IS THE GENDER-BASED APPROACH HELPFUL?
Pending challenges after 25 years of gender equity policies

1. INTRODUCTION
Until a couple of decades ago, a very limited approach
to development prevailed in cooperation agencies:
development was considered to be strictly an
economic issue and the problems of societies were
related to low levels of consumerism, derived from
the lack of economic effectiveness and the insufficient
capacity to produce marketable surpluses. This

notion has changed considerably. Nowadays there is
a general consensus to consider development from
aspects related to the economy, but also related to the
functions and capacities of people, the dynamics of
territories and institutional governance, among other
aspects that influence their well-being.
Based on this perspective, it is important to analyze
gender relations as one of the factors that influence
human development, understanding gender as a
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system of social organization of sexual differences,
which affect very specific aspects of life. For instance,
the mere fact of being a woman in certain societies
can limit property rights, access to education, work
and political representation, or increase the likelihood
of suffering violence. That is why the gender-based
approach has been established as “an approach of
analysis and action that is applied to design research
methodologies that allow empirical access to such
phenomena, and to design social intervention devices
aimed at detecting and repairing social inequities”
(Estebanez et al, 2016: 221-222).
The Beijing Action Platform (1995) marks the beginning
of the worldwide dissemination of this concept. In the
final document, the term appears about 35 times, and
is presented as “a strategy aimed at achieving gender
equality and advancing women’s rights” (AWID, 2004:
1). Twenty-five years later, the inclusion of the genderbased approach has been adopted and promoted by
the United Nations, the World Bank, ECLAC, the
World Health Organization and many cooperation
agencies, government agencies, non-governmental
organizations, human rights organizations and social
movements. However, although the concept is widely
used and mentioned in most plans, programs and
projects, the gender-based approach is the target of
varied criticism, both in its theoretical bases and in
how apparently limited its results have been so far.

2. BRINGING DISCOURSES TO LIFE:
What have we learned from Beijing?

Since the 1990s, all the countries of the region have,
to a greater or lesser extent, adopted policies with a
gender-based approach, which have had different
specific directions. Some focused on fighting poverty
(with an emphasis on the feminization of this fight),
others on equal opportunities, preventing gender
violence, encouraging women’s political participation,
etc. According to Alma Espino (2005), many of these
initiatives can be considered a failure, both because
of their scant results and because of their inability
to bring about significant changes in women’s social
position.
How can we possibly explain that the success in its
conceptual diffusion contrasts so much with the
success in its results? Through a critical review of
the existing literature on other experiences, and also
based on my own experiences of working on gender
issues, I would like to point out some of the most
common errors in the application of the genderbased approach, grouped into three macro problems:
the lack of political will on the part of key actors in
the institutions, the incorrect interpretation of the
theoretical contents of the gender-based approach,
and the lack of knowledge of the context where the
projects are applied.
2.1 Lack of political will
Some of the criticisms of gender mainstreaming
suggest that it has been reduced to a technique
or, worse, to rhetoric. Often, institutions have
applied standardized sets of procedures or abstract
recommendations from other recognized agencies
(such as the UN or the World Bank), without reviewing
their own practices or policies (AWID, 2004), ignoring
that, in addition to discursive or technical aspects, the
transformation of gender inequities requires political
commitment at all organizational levels.
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“Adding” gender to projects
Gerd Johnsson-Latham sums up this problem in
one sentence: “Gender experts almost always run
after trains that are already in motion”. In other
words, agencies “include women’s interests” to refine
already established scenarios, accepting a status quo
of previous concepts, policies and procedures. This
piecemeal approach to gender issues (situated at the
margins of the institution’s overall policy) ignores
the transformational nature of the approach as such,
which seeks to change the very definition and discourse
of development to include gender equality as both a
means and an end. Gender relations shape reality at
various levels, and therefore their questioning must
be mainstreamed throughout the process.
Specific staff and budget
In recent years it has become very common for
cooperation agencies to request a quota (a minimum
percentage of women involved in the project and
organizational structure) and a gender component
(that the project explicitly include an equity
perspective), but in most cases they do not offer
strategies to do so, resulting in vague recommendations
and rhetorical support (Vázquez, 2016). This situation
lends itself to the “blind” inclusion of the genderbased approach by practitioners, without having the
necessary knowledge or being familiar with proper
methodologies.
Gender issues are often seen as an imposition and a
fad rather than a real concern arising from patterns
of inequality in society. Program developers feel that
they must incorporate a gender-based approach into
their project proposal if they are to obtain funding, but
they do not commit the resources and qualified people
to integrate gender analysis into their work (ibid.: 182).

Many arguments can be used to overlook the hiring
of gender expertise. Among the most common is the
notion of gender mainstreaming, since it is included
“in everything” (in a very vague way), it is assumed that
it does not require a specific budget. Another common

idea is that women in the institution, by virtue of being
women, already have an innate knowledge of gender
issues and their mere presence resolves the issue; when
in fact, gender studies come from such a vast academic
production in social sciences that it is very difficult for
a person to have a complete understanding of them
unless they have studied them thoroughly.
The significant difference that could exist between the
interpretations of a female gender expert and those of
a female professional without specific training in the
subject, was evident in an interview conducted with
the head of the public service of legal assistance for
women in a municipality of La Paz1, who mentioned
that women decided to give up political participation
because they did not know how to organize their
time, completely ignoring the fact that it is precisely
the rigidity of gender roles in domestic work that
limits women’s possibilities of assuming a role in
the public sphere and that this is due to deep-rooted
social obligations2 over which they do not have full
decision-making power:
“If we start to choose a representative, the women
always end up choosing a man over themselves, right?
They say, ‘No, I have to do this, this’. Then, they h a v e
so many activities that they say ‘No. That’s one for the
men because they have more time than I do” (...) ‘No,
who is going to watch my son?’ ‘We are going to have
to travel, so who is going to do this for me? Then, let my
husband go’ they say. So, sometimes it’s also the issue
of time that they don’t know how to measure. So, as I
mentioned, few people say ‘Right. I’m going to do it’”
(personal communication, December 14, 2019).

For the reasons stated above, each institution should
guarantee the presence of at least one in-house gender
specialist to accompany projects from the appraisal
stage to the evaluation stage, with sufficient budget and
administrative support, as well as decision-making
The author reserves the specific data in order to protect the
confidentiality of the persons interviewed.
2
As a result of what is called “ideological control” over women,
which is internalized through cultural devices such as family,
school or religion, many women accept their subordinate position
or are not even aware of it (Martínez, 2016).
1
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capacity regarding core aspects of the projects, and to
provide constant training to the entire staff.
2.2. Misinterpretation of the theoretical content of
the gender-based approach
One of the most serious difficulties resulting from the
lack of gender specialists in projects has to do with
distortions of theoretical concepts and postulates,
with practical consequences ranging from inefficiency
to the generation of results that are absolutely opposite
to those desired.

What is really understood by “gender”?
Gender analysis requires an understanding of two
essential issues: the first is the socially constructed
nature of gender, i.e., that the established differences
are not natural and do not directly correspond to
sexual differences (for example, a physiological trait
of a man is facial hair, but the fact that he likes football
is a constructed and context-specific characteristic);
the second is its power relationship component or, in
other words, that behind gender roles and stereotypes
are hidden forms of subordination (for example, the
stereotype that women have less “character” than
men, prevents them from being chosen for managerial
positions in companies, limiting their economic and
symbolic power).
However, a lack of understanding of these phenomena
often leads officials to make mistakes, as Everjoice
Win, an ActionAid official in Zimbabwe, reports in an
interview with AWID (2004):
“For many women’s rights organizations it is becoming
increasingly difficult to get resources if their programs
do not include men (...) I was director of the Support Unit
for Women in Politics and our proposal was rejected
because, as CIDA staff said, ‘we do not understand
why they only deal with women in parliament. Male
parliamentarians also need to be empowered’”.

In this case, the fact that gender analysis studies men
and women, but from a perspective of power relations,
has clearly not been understood. The result is that
one of the genders, the female, has been placed in a
systematically inferior position in almost all societies,
with their respective particularities.
In this sense, it should be acknowledged that the
conditions of women and men are unbalanced, and
that, in general, transforming gender relations implies
the need to carry out projects for women, not because
the needs of men are ignored, but because it is women
who occupy the disadvantaged position.
©Practical Action
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Making projects “for women” without
empowering them
The objective of the gender-based approach is to
“promote and consolidate profound changes in
prevailing social, economic and political structures
in order to achieve equitable relations within a
framework of sustainable, equitable and participatory
development” (Soares, 2006: 154). However, there
is a danger that those who formulate the projects
may think that the gender-based approach is about
making projects for women and nothing else. The
fact that an initiative is designed for women does not
automatically imply that it is empowering or that
it will transform the situation of women in a broad
sense; in fact, it could even reinforce some inequalities.
For instance: In an evaluation conducted by Veronica
Vazquez (2016) of an NGO whose aim is to promote
sustainable development in southern Veracruz,
Mexico, she found that two of the NGO’s staff members
at some point realized that women hardly participated
in the workshops held with the community, and those
who did participate hardly spoke at all. They then
began to carry out projects exclusively for women.
These projects were focused on activities such as
raising chickens and planting vegetables, considering
the land a feminine space from which to contribute to
the well-being of the entire family. As can be noted,
these projects reinforced women’s traditional roles,
which were limited to semi-domestic work and their
role as caregivers of the household, conditioning them
to continue performing tasks that were symbolically
devalued, and keeping them away from activities that
are considered “important” for the community, such
as producing beans and corn, which generate the
surpluses that serve as a source of sustenance for the
households, in which women actively participate, but
see their work generally devalued and considered a
mere “extra contribution”.

participate in it, but by the deep causes that escape
the conscience” (quoted in Bourdieu, 2002: 30).
This means that our understanding of reality is not
complete. The way in which we perceive our behavior,
interests, welfare and obligations is influenced by the
position we occupy in society.
It has been empirically shown that the identity of
mothers, associated with the social mandate to “exist
for others”; can have such a strong influence on
women’s perceptions that it may not be easy for them
to formulate a clear notion of their own individual
well-being (Sen, 1987). This has a crucial impact on
communication with project beneficiaries, as concern
for family welfare often generates a type of attitude
that helps to maintain gender inequalities. It is very
common for people in a situation of subordination to
accept the legitimacy of the unequal order, because
they value the well-being of others more than their
own, because they do not know that other options
exist, or they consider that these options are not
feasible. In these cases, it can be a serious mistake
to take the absence of complaints or questioning as
evidence of the absence of unjust situations.
Only taking as evidence, for the elaboration or
evaluation of a project, what the beneficiaries say
explicitly, without taking into account the conditions
and the position from which they speak or without
paying attention to the things they omit in their
statements, can lead us to biased or incomplete
readings of their realities.

The limits of communication
Durkheim considered that “social life must be
explained, not by the conception made by those who
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2.3. Lack of knowledge of the context
Gender-related differences in the participation in
agricultural production, natural resource management,
household decision-making, etc., must be understood
in the context of their material conditions (access to
resources, territory inhabited, etc.) and underlying
socio-cultural norms. The expectations, needs and
knowledge of men and women are strongly influenced
by these norms which, in turn, will affect their ability
to take advantage of income opportunities and access
to new technologies or services (Mendum et al, 2018).
Depending on the particular socio-cultural structure
of a community, its members may be more or less
receptive to the gender-based approach. The challenge
is to determine to what extent social change is possible
or desirable for the project’s beneficiary population,
taking into account that, for some societies, even
talking about gender roles can be difficult, and it is
important to be aware of this so as to not generate
counter-productive inconveniences.

While some population’s characteristics may represent
greater challenges, there are also others that may
rather make things easier. The only way to identify
them is by having a thorough understanding of the
communities. Some tools used in the assessment
stages are very useful in this task, but we must be very
careful not to remain on the surface: to recognize
differences in gender roles, for example, is insufficient
if it is not complemented by an investigation into the
community practices on which these roles are based,
or the strategies of negotiation and resistance to these
roles that take place within families.
Empowerment and violence
The theory of male counter-attack states that a
woman’s independence is commonly interpreted by
her spouse as a threat to his role of domination, to
which he may respond with violence to re-impose his
authority (Aizer, 2010). There is evidence that the fact
that women, for example, begin to generate their own
income has effects on their husbands’ mental health,
due to the loss of their role as the family’s breadwinner
(Kishor and Johnson, 2005). For this reason, it is
essential to know well how deeply rooted these roles
are in the places where a project will be implemented,
in order to be able to foresee the possibility that
empowerment will bring about problems, family
pressure or community pressure on women.
Consideration should be given to the way in which
local male identity is established, as when male
privileges are threatened, they are often defended by
force (including violence at all levels), so preliminary
research should focus on both women and men and
the particularities of their relationship with each other
(AWID, 2004).
The danger of overburdening women’s work
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One of the controversies regarding the expansion of
the channels for women’s participation in sustainable
development projects is the concern, shared by
different authors, that women are being overburdened
at work, increasing the physical and emotional

deterioration to which they are already exposed on
a daily basis because of their role as mother-wiveshousewives (Soares, 2006). On the other hand, some
cases have shown that another of the negative effects
of women starting to earn their own income is that
their spouses, confident in this new stability, become
disengaged from their responsibilities, leaving the
women with the entire burden.
The results of a project for paid work for women in a
eucalyptus company in Tabasco, Mexico, analyzed by
Esperanza Tuñón (2016), show that the consequences
of employment must be nuanced according to
elements such as the stage of life in which the women
find themselves, whether or not they participate in
formally or informally established social networks,
the age of the children and the employment situation
of the husbands, among other things. She found, for
example, that the fact that daughters or sons are older
than ten plays an important role in allowing roleplaying in the home and freeing mothers from work,
making projects with them more viable than with
younger women and younger children in their care.
Autonomy in the administration of the benefits
of a project
Sen (1987) notes that, in many cases, the husbands’
power over the women is so strong that, even when
they receive their own resources, they do not see
their negotiating power increased and they are not
the ones who make decisions regarding the use of
such resources, for this reason it is not possible to
talk about a direct relationship between income and
empowerment. Another aspect is the cultural mandate
whereby women are responsible for meeting the needs
of the family, while men can spend their income on
themselves. It is therefore necessary to analyze the
family dynamics in depth before planning a project, in
order to minimize the risk that the positive effects of
the project will be neutralized.
In the workshop on the use and destination of the
money, another central aspect of the women’s lives
was also noted: the great difficulty they show in

spending
on themselves (...) Faced with the
instruction of, with their eyes closed, imagining t h e
collection day at the nursery (...) only two of the women,
amidst laughter and
blushing, “dared” to wish for
something for themselves:
I went to the store to buy myself some nice, colorful underwear.
I went to the market to buy myself slips and bras.
(Tuñón, 2016: 102)

Inequalities beyond access
Many projects, especially those related to the provision
of technology or financing of female entrepreneurship,
have focused on equalizing the access to resources
(productive, financial, technological) between men
and women, so as to nearly always face the problem
that men end up leading the enterprises, operating the
technology and capitalizing on the benefits.
There are several reasons for this: the notion that
women lack technical skills and competitive spirit,
the cultural connection between masculinity and
technology (Estebanez et al, 2016), the lack of training,
domestic obligations that limit the time and energy
that can be made freely available for activities outside
the home, the perception of themselves still dominated
by traditional gender stereotypes (according to which
men are usually the decision makers), the lack of
female role models to imitate, the lack of support from
spouses or other family members, etc.
In a workshop with beneficiaries of productive
technology in the Bolivian Amazon, one of the
interviewees pointed out who handles the installed
machinery:
“They’re mostly young men, women not that much,
they don’t set out to do that.
I don’t know why,
because they’re men, they’re more capable of doing
that. Women may do it wrong; I don’t know
(...) there is also a difference: because she
is a
woman, they already put her aside, the men already
believe in themselves. Women are women, they do
not know. That’s how they deal mostly with things”
(personal communication, 10 December 2019).
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Taking action on initial conditions and perceptions
will then be essential to implement successful projects.
Accompanying productive activities with strategies to
form female leaders, incentives for the redistribution of
tasks within the household, specific technical training
for women, are just some of the possible solutions to
this challenge. Creative alternatives can be provided to
achieve the active participation of women in contexts
where they previously did not perform confidently.
For example, Mendum et al (2018) presented the case
study of a waste conversion project in Kenya, where it
was found that women were intimidated by banking
procedures. The response was to train them in the use
of banking systems such as Mpesa, through which
they can make transfers, pay for services and apply for
credit directly from their mobile phones.
Sustainability
Sustainability is one of the objectives implicit in any
intervention, which is based mainly on the full control
of social subjects over the projects (Martínez, 2016).
Many initiatives fail to ensure that their approaches
are adapted to the living conditions, culture and
preferences of the beneficiary population. Denise
Soares notes that, for example, socio-cultural aspects
that are often ignored in project formulation can lead
people to abandon the use of technologies soon after
their implementation:
“The fact that the fuel-saving cooker does not allow
for direct observation of the fire by local social
actors represents a cultural barrier to technological
appropriation, since families often use the stove as a
meeting space, and fire observation becomes an engine
for social gathering. On the other hand, the symbolic
element of the “mother fire” of the traditional stove is
handled by women, making it difficult to accept the
fuel-saving cooker, because the griddle prevents its
direct observation” (2006: 167).

In addition to symbolic elements, the communities’
forms of social organization are also a primary element
to be identified in order to avoid the intervention
from disrupting community dynamics or generating
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responses such as a male backlash. Achieving
sustainability requires respect for collective forms
of resource management, land management and
decision-making; something that cannot be achieved
without extensive contact, prior to project design, with
the beneficiary population.
Scary words
Improvements in women’s conditions contribute
to the well-being of all family and community
members, not a zero-sum game where women and
girls benefit at the expense of men (Mendum et al,
2018). However, talking about equity often generates
resistance from men (sometimes women as well)
because of some misconceptions regarding gender
theory and feminism. “The image of First World
women as liberated, immoral and responsible for
the disintegration of the family, and those of the
Third World as the guardians of traditional values
worth maintaining and promoting, also has great
popularity” (Vázquez, 2016: 192).
In this sense, undertaking projects with a genderbased approach entails an arduous task (constant
monitoring and training) to rethink these monolithic
and stereotyped representations, to convince people
that development is not possible without gender equity,
and to carry out the analysis and transformation of
power dynamics, without this implying ignorance
and/or lack of respect for the common values and
meanings of the populations we work with.

3. CURRENT CHALLENGES
Having reviewed the most common problems in
applying the gender-based approach in development
projects, I would like to conclude by highlighting some
of the challenges that must be addressed in the future.
These are difficult times for equity policies, as their
progress is threatened by the attack from all sorts of
fundamentalisms that, clinging to the false concept
of “gender ideology”, seek to demolish an academicpolitical construction that has cost many decades and

which, despite its errors and limitations, has succeeded
in establishing in the public agenda the need, not only
to think about the relations between women and men,
but also to promote changes in inequitable structures.
It is necessary to not lose sight of the practical
dimension: to identify the struggles that have
arisen over the past three decades, to learn from our
experiences and build solutions from them. And it is
also necessary to reinforce our theoretical knowledge
to develop better arguments, both for the development
workers, as well as for our work colleagues and the
beneficiary population, emphasizing the systemic
and structural elements of inequality to avoid projects
falling into essentialisms or to avoid the fact that
speaking of gender may be considered going “against
men”. This may be exhausting, but it is the only way to
achieve the social transformation we seek.
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