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Introduction 

Some development practices ~ransform people's lives; some do 

not. In the literature on women/gender and development, 

arguments are ofi:en made for or against a particular strategic 

approach: projects for women, gender focused projects or gender 

mainstreaming. The paper uses case studies of women-specific 

projects and of the institutionalisation of gender mainstreaming 

to argue that the way development is practiced is a more 

significant determinant of effective development outcomes than 

the choice of one strategy over another. It further argues that a 

concentration or range of strategies may be required. The 

conditions in which development may be transformational are 

explored. The need to start from the specificity and variability 

of each setting and to work in particular ways with all concerned 

is the starting point. It is argued that the constituent elements 

of transformative development are processual, interactive and 

emergent; 

Transformational development 

In the discipline of development practice, there is a widely shared 

commitment to the wellbeing of women. The grounds for this 

commitment have varied: feminist ideology, social justice, 

development efficiency, socialism, theology, and others. There 

is agreement amongst the committed that the benefits of and 

participation in development should be equitably distributed, 

berween men and women and across all social cleavages. 

However, improving the wellbeing of women has proved to be 

one of the most difficult challenges of development practice. 

Women-specific projects have been designed to achieve 

particular objectives, for example, the education of girls and 

women, women's autonomy, the gains of organising, access to 

income, articulateness, support to widows, etc. However, such 

projects have been criticised in the feminist literature and 

arguments have been made for alternative approaches- either 

a focus on gender relations in which women are subordinated 

to men or, alternatively, for gender mainstreaming (Pearson et 

al. 1984; Goetz 1997). 

The practice of development has shown that women­

focused, as well as gender-focused approaches may redistribute 
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power in social relations, or may not. Women's needs do not 

exist in isolation, but form part of an interconnected system of 

social and power relationships, including gender relations. Both 

approaches can have as their objective the catalysing of 

socioeconomic changes, which can change for the better women's 

sense of themselves, the way people relate to them, and their 

ability to influence and shape what happens to them and those 

for whom they are concerned or responsible. Both can concern 

themselves with the gendered redistribution of power in social, 

economic and political relations. These latter are important facets 

of the concept of the wellbeing of women as used in this article. 

Women-specific projects: The Kenyan 
example 

In the late 1970s, UNDP and UNICEF decided to review and 

evaluate the work of the Kenyan Women's Bureau. The 

evaluation mission was composed of the head of the bureau, 

Terry Kantai, and mysel( One key strategy of the bureau had 

been women's self help or harambee groups. We visited a number 

of goat-raising projects run by groups of women. Traditionally, 

men owned goats and women provided the labour and the food 

for their husbandry. Men decided when the goats were to be 

slaughtered and then either feasted on them, cooked and served 

by the women, or the goats were sold and the men kept the 

money for their own purposes. That was the tradition. 

The women we visited felt transformed. One woman showed 

me her elongated open ear lobes and said, 'Once that used to 

say who I was. Now I can say who I am.'The collective ownership 

and husbandry of the goats meant that no one woman's husband 

had the droit de seigneur, the right to the fruits of her labour. 

The women themselves decided when to slaughter and for what 

purpose. 

These woman-specific projects changed the traditional balance 

of power, privilege and authority, the traditional gender relations. 

They created new patterns of relationships amongst the women 

and within their families, and new social spaces within which 

women could try out different roles and elaborate new 

responsibilities. It brought them in touch with local government 

and other officials and required of them the capacity to argue and 

negotiate in public and political places. The women involved felt 
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that they themselves had brought about these changes in their 

lives. They felt empowered and that they were acting for a shared 

or common good. These projects were transformative. The entry 

point of a specific project for women created change in power 

relations in the social, political and gender spheres. 

Critiquing women-specific projects 

The Kenyan self-help projects were not an anomaly. The women 

and development literature is full of similarly positive evaluations 

of initiatives specifically for women: seats reserved for women 

in local government in India Qain 1995:245-6) and elsewhere, 

income generation (Heath 1995), education for women and 

girls (Bhasin 1995:133-135), dedicated health facilities for the 

treatment of fistulas (Hamelin 2002), women-specific 

organisations (Tripp 2000), and so on. 

The research literature on women, gender and development 

has criticised women-specific projects on a number of grounds, 

including in terms of instrumentality. Instrumentalism directs 

resources to women as a means of achieving other policy ends 

- fertility control, environmental, household wellbeing, 

efficiency in the use of development resources, etc. The 

commitment is to something other than women's wellbeing. 

~ere an argument can be made that the particular goal could 

best be attained by targeting women, women are used to this 

end. The historical example of this is the use of women for 

population control ends in the 1960s and 1970s. Current 

examples include ·statements such as 'investing in women can 

be a cost effective route to economic efficiency' (World Bank 

1989:iv) and policies which focus on women in development 

to achieve economic performance, poverty reduction and other 

development objectives. 

Instrumental justifications for women-specific initiatives can 

be considered ethically objectionable. They are essentially 

manipulative, with women, and perhaps worse still, their bodies, 

or minds, becoming pawns in the games of others, individuals 

or institutions, who are invariably more powerful actors on the 

global stage. The approach itself can also be criticised because 

of the embedded view of development as linear, engineer-able 

and reductionist. However, it is important to recognise that, 

whatever the agendas of the funders and policy makers, such 

initiatives may provide resources that women can use for their 

own ends and to their own advantage. 

Other critiques of women-specific projects in the literature 

include the claims that such initiatives do not intervene at a 

sufficient number of or appropriate levels of the governmental 

or political hierarchies. Others claim that that they isolate women 

from their social settings or that they identifY women by gender 

and fail to capture other forms of subordination experienced by 

women in their lived situation. 
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However, I wish to argue that it is possible to construct a 

development practice relating to initiatives for women that may 

not leave itself open to these criticisms. The development practice 

is transformational. It starts from the specificity and variability 

of each setting and works to assist those concerned to change it 

for the better. The Kenyan case study begins to illustrate such a 

practice and in so doing provides an initial reply to such critiques. 

Goat-raising was only one of a range of activities chosen by the 

women's groups as the means of changing their lives and 

relationships. Other women's groups choose to make school 

uniforms. Some started village shops. The women of Mraru 

dreamed of running a bus between the village and the nearby 

town with its markets, hospital and high school (Kneerim 1980). 

The approach which was adopted by the Women's Bureau 

staff assumed women's agency and capacities in the concept of 

self-help and so did not 'problematise' women. The specificities 

of women's positions were appreciated and formed the starting 

point for the work. The approach neither socially isolated women 

nor constructed some determinate or essentialist category of 

'women'. Gender relations were not generalised, but were 

recognised as dynamic, variable and changeable. Most 

importantly, the focus remained on women's wellbeing. Men were 

drawn into the processes of change, as local politicians, 

bureaucrats, husbands, businessmen, family members and in other 

capacities and, in the process, may themselves have been changed. 

Transformational development 

Non-instrumentalist or non-interventionist development 

practice is concerned with understanding the dynamics of 

transformative processes. For practitioners, the central questions 

are 'how' questions (Peavey 1994). So~e women-specific 

initiatives are transformative; some are not. Some non-women 

specific initiatives are transformative; some not. The challenge 

for the reflective practitioner is to understand the difference, 

and to find the strategies or entry point(s) in any given situation, 

in its complexity, which may help catalyse transformational 

processes. 

The Kenyan example, where both the women raising the 

goats and those from the Women' Bureau who worked with 

them, considered the processes to have been transformative, 

throws some light on the conditions for transformational 

development. These activities enabled the women involved to 

-gain a greater sense of agency, of self-worth, and of common 

purpose. They created spaces out of which the women could 

link into power structures in new ways. The transformational 

processes included women learning to work together across their 

differences, to solve problems together, to learn by doing, to 

understand the need for strategic alliances and to forge those 

alliances when necessary. They also included the nature of the 
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relationships between the outsiders, in this case the Kenyan 

Women's Bureau and its fieldworkers, and the women' groups. 

The outsiders understood the solidarity of self-help and the 

essential horizontality and openness of relations of respect. 

Learning by doing, collective problem solving, gaining a 

sense of agency and the forging of strategic alliances are 

processual and emergent. The outcomes or results may not be 

able to be predicted but, more importantly, to do so could 

undermine people's sense of agency and ownership. Such 

processes are constitutive of transformational development, 

whether it concerns women only, or communities of interest 

(hooks 2000), or the poor (Banuri et al. 1994). 

Conceptualising gender r:nainstreaming 

Initiatives for women, or other groups, are often contrasted, again 

questionably, with mainstreaming strategies, strategies which 

integrate or mainstream issues of concern to women, and women 

themselves, in development. The term mainstreaming has no 

single agreed meaning, but has entered the development discourse 

to capture the claim for developmental justice: that development 

should be of equitable benefit, that questions such as who benefits, 

who loses, what trade-offs have been made, what is the resultant 

balance of rights, power and privilege, can and should be asked 

in all contexts of change. 

The term mainstream describes the means by which power, 

influence and wealth shape social position and access to benefits. 

The mainstream is the arrangement of practices, institutions, 

ideas, values, relationships, alliances and networks that 

determines who gets what in a society, that is, how benefits and 

opportunities are distributed. In this sense, the mainstream is 

more than just institutions and practices, more than 

development raradigms or agendas Oahan 1995). It is a set of 

dynamic processes, as much informal and shadowy as formal 

and accessible. The challenge to the social reformer/ development 

practitioner is to determine how equity in access to benefits 

and opportunities can be increased. And in this context, to 

establish what the role of the state might be, in any particular 

situation, in bringing about a more just society. 

Gender mainstreaming and the state 

The Kenyan Women's Bureau, as so many others, was established 

by the Government of Kenya soon after the First World 

Conference for Women, held in Mexico City in 1975. The 

World Plan of Action of the Conference stressed the importance 

of establishing what was referred to as 'national machinery for 

the advancement of women': women's bureaux, ministries of 

women's affairs, offices for the status of women, and such like. 

They are a form of women-specific initiatives. 
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As the staff of these units reflected on their tasks, multiple 

mandates emerged for these national machineries: 

• funding and/or implementing initiatives to 

increase women's wellbeing: direct action; 

• persuading others to work to improve women's 

wellbeing: advocacy; 

getting structures, procedures and practices in 

place in government to improve women's 

wellbeing: making the state more responsive; and 

• working collaboratively with others outside of 

government to improve the wellbeing of women: 

strategic alliances. 

These mandates still leave open the question, which is central 

to the practitioner or implementer, of how best to achieve these 

ends, the question of what might be the effective strategies or 

entry points for change. Alive to these concerns, the staff of the 

national machineries for women developed a number of 

strategies for fulfilling their mandates: 

conscientisation and mobilisation of players: 

persuasion; 

accountability through performance criteria: shame 

and praise; 

resources, financial as well as human: capacity 

building and incentives; and 

mandatory requirements and sanctions: power. 

The strategies available to national organisations to catalyse 

the state to respond in a more just or gender equitable fashion 

are often referred to as mainstreaming strategies, although this 

is a narrower sense of the mainstream than that given above, 

with its focus on the state alone. It is a focused application·of 

the strategies outlined in the previous paragraph, to the state 

alone rather than to all key players. The Beijing Platform for 

Action uses this sense of mainstreaming when it states that the 

main task for a national machinery for the advancement of 

women is 'to support government-wide mainstreaming of a 

gender-equality perspective in all policy areas (United Nations 

1995:para 201). 

Institutional gender mainstreaming 

Thus the phrase gender mainstreaming came to signifY a move 

towards procedures and mechanisms within organisations, 

particularly governmental, bilateral and multilateral institutions, 

to systematically take account of gender issues in policy 

development and in program and project design, 

implementation and evaluation. It also carries a claim for 

equitable representation and participation in theseinstitutions. 

With this narrowing of the application of the term came the 

tendency to reduce gender issues in development to the practice 

of governments and development agencies. 
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This latter is different from the recognition and 

understanding of the gendered nature of such institutions and 

their broader developmental environments, pointed out by 

writers such as Barbara Rogers, Kathleen Staudt, RounaqJahan, 

Jane Jaquette and others. Mainstreaming strategies are only one 

of a possible range of ways to address the gendered nature of 

the institutions of development and gender Issues m 

development. 

However, given the increasing focus on the 

institutionalisation of gender mainstrea~ing, often at the 

expense of initiatives for women, it might be timely to explore 

more critically the links between the practices of institutional 

gender mainstreaming and their impact on women's wellbeing. 

Can the addressing of gender issues in development be best 

achieved through engendering the practice of development 

agencies, and of the state? 

Gender mainstreaming in practice 

I will take as a case study the institutional capacity building for 

gender mainstreaming implemented within the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) in the years up to and 

including 1989-1991. During this latter period, I headed the 

UNDPwomen and development program. Beginning with the 

groundbreaking work ofUlla Ollin in the mid 1970s, UNDP 

staff had been pushing the organisation to.become more gender 

sensitive and competent for 15 years when I arrived, and this 

continued after I left the post. 

I found committed leadership in the then Administrator of 

UNDP, Bill Draper Jr. Women-committed policies were in place, 

both with respect to the organisation's development practice 

and to the recruitment of personnel. There were oversight 

mechanisms involving senior management to ensure that women 

and gender concerns were taken into account in project and 

program design and evaluation. There were checklists, model 

gender-sensitive instruments and instructions on mission 

composition. Field data and personnel data were disaggregated 

by gender and other key indicators (level, placement, income, 

etc.). Case studies had been developed of good practice and of 

transgressive practice. Training models, tools and materials had 

been developed, revised, improved, revised and staff trained, 

trained and trained. 

The organisation was conscious of the maleness of its culture 

and values, and constantly reflected on ways to improve its 

gender competency and practices. Staff gender performance 

appraisals were designed and implemented as a means of 

strengthening the implementation of its commitment. Gender 

impact analyses and gender budgeting were put in place. Gender­

related development indices and gender-empowerment indices 

were developed to measure and compare national progress in 
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achieving gender objectives. The mainstreaming of gender in 

the organisation had 'on-going attention, resources and political 

capital' (United Nations 2002:25). 

Did these extensive assets and mechanisms mean that gender 

was adequately mainstreamed? Did UNDP become gender 

sensitive and competent as an organisation, in its development 

practice and in its development partnerships with national 

governments and others? 

Complex skills are required to understand the lives of the 

oppressed and the factors that shape and distort them. Tools 

such as gender analysis frameworks are not adequate to develop 

these skills. They may contribute to raising the gender 

consciousness of staff, but. fail to capture the complexity and 

the dynamism of social and power relations. Dichotomous 

gender templates are not strategic: they 'substitute a static and 

incomplete description for a dynamic analysis of power and 

difference' (Reid 1995:114). Consider the Kenyan example. A 

gender analysis would show that ownership and decision making 

over small animals were the prerogative of men, whilst women 

contributed on a non-reimbursable basis to their husbandry. It 

would not capture the ways or the extent to which these roles 

were negotiable or changeable. Nor does it capture other 

interacting systems of oppression or exclusion. 

Complex insights into the reality of people's life situations 

come from the narratives of the silenced, the oppressed and the 

marginalised, for they live the way power in all its forms writes 

their lives and bodies on a daily basis. The skills required are 

the listening of the silenced and suborned into speech and the 

capacity to reflect on these stories. Paulo Friere, Fran Peavey, 

Arnold Zable and others can teach the receptive the skills of 

active listening, of letting people 'speak their world', of 

identifying the issues about which people are concerned or feel 

passionate, and the other skills basic to understanding people's 

lives. Were we expecting all UNDP staff to be able to analyse 

and understand the gendered nature of situations and their 

contexts in these ways? 

Understanding a situation takes certain skills; identifying 

effective entry points or strategies for changing the situation 

takes a completely different set of skills and a different role for 

the 'outsider', including the development practitioner. The 

development practitioner can help create the spaces in which 

the need for change can be acknowledged, help identify entry 

points for change, and facilitate the processes of change, but 

the basic skill is the ability to contribute their knowledge and 

skills in non-disempowering and respectful ways. 

Gendered situational analyses and strategic development 

require gender expertise and commitment. Well conceived and 

implemented gender mainstreaming strategies are rarely, if ever, 

sufficient in themselves to develop these capacities throughout 

an organisation. Furthermore, they often place the staff of the 
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women's program m the institution in a critical, even 

confrontational, stance with respect to the work of the other 

staff of the organisation: the 'What about the women?" 

syndrome. The professional distance created makes it difficult 

to form strategic alliances and collegial relationships. 

Even where organisations have become more gender 

competent through intensive training and other gender 

mainstreaming measures, there remains a question of the cost 

effectiveness of the strategy. There is no literature which shows 

that increased gender competency in an organisation is causally 

connected to improved development outcomes for women nor 

. are there comparative cost benefit studies which show that gender 

mainstreaming is more effective than other strategies. 

Beyond institutional gender 
mainstreaming 

Achieving the desired developmental outcomes may require a 

concentration of strategies, including but not limited to gender 

mainstreaming. During my time with UNDP, I came to believe 

in the importance of focusing beyond gender mainstreaming, 

that is, of moving beyond measures, incentives, and sanctions 

within an organisation (and within government at the national 

level) in order to create the desired capacities external to the 

institution. Perhaps the desired development outcomes of the 

institution could better be achieved by building capacity and 

providing resources for women, research organisations, advocacy 

groups and others within a partner country to: 

articulate what was needed and how to address it; 

negotiate forms of assistance in order to bring the 

changes about; 

monitor the processes of change and their efficacy; 

and, in particular, 

assist, monitor and evaluate progress in achieving 

gender and similar objectives. 

Such a strategy builds on the lived understanding of those 

concerned of the specificities of and causal influences on their 

situations. It strengthens skill and knowledge bases external to 

the organisation, as well as internally. It creates the capacity 

and provides the resources to hold the organisation accountable 

for the adequate implementation of its policies within the 

countries with which it is working. There are flow-on benefits 

to such a strategy since the capacities developed in-country could 

be more broadly used to leverage change in national 

organisations, as well as other development partners. 
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Conclusion 

A commitment to the wellbeing of women is a challenge co 

practice development and to govern in ways that transform 

women's lives for the better, howsoever one can achieve these 

aims. Reducing these practices to gender mainstreaming or 

projects for women or any other single approach fails to grasp 

the reality that sometimes these initiatives work, sometimes they 

do not. What is needed is to better understand the conditions 

for transformation in any particular setting or approach. 
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