of buen vivir that is 
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based on community and individual well-being and rights, reinstating the commons, and 

working from cooperative rather than capitalist economic relations (e.g, Walsh 2010).  

Various versions of this alternative narrative are articulated by social movements in many 

parts of the world (e.g., Conway 2007, Pooniah and Fisher2003). Yet within the 

development establishment, although market fundamentalism has declined in the 1990s, 

the policies of poverty reduction, good governance, and social capital formulated by the 

World Bank and the United Nations’ MDGs are still based on a paradigm of economic 

growth as engine of social change. This has led some scholars to argue that this is only a 

new moment in neo-liberal policies, not a new paradigm (Molyneux and Razavi 2006).  

This is unfortunate as the current financial crisis provides an opportunity and demands 

new thinking about human development and women’s empowerment.  

 

This frustration with “business as usual” was evident at the 54th Commission on the 

Status of Women (CSW) meetings in New York in March 2010, whose focus was the 15-

year review of the BPA.  The over 8000 activists and advocates from around the world 

were not in a celebratory mood as the current crisis has pushed back progress for most of 

the poor women in the world.  Women at the CSW meeting demanded a renewed 

commitment from their governments and the UN agencies to implement the BPA and to 

express this by moving from “paper commitment” to allocating resources, ensuring 

implementation, and being accountable to women.  Given this context of despair, it is 

important to examine trends in women’s empowerment and to highlight possible ways 

forward.  Towards this end, the current study approaches conceptual and measurement 

issues about women’s empowerment, the progress made, the challenges that remain, and 
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finally outlines some practices and policies that have been successful in empowering 

women. 

 

I.  Women’s Empowerment and Its Discontent  

 

Although defined in feminist literature in the 1970s, empowerment became popular in the 

development field in the 1980s. Many feminists bemoan this popularization as they see a 

concept meant to enable women individually and collectively to transform unequal power 

relations and unjust structures and institutions, being reduced to an instrumental concept 

that focuses on individual rights (e.g., Batliwala 2007, Elliott 2008, Harcourt 2010, 

Parpart, Rai, and Staudt 2002, Bisnath and Elson 1999).  As women noted at a parallel 

event at the 54th CSW meetings, empowerment has become “em-ment” (Harcourt 2010), 

a de-politicized notion of empowerment. In particular, feminists are wary of its use in 

neo-liberal policies and in mainstream development agencies as a way to mobilize 

women through self-help groups as better economic and social change agents, filling the 

vacuum left by the retreat of state services and the economic crisis. Empowerment thus 

becomes about mobilizing grassroots women, encouraging their participation and giving 

them voice in predetermined development strategies without giving them the power to 

challenge existing narratives of development and to articulate new alternatives (Elliot 

2008).  Given this domestication of the concept, feminists seek to rescue it and bring 

back the power imbedded in it, so women can collectively seek to transform themselves, 

their families, communities, state, and international institutions.  
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At the same time, feminists recognize the need to quantify empowerment through 

measurable indicators so it can be used to demand equality and make state and non-state 

actors accountable for gender-justice. Hence, as Malhotra et al. (2002) note, there is a 

great deal of consensus around the concept and its measurement.  

 

Conceptual Consensus 

 

Most current definitions of empowerment in the development literature draw upon 

Amartya Sen’s articulation of “Development as Freedom” (1999) where development is 

about expanding people’s choices. For example, Bennett (2002) defines empowerment as 

“the enhancement of assets and capabilities of diverse individuals and groups to engage, 

influence and hold accountable the institutions which affect them.”  Sen (1993) defines 

empowerment as “altering relations of power…which constrain women’s options and 

autonomy and adversely affect health and well-being.”  For Batliwala (1994) 

empowerment is “how much influence people have over external actions that matter to 

their welfare.” Kabeer (2001) defines it as “the expansion in people’s ability to make 

strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to them.” 

 

Hence, control over resources (physical, human, intellectual, financial, Kabeer 1994) 

and ideology (values, beliefs, and attitudes, Batliwala 1994) is one of the most important 

dimensions of most definitions.  The second dimension shared by most definitions is 

women’s agency, i.e., that women themselves have a right to make choices and should 

be involved in determining which choices make the most sense for them and their 
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families (e.g., Kabeer 1999).  Third, since empowerment implies a move from being 

without power to having power, most definitions also imply that it is a process that 

involves change over time.  Finally, empowerment is also understood as outcome, such 

as improvement in education, health, and economic and political participation.  Very 

often, however, women’s empowerment and gender equality are used interchangeably.  

While they are related, they are not the same.  Gender equality is about women’s status 

relative to men while women’s empowerment is about women’s ability – in an absolute 

sense - to exercise control, power, and choice over practical and strategic decisions 

(Grown 2008). 

 

Despite this consensus, there are differences in emphasis.  Those who draw upon 

Amartya Sen, highlight capabilities of individuals and the social constraints that prevent 

them from making the strategic choices that would enhance their freedom.  Very often 

this results in policies and programs that focus on the individual level and emphasize 

entrepreneurship and self-reliance as opposed to collective efforts to transform power 

structures (Oxaal and Baden 1997).  To avoid this slippage to the individual level, 

Jakimow and Kilby (2006) suggest thinking of empowering women, rather than women’s 

empowerment, which recognizes both that women need to be active agents of change but 

also that for social transformation other actors are necessary beyond those who are 

disenfranchised and marginalized.   

 

Feminists focus on the structural and collective nature of empowerment by 

conceptualizing empowerment as power within (or consicentization), power with others, 
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and power to transform unjust social structures and institutions (e.g. Rowland 1997).  

This recognizes that women have a right to determine their lives without making them 

responsible for their own empowerment.  It therefore focuses on the collective as well as 

the structural nature of inequality.   

Despite these differences, all analysts understand empowerment as a multidimensional 

and multilevel concept.  

Measuring Empowerment 

While there is consensus on defining empowerment, most measures have only quantified 

the dimensions of control over resources and outcomes.  Women’s agency and process 

remain difficult to measure.  Review of the ways in which control over resources and 

outcomes have been measured follows, and then focus on the challenges that remain in 

measuring agency and process. 

The most common indicators measure capabilities, education and health in particular, and 

control over economic and political resources and decision-making. Malhotra et al. 

(2002) suggest expanding empowerment to include six dimensions: economic, socio-

cultural, family/interpersonal, legal, political, and psychological.   Each of 

these dimensions is complex with various sub dimensions.  ..... 
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Micah Network Declaration on Integral Mission 
 
Preamble 
 
The Micah Network is a coalition of evangelical churches and agencies from around 
the world committed to integral mission. Convened by this network, 140 leaders of 
Christian organisations involved with the poor from 50 countries met in Oxford in 
September 2001 to listen to God and each other for mutual learning, encouragement 
and strengthening as we serve the cause of the kingdom of God among the poor. 
 
Our meeting coincided with the aftermath of the terrorist attack on the World Trade 
Centre in New York and the Pentagon in Washington DC. We express our 
abhorrence at this atrocity. God grieves for the more than 7,000 people who died and 
the many thousands who have been sadly affected. At the same time we recognise 
that many more thousands die unnecessarily each day, especially in the poor 
countries of the world, because of the evil alliance of injustice and apathy. God also 
grieves over these deaths. We want to call the attention of the church and the world 
to this daily outrage against human beings made in the image of the Creator. 
 
We recognise too the symbolic meaning of this act of terrorism. In his day Jesus 
interpreted the butchery of Pilate against the Galileans as an opportunity to repent. 
Could it be that this act against the symbols of Western economic and military power 
is a call to repentance? 
 
As we gathered, we heard of the devastating effects that globalisation is having on 
poor communities around the world. We recognise the importance of the market for a 
healthy economy, but we reject giving the market ultimate status, allowing consumer 
goods to define personal identity and leaving the plight of the poor to market forces. 
We name this as idolatry. Although globalisation is contributing to the creation of 
more open societies, on the whole it means the massive exclusion of the poor. 
Perhaps the most critical social task for the church in our generation is to offer a 
compelling alternative to the unjust imbalances in the world economic order and the 
values of its consumer culture. God is calling us to build global twin towers of justice 
and peace. We need to create a coalition of compassion. 
 
During our time together, we have been deeply moved by the heart cry of those who 
suffer as well as by the astounding possibilities of change through Jesus' 
compassion. We have heard of the pain and blessing of accompanying people dying 
of AIDS in a town in Zimbabwe in which a third of the population have HIV. We heard 
of the life changing experience of touching a limbless child in a Bosnian cellar and 
the story of a community kneeling together to confess their complicity in a culture of 
violence in Mexico. We were inspired by the transforming power of the gospel in the 
lives of drug addicts in Central Asia and advocacy on behalf of children forced into 
prostitution and bonded slavery.  

Integral Mission 

Integral mission or holistic transformation is the proclamation and 
demonstration of the gospel. It is not simply that evangelism and social 
involvement are to be done alongside each other. Rather, in integral mission 
our proclamation has social consequences as we call people to love and 
repentance in all areas of life. And our social involvement has evangelistic 
consequences as we bear witness to the transforming grace of Jesus Christ. 
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If we ignore the world we betray the word of God, which sends us out to serve the 
world. If we ignore the word of God we have nothing to bring to the world. Justice and 
justification by faith, worship and political action, the spiritual and the material, 
personal change and structural change belong together. As in the life of Jesus, 
being, doing and saying are at the heart of our integral task.  
 
We call one another back to the centrality of Jesus Christ. His life of sacrificial service 
is the pattern for Christian discipleship. In his life and through his death Jesus 
modelled identification with the poor and inclusion of the other. On the cross God 
shows us how seriously he takes justice, reconciling both rich and poor to himself as 
he meets the demands of his justice. We serve by the power of the risen Lord 
through the Spirit as we journey with the poor, finding our hope in the subjection of all 
things under Christ and the final defeat of evil. We confess that all too often we have 
failed to live a life worthy of this gospel. 
 
The grace of God is the heartbeat of integral mission. As recipients of undeserved 
love we are to show grace, generosity and inclusiveness. Grace redefines justice as 
not merely honouring a contract, but helping the disadvantaged.  

Integral Mission with the Poor and Marginalized 

The poor like everyone else bear the image of the Creator. They have knowledge, 
abilities and resources. Treating the poor with respect means enabling the poor to be 
the architects of change in their communities rather than imposing solutions upon 
them. Working with the poor involves building relationships that lead to mutual 
change. 
 
We welcome welfare activities as important in serving with the poor. Welfare 
activities, however, must be extended to include movement towards values 
transformation, the empowerment of communities and co-operation in wider issues of 
justice. Because of its presence among the poor, the church is in a unique position to 
restore their God-given dignity by enabling them to produce their own resources and 
to create solidarity networks. 
 
We object to any use of the word "development" that implies some countries are 
civilised and developed while others are uncivilised and underdeveloped. This 
imposes a narrow and linear economic model of development and fails to recognise 
the need for transformation in so-called "developed" countries. While we recognise 
the value of planning, organization, evaluation and other such tools, we believe they 
must be subservient to the process of building relationships, changing values and 
empowering the poor.  
Work with the poor involves setbacks, opposition and suffering. But we have also 
been inspired and encouraged by stories of change. In the midst of hopelessness we 
have hope.  

Integral Mission and the Church 

God by his grace has given local churches the task of integral mission. The future of 
integral mission is in planting and enabling local churches to transform the 
communities of which they are part. Churches as caring and inclusive communities 
are at the heart of what it means to do integral mission. People are often attracted to 
the Christian community before they are attracted to the Christian message. 
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Our experience of walking with poor communities challenges our concept of what it 
means to be church. The church is not merely an institution or organisation, but 
communities of Jesus that embody the values of the kingdom. The involvement of the 
poor in the life of the church is forcing us to find new ways of being church within the 
context of our cultures instead of being mere reflections of the values of one 
dominant culture or sub-culture. Our message has credibility to the extent that we 
adopt an incarnational approach. We confess that too often the church has pursued 
wealth, success, status and influence. But the kingdom of God has been given to the 
community that Jesus Christ called his little flock. 
 
We do not want our church traditions to hinder working together for the sake of the 
kingdom. We need one another. The church can best address poverty by working 
with the poor and other stakeholders like civil society, government and the private 
sector with mutual respect and a recognition of the distinctive role of each partner. 
We offer the Micah Network as one opportunity for collaboration for the sake of the 
poor and the gospel.  

Integral Mission and Advocacy 

We confess that in a world of conflict and ethnic tension we have often failed to build 
bridges. We are called to work for reconciliation between ethnically divided 
communities, between rich and poor, between the oppressors and the oppressed.  
We acknowledge the command to speak up for those who cannot speak for 
themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute in a world that has given "money 
rights" greater priority than human rights. We recognise the need for advocacy both 
to address structural injustice and to rescue needy neighbours. 
 
Globalisation is often in reality the dominance of cultures that have the power to 
project their goods, technologies and images far beyond their borders. In the face of 
this, the church in its rich diversity has a unique role as a truly global community. We 
exhort Christians to network and co-operate to face together the challenges of 
globalisation. The church needs a unified global voice to respond to the damage 
caused by it to both human beings and the environment. Our hope for the Micah 
Network is that it will foster a movement of resistance to a global system of 
exploitation.  
 
We affirm that the struggle against injustice is spiritual. We commit ourselves to 
prayer, advocating on behalf of the poor not only before the rulers of this world, but 
also before the Judge of all nations.  
 
 

Integral Mission and Lifestyle 

Integral mission is the concern of every Christian. We want to see the poor through 
the eyes of Jesus who, as he looked on the crowds, had compassion on them 
because they were harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd.  
 
There is a need for integral discipleship involving the responsible and sustainable 
use of the resources of God's creation and the transformation of the moral, 
intellectual, economic, cultural and political dimensions of our lives. For many of us 
this includes recovering a biblical sense of stewardship. The concept of Sabbath 
reminds us that there should be limits to our consumption. Wealthy Christians - both 
in the West and in the Two-Thirds World - must use their wealth in the service of 
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others. We are committed to the liberation of the rich from slavery to money and 
power. The hope of treasure in heaven releases us from the tyranny of mammon.  
 
Our prayer is that in our day and in our different contexts we may be able to do what 
the Lord requires of us: to act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with our 
God.  
 
27 September 2001  
 




