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Transform Africa is a network of
training and organisational develop-
ment NGOs. It supports local African

NGOs to develop their skills, and helps them
to address some of the inequalities in their
relations with NGOs from the North. The
research discussed here grew out of the
experiences of some of these NGOs. They
were concerned about a perceived resistance
to gender equality issues that they saw in
some of the local NGOs they were supporting,
and in the communities with which they
worked. The research was undertaken by
Transform Africa, in collaboration with the
Transform network and supported by The
Community Fund (now called The Big Lottery).  

The main aims of the research were to
understand the reasons for this perceived
hostility towards gender equality in some
African NGOs and those they worked with;
to seek out African perspectives on gender
and equality issues; and to share the findings
widely to enhance understanding of what
gender equality means in the context of
different African countries. 

The research focused on the communi-
cations, and collaborative work, between
NGOs in the global North and South, and
the communities with whom the latter work.
Information was taken from local NGOs,
partners, and communities in four African
countries: Zambia, Rwanda, Uganda and
the Gambia. The organisations included 
The Community Development Resource
Network (CDRN) in Uganda, The Catholic
Commission for Development (CCD) in
Zambia, Programme Regional de Formation
et d’Echanges pour le Développement
(P R E F E D) in Rwanda, and African Consultants
in The Gambia. In all cases the research was
conducted by local researchers with the
participation of Senorina Wendoh from
Transform Africa.1

These are countries with contrasting
economic, political, religious, and cultural
contexts. Within each country, the range of
experiences and findings included in the
research comes from various rural and urban
settings: settings which are more ‘included’
in the political mainstream, and those which
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This article examines research on gender mainstreaming initiatives, undertaken by a sample of local
NGOs in four African countries. This research explores where resistance to gender equality comes from
in some African organisations and communities. It shows that for gender mainstreaming processes to
be effective they need to address the complex realities of people, and be sensitive to the values of
communities in their implementation. The more successful gender mainstreaming initiatives have
worked with local people’s beliefs and realities, and allowed sufficient time for attitudinal change in both
local people and NGO staff.
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are more marginalised. In each country, a
Transform partner organisation undertook
research with several of its NGO partners,
and the communities with which they
worked. In addition, some randomly
selected NGOs they had not worked with
before were included in the sample. All the
NGOs said they were trying to work with
gender issues, though few were specialist or
women’s NGOs. 

The research made it clear how different
the contexts are in different communities in
the same country, and between countries,
and that they were all undergoing rapid
change. This change is occurring through
environmental degradation, changing
employment patterns due to globalisation,
the growth of conflict, the spread of
HIV/AIDS, and worsening poverty. NGOs
and communities are living in fast-changing
contexts in Africa, and many of the changes
are out of their control.

It quickly became apparent that much
work to address gender inequality is
reaching local people through government
initiatives. These are usually donor-promoted.
The research findings indicate that gender
mainstreaming is still largely an external
concept. It has been adopted by govern-
ments and by some local NGOs, usually
those headed by women and urban based.
Gender mainstreaming is often perceived by
other local NGOs to be for the benefit of
donors, rather than for the benefit of
communities. They find themselves g r a p p l i n g
with ideas of gender equality that they have
little understanding of, or ownership over.
They feel that many of the ideas are imposed
by those with power over them (their
international NGO partners, donors, or
government).

The ‘foreign-ness’ and lack of local
ownership of the gender agenda often lead
to different forms of resistance, including
outright rejection, scepticism, or people
masquerading as gender-sensitive, with no
real understanding or appreciation of the
issues. The research suggests that improving
relationships and ways of working on

gender will enhance acceptance and imple-
mentation of policies and practices. Gender
mainstreaming must therefore involve local
NGOs and communities in the development
of concepts, frameworks, and reporting
formats, and these must be culturally rooted.
They have to relate actively to the needs and
realities of poor women and men. If there is
no sense of ownership, it is unlikely that
gender mainstreaming can be sustained at
all levels of government and civil society,
from central to provincial, and from district
to local. 

Furthermore, gender mainstreaming
must contribute to women’s empowerment,
within both development organisations and
communities, so that women stop being a
target group and become active players in
gender work. Too often they are seen as
objects of development, rather than agents of
change able to contribute to a transformation
process that meets their own analysis and
aspirations. It is not for external agents to
determine what changes they need, or to tell
them what roles they must play and what
resources they need to access. Women must
— with support — define and work for the
changes they need. This will enable them to
start to articulate, and gain access to, their
rights.

The following sections share some of the
discussions held by the Transform researchers
with officials in government ministries and
local NGOs, and with people in communities
in the four countries. They show how the
concept of gender equality is often either
misunderstood or misinterpreted within
development agencies and communities. All
quotations are taken from the research.

Discussions with
government officials
Many governments in Africa committed
their countries to the Beijing Platform for
Action in 1995, and agreed to the
formulation of gender policies. For some this
led to the creation of gender ministries,
while other governments created focal desks
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in existing ministries. Women’s caucuses in
some parliaments increased the represent-
ation of women’s voices, and women’s
concerns were also raised by lobbyists and
individuals, in committees focusing on legal
affairs, governance, and human rights.
Many dedicated men and women were
involved in the development of government
gender policies, and planning consequent
action. Everything looked set to improve for
the empowerment of women and the
achievement of gender equality.

Resistance at government level 
However, closer scrutiny began to tell a
different story. Government officials cited
significant resistance ‘at implementation level
where people give higher priority to other
activities and they grade gender issues at a lower
level because of misconception[s]’. 

At the heart of the perceived hostility to
gender equality work as being ‘foreign’,
‘threatening’, and a plan to ‘usurp men’s
power’ is the sense that it is external and not
relevant. Indeed, the approach is seen as
misunderstanding the essence of African
societies. Such views can be found inside
governments, even while they openly
espouse the need to work on gender
inequalities. One senior government official
expressed the problem: 

‘We are living in a changing world, nobody can
resist the change even if we insist on the cultural
practices… [W]e are acting in response to
government policy to uplift women, the donors
also demand that we involve women, but… the
role played by the Nnabagereka [king’s wife]
has influenced the way we do our work. Most
donors give us a condition to include at least
65% of the beneficiaries to be women; the
government policy says  one-third.’

This comment captures both the hope
contained in gender mainstreaming initiatives
and the challenge of implementing policies
about which there is ambivalence. While
donors want two-thirds of the main
beneficiaries to be women, the government
decided on one-third because of a fear that

benefiting women will mostly exclude men.
The discussions, even at government level,
repeatedly raised the spectre of robbing men
of their power and status, something seen as
deeply threatening. Often government
officials say this is apparent at local level
during implementation; only a few admit
that these concerns are often shared also at
government level. 

In a different country another senior
official echoed these sentiments:

‘The gender policy is important, yet at the
operational level there is still a lot of resistance,
people want to address gender but in your mind,
you don’t think gender.’

Another government official asserted: 
‘To change people’s mind… [y]ou can sensitise
and train but implementing is difficult. We try
to be there at implementation. We participate in
training as the mouthpiece of the Division —
micro-issues must include gender. Using the
strategic plan of action, we make sure that
certain gender priorities are included. There is a
lot of antagonism, so we always have to be
present to give weight to our focal points. We
ensure that we are present. It is a long way [to
implementing gender mainstreaming].’ 

According to one director of a Ministry of
Community and Social Services, an under-
standing of culture is vital and yet very
complex: 

‘There is a lot of misunderstanding and
weakness on the part of cultural policy makers
even though gender is a subject that is being
addressed every day. We should have awareness
on issues of gender and culture. These things
should be portrayed in a positive light [if
mainstreaming is to have impact].’

The concerns expressed above were repeated
during interviews with line ministries in
each of the four countries. At the core of the
resistance seemed to be a concern that the
concepts of gender were culturally
inappropriate, that there was a direct threat
to men and male power, and that these
concepts were hard to implement because
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they were not well adapted to local realities
on the ground. In translating them into
practice the concepts were poorly under-
stood, if at all.

The role of donor influence
Many of those government officials inter-
viewed referred to the power, and yet
contradictory nature, of donor influence in
mainstreaming gender. Respondents indicated
that donors make gender e q u a l i t y a
condition across the board, without
analysing or understanding the key gender
issues in any given context. They thus
underestimate the challenges of imple-
mentation, and their funding patterns (with
short timeframes and tight targets) often
make this work difficult. A director of one
government organisation stated: 

‘I have not much I can do, mainly because I
implement the project according to the donor
conditionalities. I would for instance arrange for
a meeting to sensitise both men and women, or
even the families benefiting, but the budget only
limits me to what is earmarked.’

Local NGOs share these frustrations. While
donors make clear demands and often have
defined expectations of the outcomes for
work on gender, they do not understand
well enough the contexts, the barriers, or the
demands of working out ways to address
these complex issues in practice.

One local NGO programme officer
defined their relationship with donors
around gender in this way: 

‘Donors listen to what we want, we give them
our plan and they give us funds. But you know
how difficult it is, sometimes some of them take
long to approve our plan and we can only start
when they give us the funding. The different
funders give money at different times of the year
so that accounting is on-going throughout the
year. I wish all the programmes started all at
once, but they [donors] take long and sometimes
they are the ones who indicate when the
programme will start.’

While government officials, and some local
NGO staff, say they appreciate the role that

donors have played in raising the issue of
gender equality and highlighting the need to
tackle women’s exclusion and subordination,
they have many concerns about the donor
role. These include the fact that what gender
inequality means in different contexts is
poorly understood by donors, and the ideas
are often not fully understood by staff
responsible for implementing gender work.
Donor procedures — with tightly framed
budgets, timetables, and predicted outcomes
— do not enable the kind of work needed for
sensitive social and cultural change to take
place effectively. Local NGO staff cannot
control h o w they go about mainstreaming
gender equality, because of donor conditions
and demands. These are often applied in a
blanket way across countries and cultures
that are, in fact, highly differentiated and
work in very different ways. 

The gender mainstreaming
conundrum among local
NGOs
The challenges faced by government
officials charged with the mainstreaming of
gender approaches are also experienced by
local NGOs who work to mainstream gender
analysis and goals into their organisations
and communities. Among those interviewed
about addressing gender inequality in their
work, there were far fewer success stories
than stories of resistance encountered by the
NGO workers. 

Gender terminology and objectives have
become a condition for funding among
many donor agencies, including international
NGOs. Therefore local NGOs — which
always need money for their work and have
few opportunities for raising funds locally
— include ‘gender’ in their funding proposals.
Sometimes they do this with little or no
understanding, and often with little or no
intention of using the funds for these purposes.
A respondent in one country observed: 

‘Donors insist on gender in their funding
activities, they cannot fund an activity unless
there is a gender component.’
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The result is that, often, proposals for
funding incorporate a gender element solely
to fulfil donor requirements, without any
real commitment to mainstreaming gender
in organisations or programmes. This
donor-led insistence on including a gender
element, without due regard for local
perspectives, skills or analysis, results in
NGOs masquerading as gender-sensitive at
best, and becoming resistant, mistrustful,
and sceptical at worst. This is how one
respondent interpreted the funding conditions:

‘Economic issues are one reason we take things
from the outside because we are dependent on the
north. We do not contextualise them. For
example we have now adopted the international
way of thinking that man must share power with
the woman.’

The problem of rapid change 
Also central to the challenge of gender
mainstreaming is the speed with which the
idea of gender equality has been adopted.
Such a rapid adoption has meant that NGO
staff and communities either do not believe
in the idea and associated concepts, and
simply ‘parrot’ the terminology, or they do
not understand its significance. It is common
to hear the English words ‘gender main-
streaming’ dropped into many conversations
at village level: presumably there are no local
terms for it and people do not really know
what the words mean. One male NGO
director clearly expressed concerns echoed
by many about the rapid manner in which
mainstreaming was adopted by many
governments and NGOs: 

‘Beijing was not a good thing because it was not
sensitive to African culture. Bazungu
[foreigners] come with their agenda and we
swallow it whole without considering our own
contexts. Bazungus come with their things from
Beijing, and we take it automatically. It came at
top speed and expected things to change
overnight. People living in town copied it
without considering the knowledge and habits 
of rural people. It was global, like a wave of
thinking, a fashion, ideology that was very fast.

Everybody was uncomfortable with it but nobody
talked about the discomfort. When Beijing came,
some women reacted and went quickly. This led
to conflict and divorce in families. Women from
town and foreigners don’t tell them the truth
because men and women can’t be equal. Some
women reacted radically, others sceptically and
others indifferently. The speed with which
Beijing was adopted in the country, it threatened
traditional structures, because “man is the chief
and if you come with power, he resists”.’

The above quotation reflects much of the
hostility that many men who were inter-
viewed for this research exhibited towards
the concept of gender equality. Many men —
even those expected to implement these
approaches in local NGOs — were fearful,
uneasy, and threatened by these new ideas
and definitions, which challenged much that
they had believed since birth. Many women,
with less choice and control in their own
lives, were also fearful about aspects of these
gender concepts in discussion. In contrast,
some women responded positively to
concepts coming from Beijing. In particular
these were the more educated urban women,
who had some opportunities and significant
choices in their lives.

The fact that NGOs are rooted in their
own cultures means that staff reflect the
gender relations prevalent in their society.
They find it hard to combat these internally,
as well as in their work with communities.
The issue of organisational culture is
therefore key to gender mainstreaming. The
following quotation is taken from an inter-
view with a male director of an organisation
that considers itself gender-sensitive and
which has conducted gender training. It
shows the depths of the confusion that
ensues when ideas are only half grasped and
concepts applied inappropriately. 

‘But you cannot forget who a woman is because
she cannot forgive anything, to put her as a
manager she’ll end up chasing all the workers…
In the office I’m very gender sensitive because I
employ a secretary she’ll also make my tea, I’ll
tell her to do my filing, when I come when my
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hair is not combed, she’ll tell me, I write a love
letter, she’ll put it nicely on the computer —
she’s just like at home, some of the things my
wife does, the secretary will remind me to look
nice, to look clean.’

It is unrealistic to work within short time-
frames when the changes that are needed in
knowledge and attitudes will take a long
time, even generations, to achieve. Main-
streaming gender analysis and practice is a
process that requires changes to long-held
cultural beliefs and practices. If they are to be
effective, these changes must allow people to
begin to see their value and develop owner-
ship of the concepts and the change
processes needed to implement them. Many
NGO workers addressing gender issues
complained of project and training time-
frames that are limited. They allow little time
for them to understand and change, and give
them barely enough time to begin to work
with communities: 

‘To change a person is a difficult thing. These
olds, their minds are just in their culture. We tell
them you expect things to change… Some have
accepted but others have not. But I think if this
thing goes on these youths will be better and
better. They are now learning, it’s just these 
old ones.’

Gender training workshops run by many
local and international agencies are the key
tool for gender mainstreaming. Yet this has
led to levels of scepticism. Many NGO
workers interviewed felt that one- to three-
day workshops were not enough to
challenge people’s attitudes, or to under-
stand the tools and frameworks that they
were expected to use in their organisations
and at community level. 

One respondent acknowledged that he
had attended a one-day gender workshop
that was run by a government ministry.
When asked what he thought about it, 
he said:

‘A lot of noise. Women thought men were selfish
and men thought women were interfering with
their operations. I said to them “Justice is not to

bring gender balance but it is giving what is due
to a person”.

‘The chief inspector of The Victim Support Unit
[VSU] is a woman. She opposed what I said and
I fought back to her and said the VSU is there to
victimise men. When a man goes there to report
maybe he is being abused by his wife, he is told to
go and call his wife when she comes to tell her
story, she is the one listened to and the man is
locked up in the cell instead. Gender is a reaction
against men.

‘…Gender training brings theories people don’t
believe in, but since there are some allowances 
for attending, people go only because they are
interested in them. After that, life continues.
After the workshop, people laugh and tease each
other and say to the women when they ask for 
a lift, “we are gender here, look for your own
cars”.’

The issue of attending workshops to gain the
per diem allowance, rather than to learn new
ideas, is a real problem for many organi-
sations. It is, of course, absurd to try and
change attitudes and beliefs about gender
inequality, and to try to promote new ways
of working through one-day workshops
anyway. 

Many of the struggles experienced by
local NGOs with the rapid speed of
mainstreaming, and the short-term training
that is used as the main approach, are
reflected in the interview below, with a
woman project manager:

‘On the surface it feels like all men and women
have embraced the idea of gender. But maybe
people act differently from the way they feel.
They all seem to embrace the idea of gender, yet
gender seems to be for women [in practice].
Every time there is a gender workshop, the men
look at me or the secretary to be the ones to go.
Why? Because we are women. It is happening
everywhere in Rwanda even in government. 
A woman is the one who is chosen whether or
not she knows anything about gender or even 
the language of the workshop [if it is in English].
It is as if gender is outside of them [men]. They
have not yet internalised it. Why is preference
given to women in projects [e.g. water and
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sanitation], yet it is men who are invited to build
the projects. This makes women to continue to be
dependent because they do not know how the
machines work, and are at a loss when the
machines break down… At work and in
organisations, women are always appointed as
treasurers because they are trustworthy and do
not steal, yet at home, women are not trusted to
be in charge of finance or property. Many
women live in rural areas and work in
agriculture. They can’t read or write, and there
is need to train them. Those who have been able
to learn are few.’ 

As noted earlier, NGO staff are rooted in
their own socialisation and upbringing, and
carry many gender concepts into their lives
at work. Enabling them to analyse and
explore their attitudes, and to see which
ones might block the achievement of aims
that they espouse, such as the alleviation of
poverty, is a slow process and one that
demands a range of responses, not simply
short workshops. Inadequate attention is
paid to working with staff on their own
beliefs and practices. This ensures that they
are ill equipped when it comes to explaining
and training on gender issues in communities.
Their lack of understanding is one source of
real resistance. Another is the fear of the
implications of gender equality work for
themselves. 

Communities and gender
mainstreaming
In almost all the communities we
encountered, elements of hostility and
bewilderment about gender issues were
expressed. The core concept that people did
seem to grasp was that of  ‘gender balance’,
which we were told had ‘been brought from
Beijing’, usually by the government. When
asked what was meant by ‘gender balance’,
many of the informants said it meant ‘50–50’,
or that ‘women should be equal to men’. The
concept of gender balance, in terms of
numbers and equality, had been introduced
to these communities through vigorous

government advertisements and NGO
workshops. Yet most men and many
women, especially in rural areas, felt
alienated and threatened by these ideas.

Religious faith and traditional cultural
values are important in communities. These
are not easily reconciled with the current
concepts of gender equality imported from
international agencies and donors. The
Christian church as it exists in the research
areas appeared to be even more resistant 
to change than African cultural values. 
A church official had the following to say: 

‘We respect women. These new foreign ideas are
confusing our women. The bible states clearly
that the woman is the priest in the home while
the man is the priest in the Church. We honour
them for the work they do in the home.’ 

While there is plenty of evidence of women
being active in the Church, the research did
not uncover any signs of this being a route to
women claiming new rights or asking for
change in their lives. The examples seen
showed women playing a largely sub-
servient role within the life of the Church.

Mainstreaming initiatives often fail to
stress the strong link between gender
inequality and poverty. The idea that
women need to be able to access resources
and take some control in their lives is not
made clear, yet without this, the concept of
equality risks alienating men. They feel their
authority and position is being directly
undermined, and they lack understanding
of what the benefits of change might be. 

One man expressed the resentment felt
by many men in many communities: 

‘Beijing helped the country to adopt a law on
gender. Before Beijing, men decided everything,
even the life of women but now men can’t do
anything. They can’t sell a land, cows, even TV
without the agreement of the woman. [N]ow…
the men fear the law… because it makes men feel
bad, they feel that they are being forced to do
things. According to the law, if men sell anything
without consulting women/wife, the police will
come and take you to prison: “it is as if Beijing
came and diminished the power of men”.’
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Most gender mainstreaming initiatives also
do not seem to take into account that in some
contexts, men have the power to block
changes: 

‘Authority belongs to the father. It is natural
that children belong to the father. Because it is
the man who marries the woman, he is also the
one who takes care of the children, the one who
names them and gives them away in marriage.’ 

Another view was: 
‘I appreciate that women have been marginalised
but I do not agree with the approach used to
emancipate them. The whole movement has
eroded our culture, women no longer respect
their husbands not even elders. The process has
been so fast with little consideration of our
cultural values. When women get money for
instance, they forget cultural norms. The whole
question of women empowerment is not our
culture, it has failed even in the west.’

Furthermore, gender mainstreaming initiatives
within communities do not properly relate
to the perceptions and needs of the women.
Outsiders, not insiders, define women’s
needs. Women are told what equality
means, without first listening to them and
assessing the realities and constraints of
their contexts. Where women are entirely
reliant on men, for example for access to land
or protection for their children, talking to
them about demanding rights within the
family falls on deaf ears. Expecting women
to confront social and cultural norms
concerning divorce, child maintenance,
inheritance, or violence — without under-
standing their own perception of what their
needs are, and what they feel is possible — 
is unrealistic. What is appropriate about
women’s right to a livelihood or control of
their bodies in one context does not
necessarily apply or work in another. Even
NGO workers, who often know these local
realities and understand the language and
cultural concepts, sometimes try to impose
ideas that are alien and unhelpful. They do
this in order to meet donor requirements,
rather than working with their own

knowledge to help women to see what
would be of real value to them in their
current situations. Decisions are rushed;
there is often not the time to discuss, raise
issues and awareness, or challenge and
introduce new ideas at a pace that women
can understand.

The range of livelihoods open to women
varies greatly in the different regions, as do
the reactions of women: a wide range of
views and opinions wase expressed in the
research. In some contexts they are already
breadwinners and relatively independent,
while in others they are highly dependent in
every way and cannot even begin to engage
with ideas such as gender equality. The
following reactions elicited from women in
the four countries reflect the varying
realities:

‘We depend on men for our livelihood. We do not
own land. Once I leave my father’s home to get
married, I cannot go back. I have to stay with my
husband. If I leave him, where can I go? What
will happen to my children?’ 

‘If my husband marries another wife, I cannot
stop him. I don’t mind sharing him because his
new wife will help with tilling the farm. At least
I have a home. I can’t go back to my parents’
home. There is no land.’

‘When my husband died recently, his mother and
relatives arrived to inherit me. I chased them
away. I was so angry — my husband had barely
been buried, and they were doing this. What
about AIDS? These people don’t care for me or
my children. I can take care of myself and my
children. Even when my husband was still alive,
I took care of this family.’

‘Many of the women are unhappy with the
polygamous set-ups in their village. Their
husbands do not help them to pay school fees for
the children. Some men only sire children while
only the women struggle with fees. They say they
are oppressed in marriage… “What can we do?
We can’t take such matters to the Local Council,
because the Local Councillors [an elected
position equivalent to the village
elders/chiefs] are themselves polygamous.”
They can’t go back to their homes, because their
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fathers are also like that [polygamous]. There are
more women than men. And women own nothing.’

The voices quoted above indicate that
opportunities for change are very different
in diverse contexts, and so there cannot be a
blueprint. Even among people in the same
country, there are differences based on
rural/urban experiences and expectations,
generation, literacy levels, access to
resources, and land ownership. 

Both women and men in local com-
munities, especially where poverty is rife
and opportunities are constrained, felt
bewildered and uncertain about the intro-
duction of concepts of gender balance and
equality by governments and local NGOs.
Change is ongoing all around them, and
some are seeking certainty rather than
further change and challenge. Others feel
that the ideas as they understand them have
no place in their communities. Those more
able to embrace the ideas tended to be those
with more economic options, and/or
education and access to towns. Men were
often hostile because they felt threatened,
women were uncertain and confused
because the concepts seemed so far removed
from their daily lives and the problems they
are grappling with.

From the local to the global:
some local NGO progress
in gender mainstreaming

‘Yes, you expect resistance to gender because it is
like you are against norms of customary law…
definitely you expect them to resist. From our
experience, what matters is approach.’

While the work of gender mainstreaming is
still a huge challenge to many, some NGOs
(the exceptions in the research, rather than
the norm that was presented earlier) have
achieved success. By beginning their
sensitisation processes through their local
leaders, using men to talk to other men,
women to other women, and age group to
age group, and by clearly demonstrating 
the value of according equal opportunities t o

men and women, these local NGOs hav e
made in-roads where government ministries
are still struggling. They have found a way
to tailor their approach to local needs,
through listening and careful co-operation
with local people. This is something that
governments find hard to do, because
gender mainstreaming is centralised and
their messages tend to be universal and
spread across the country in a uniform way. 

Forming alliances with local leaders
Some local NGOs have found ways of
building strong alliances with powerful
local leaders. These may be political,
religious, or traditional. This has meant it is
easier to push the gender agenda forwards.
Local leaders have themselves spearheaded
gender equality work. Because most leaders
are male, this approach has meant that other
men have become allies, and they have in
turn communicated the importance of
gender equality to their fellows. Traditional
meeting places, where local cases and
matters of importance are discussed, have
been appropriated as places for com-
municating the importance of gender
equality and supporting such initiatives as
inheritance rights for widows, the writing of
wills, and the education of girl children:

‘We go through the chiefs and headmen; we
involve them and let them participate. They even
contribute goats and chicken for the occasion and
they feel part and parcel of the process. They also
own it. Our workshops discuss the importance of
human rights contained in the constitution, the
law of marriage and divorce, inheritance, then
gender and its link to poverty — what can be
done, what has gone wrong. Finally we teach
them on the law of inheritance and succession
because it is controversial. We have gained a lot
of experience from being down there with the
community. We debate issues with communities…
If I take you to the community, men will tell you
now they sit down with their wives and women
are also free to ask/challenge men and question
positions in society. The husbands hesitate to
beat their wives because the women say they’ll
take them to (our NGO).’
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An official from another NGO explained the
complex nature of gender mainstreaming,
and how it is perceived differently at
international and local levels:

‘Talking about gender at an international
conference is different from engaging with rural
communities. National NGOs want to talk about
gender to communities and it is like Greek,
because they don’t understand why women
should change. You have to start from the known
to the unknown. It is a big leap from the past
into utopia. When you sit with communities, 
you must start from where they are, then talk
about concepts.’ 

It is evident from the approaches discussed
here that local NGOs can tap into issues and
areas that are relevant to the local
community and make progress on gender
issues. They avoid using frameworks that
can appear to be foreign, that can cause
confusion or that risk alienating the people
with whom they are working. 

Conclusion
The research carried out by Transform
Africa suggests that the challenges to
successful gender mainstreaming are
multiple. They include the speed with which
gender mainstreaming has been imple-
mented, its blanket approach to complex
realities on the ground, standardised and
quick workshops intended to change
attitudes and practices almost instantly,
short project timeframes, and approaches
that have little impact because they ignore
the processes required to change long-held
beliefs and practices. 

The few success stories uncovered by the
research suggest that the seeds of change lie
within the communities themselves. They
are able and willing to analyse and think
about their situation, and confront the need
for change if the process starts from their
own analysis and understanding. It is
enhanced when leaders support the process
and encourage change. This is often done by
referring to times when women were more

respected, and by highlighting the damage
that current gender relations do to families,
communities, and the work to tackle
poverty. If a gender mainstreaming process
is fully embedded within the communities,
and takes the time to start from there —
introducing new ideas and challenges in
ways and at a pace that can stimulate and
excite rather then threaten and demoralise
— then it will be able to bring about change
from within, rather than imposing it from
outside. The challenge for donors, govern-
ments, and NGOs is to find ways to support
and encourage positive change in favour of
women, rather than bringing in blueprint
ideas and concepts that have no meaning for
local actors.

Senorina Wendoh has been involved in research
on gender and poverty at the grassroots and was
part of the Kenya Women Coalition’s mentoring
team during the Poverty Reduction Strategy
process in Western Kenya. She is currently the
Transform Gender Research Co-ordinator on
‘African Perspectives on Gender’. She is based at
the Transform Africa Office. Contact:  Transform
Africa, 4P Leroy House, 436 Essex Road, London
NI 3QP, UK. smwendoh@aol.com

Tina Wallace has worked on gender issues in
development practice for many years, and has
written about the challenges in various articles
and books. She is currently a Research Associate
at International Gender Studies, Queen
Elizabeth House, Oxford. Her current work
involves researching relationships within the ‘aid
chain’, and supporting the Transform research
on ‘African Perspectives on Gender’, as well as
working directly with NGOs, especially in
Africa. Contact: International Gender Studies,
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Note
1 Full country reports have been written.

Contact Transform Africa for details:
seri@transformafrica.org 
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