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Is This Really the End of the Road
 

for Gender Mainstreaming? Getting to Grips with
 

Gender and 1nstitutional Change
 

Nicholas Piálek 

The Death of Gender Mainstreaming? 

According to a growing consensus among development academics and practi
tioners, we are witnessing the death of gender mainstreaming in development 
(Moser, 2005; Mukhopadhyay, 2004; Oxfam GB, 2005). Not ten years after 
the crystallization of gender mainstreaming at the 1995 Beijing Platform 
for Action (PfA), it is being spurned not only by those it was supposed to 
change but by many who sweated and toiled to breathe life into the process. 
In failing to create substantial change in the practice of organizations and 
institutions both locally and globally, gender mainstreaming has at best been 
labelled as ineffective and at worst as another barrier to promoting social 
justice on gender, the very antithesis of its original conception. 

Feminists are taking stock and are trying to move on. Academics and 
practitioners alike have started to wander away from the ambitions of gender 
mainstreaming as well as the explicit focus on 'Gender and Deve1opment' 
(GAD) with its prioritizing of the category of 'gender' over and aboye 
the category of 'women' in deve1opment. They suggest that the process 
has (inadvertently or not) resulted in the depoliticization of the feminist 
project (Mukhopadhyay, 2004; Porter and Sweetman, 2005; Standing, 
2004; Subrahmanian, 2004). Gender mainstreaming has reduced feminist 
action in deve10pment to a technocratic approach devoid of any political 
content, making it something 'diluted, denatured, depoliticised, included 
everywhere as an afterthought' (Cornwall et al., 2004: 1). It has led to the 
overuse of 'gender', resulting in "the widespread tendency in academic, 
policy and activist contexts to ignore women and their needs while naming, 
and purportedly mainstreaming, gender" (Eve1ine and Bacchi, 2005: 496). 
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Gender mainstreaming has become a process that draws attention away 
from tackling women's subordination rather than highlighting it. Such 
analyses have led to the suggestion that we should move beyond gender 
mainstreaming - feminists involved in development should not be diverted 
by the myth of institutional transformation but instead should focus on sup
porting grassroots feminists and go back to empowerment projects focused 
on 'women' (Porter and Sweetman, 2005: 5). 

Such perspectives suggest that gender mainstreaming has gone the same 
way as so many other apparently 'alternative' approaches that have become 
co-opted within the mainstream of international development work. 
However, this chapter suggests that a more sanguine approach is required, 
and that this critique itself should be subject to c10ser appraisal. Gender 
mainstreaming (and those implementing and analysing it) should not lose 
sight of the fact that such a process is fundamentally political. Gender 
mainstreaming is a form of feminist politics and policy (Walby, 2005: 463) 
that challenges dominant modes of thinking and practice in organizations 
working in development. As a consequence, the question that becomes 
most pertinent to ask is not, 'is this the end of gender mainstreaming?', 
but instead, 'how are gender policies and strategies consistently silenced 
across a range of organizational and institutional contexts?' It was with 
this question in mind that 1 conducted a three-year research project into 
gender mainstreaming in development organizations, and in particular 
Oxfam GB. 

Oxfam GB (hereafter referred to as Oxfam) formally adopted a gender 
policy on 16 May 1993. Prior to this formal recognition of GAD as a core 
aspect of development interventions, Oxfam had created a Gender and 
Development Unit (GADU) in 1984 to raise awareness of gender issues 
among staff and in the organization's activities. In one form or another, 
driven by feminists and gender advocates in the organization, Oxfam 
has over two decades of commitment to GAD approaches, with gender 
mainstreaming being a central concern within the organization for over a 
decade. As a consequence, levels of understanding and technical capacity 
to implement GAD approaches in deve10pment projects and programmes is 
good throughout the organization (Dawson, 2005: 82). However, by Oxfam's 
own admission, gender mainstreaming has failed to achieve as much as it 
should have in promoting gender within the organization's work. 

Between September 2001 and May 2002 Oxfam undertook an internal 
review of progress in gender mainstreaming, which produced eight evalu
ations: institutional arrangements assessment, women's human rights evalu
ation, gender evaluation of the Cut the Cost Campaign, mainstreaming 
gender in advocacy work on Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs), 
gender and participation in Senegal, gender in humanitarian response, annual 
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impact report analysis, and Links evaluation (Oxfam CB, 2002). Within 
these reviews, Oxfam recognizes that gender is still an irregularly applied 
perspective in aH areas of the organization. For example, the overaH assess
ment of the reviews draws attention to a range of problems: 'gender policy 
is not fuHy enforced', the 'seo framework does not consistently integrate 
a strong and explicit commitment to gender equality' and 'Oxfam does 
not employ sufficient staff with the necessary gender expertise to deliver 
high quality programmes'. 

Translating Oxfam's progressive gender policy into solid practice has 
proven difficult and continues to be the subject of much internal research 
and debate (e.g. Oxfam GB, 1996, 2002, 2006; Smith, 1995; Smyth, 2005). 

The difficulties seem aH the more perplexing given that resistance to gender 
mainstreaming is not significantly present within the organization. Most 
staff recognize the importance of gender transformative goals, not just for 
their instrumental value in creating broader and more sustainable solutions 
to poverty, but for the intrinsic value in them. This makes Oxfam a par
ticularly interesting case study for understanding the significant challenges 
that face gender mainstreaming within NGOs. 

Understanding Gender Mainstreaming in Oxfam GB 

Gender mainstreaming faces what many bureaucrats call the problem of 
policy evaporation. For example, most development organizations have 
policies on gender as well as detailed strategies on how to include gender 
approaches in their work (Moser and Moser, 2005). Yet, when it comes to 
assessing an organization's practice, even the best recognize that gender 
is usuaHy poorly incorporated into projects and programmes, if at aH 
(Khan, 2003: 5; Kusakabe, 2005: 1). This transition from gender-rich 
policy to gender-poor practice is frequently cited as an example of policy 
evaporation, which in turn has become the focus of much academic and 
in-house institutional research (e.g. Derbyshire, 2002; International Labour 
Organization, 2002; Khan, 2003; Mukhopadhyay, 2004). This literature 
reveals two approaches to analysing gender mainstreaming. The first is the 
'technical approach'. This approach highlights direct problems in transferring 
policy into practice. In seeking answers and solutions, it asks questions along 
the lines of 'what knowledge is lacking among staff?' or 'how much/little 
money is aHocated to gender work?' The second is the 'political approach'. 
This approach focuses on more fundamental issues associated with policy 
evaporation. It asks questions such as, 'in what ways are staff perceived to 
lack knowledge and why?' and 'why is gender work seen as something 
separate to budget for?' The technical approach is important as it provides 
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specific and direct advice for institutions trying to create change and is by 
far the most popular form of gender mainstreaming analysis. However, its 
level of analysis can be simplistic, whereas the polirical approach draws our 
attention to the more deep-seated problems that underlie the silencing of 
gender mainstreaming across institutional contexts. 

In developing this political approach for analysing how GAD approaches 
evaporate at the policy-practice interface, and given the apparently positive 
environment that Oxfam offered for gender mainstreaming, I was keen to 
start my research at a point where no conflict over implementing GAD 
approaches was visible but where policy evaporation still occurred. Drawing 
on Lukes's (2005: 28-9) notion of potential conflict, I labelled these points 
as sites of 'non-conflict' (also see Piálek, 2007). This involved developing a 
multi-sited ethnography, which was carried out in three phases. The first 
phase was conducted from June to September in 2003 when I was based 
in Oxfam's South American (SAM) Regional Office in Lima, Peru, work
ing with the Regional Gender Advisor. This experience was invaluable 
for understanding how gender was constructed, understood, analysed and 
incorporated into the work of staff in the organization. The second phase 
was conducted from May to December in 2005 when I was based in the 
Oxfam head office in Oxford, UK, supporting the Lead Gender Advisor (in 
the Policy Team). This work enabled me to survey the array of approaches 
Oxfam is using - and hopes to use - to overcome the problem of gender 
policy evaporation in the organization. The third phase of the research was 
conducted fromJanuary to November 2006; it was based on my involvement 
in a number of key meetings, planning sessions and workshops on gender 
issues. Such meetings brought staff together from across the regions and 
allowed me to assess the similarity of experience of gender mainstreaming 
with the South American region. 

What's Happened to Gender Mainstreaming at Oxfam? 

It seems from this research that the wholesale incorporation of GAD into 
the organization has resulted in a situation whereby ereating real change 
around gender has become increasingly difficult. GAD approaches have 
become both mainstreamed and marginalized in Oxfam: 'mainstreamed' 
in the sense that they have directed a process of institutional change and 
have, in many ways, radically altered the organizational make-up in line 
with GAD beliefs about development; 'marginalized' in the sense that 
they are almost entirely excluded from the majority of Oxfam's actual 
programme and project work. Mainstreaming, subverted through sites of 
'non-conflict' embedded within organizational structure and discourse, has 
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created an organizational reality whereby gender is both appreciated as a 
crucial aspect of development work and, at the same time, not seen as a 
personal responsibility among individual staff. 

For instance, 'Gender Equity' in Oxfam is one of the nine strategic goals 
of the organization - the GAD approach can therefore be seen to have 
been directly incorporated into the most formal institutional structure in 
Oxfam - the Strategic ehange Objective (SeO) framework. Incorporating 
GAD into this framework serves to place gender at the core of institutional 
policymaking and programming. Nevertheless, the benefits of this to creat
ing positive transformation in practice have been questionable. In creating 
seo 5.1, 'gender equity', gender issues are set up as a distinct aspect of 
Oxfam's development work. They become pigeonholed into sorne projects 
and programmes while at the same time being ignored or forgotten about 
within others. seo 5.1 develops an appreciation of GAD among staff, but 
its very existence also propagates the idea that gender equity is something 
to be planned for and achieved within specific gender projects. 

To overcome this problem, part of seo 5.1's remit is to 'mainstream 
gender within other seos'. However, the interference of seo 5.1 in 
other seos cal1s into question the validity of the seo framework. The 
framework is designed to categorize and separate deve10pment work to make 
the organization more effective at tackling poverty and the use of resources 
more efficient. The framework does not operate to define and then merge 
development issues. As a consequence, rather than the validity of the seo 
framework being called into question, and the ensuing confusion that this 
would cause, the logic of the system prevails - 'gender equity' is an issue 
that must be dealt with by seo 5.1 programmes and projects and not other 
seos. In this form, then, gender mainstreaming becomes an aberration 
of the system to be skirted overo The impact of this upon staff is c1ear. 
Not only does this ambiguity provide a legitimate reason not to develop a 
GAD approach within seo 1-4 projects and programmes, but it actual1y 
creates an environment that encourages gender issues to be ignored by staff 
in order to maintain consistency in organizational practice. This situation 
makes it increasingly difficult for those concerned with promoting gender 
equity in the organization to encourage staff to deliver on the gender 
policy - responsibility among staff cannot be promoted or developed if the 
underlying structure in which GAD is embedded acts to remove anything 
to be formally responsible foro 

Oxfam did not initiate the process of mainstreaming with the intention of 
marginalizing gender in the organization. Yet this is the situation in which 
it now finds itse1f. This raises a number of wider questions and issues. Is 
the marginalization of a GAD approach in organizations an inherent danger 
in the mainstreaming process? Is the removal of individual responsibility 
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an inevitable consequence of institutional change? Despite an organization's 
commitment to raising the leve1 of gender awareness among its staff, can it 
actually make its staff act on this knowledge? Does gender mainstreaming 
fundamentally require replacing all staff with 'gender experts' or 'feminists' 
to achieve its goal and would this be a productive or desirable solution? And, 
perhaps most crucially, does my analysis of gender mainstreaming in Oxfam 
give support to those who believe that the process of gendered institutional 
change should be put to rest as a well-intentioned but failed attempt at 
achieving social justice and creating an alternative type of organization? 

I wish to broach sorne of these questions in this chapter. However, to 
explore sorne of the fundamental concerns around gender mainstreaming, 
there is first a need to take an analytical step backwards and pose a much 
more rudimentary question: what has my examination of gender main
streaming in Oxfam highlighted about the nature of institutional change 
in deve10pment organizations? 

Understanding Institutional Change:
 
Master Plans or Misconceptions?
 

Moser and Moser argue that 'an organizational culture which is male-biased, 
in terms of attitudes, recruitment, working conditions, and structures 
and procedures, discriminates against female staff and c1ients' (Moser 
and Moser, 2005: 16)0 As a consequence, institutional change, along the 
lines suggested by gender mainstreaming, is a process embedded within a 
patriarchal system - the organization (and society more generally) - and 
it is therefore inevitable that the interests of women will be marginalizedo 
Change is constrained by a system that places the 'feminine' as secondaryo 
But how far can this type of analysis of GAD, organizations and the process 
of institutional change take us? 

Patriarchy is no doubt an important concept for understanding resistance 
to processes of change around GAD. However, I fe1t that sueh an analysis 
did not easily fIt with the lived experience of gender mainstreaming in 
Oxfamo I found it hard to eharacterize Oxfam as an organization with a 
culture that is male-biased and essentially patriarchal. Rather, there is good 
evidenee that it has nurtured and deve10ped gender mainstreaming from 
the very beginningo To blame the failure of change upon an embedded 
patriarchal culture seems too simplistic as well as obscures the complexity 
of institutional change in the organizationo Foueault has drawn attention 
to the idea that power is at its most persuasive and pervasive when it can 
no longer be 'substantially identified with an individual who passesses or 
exereises it oo.; it becomes a machinery that no ane awns. oo. It's a maehine 
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in which everyone is caught, those who exercise power just as much as 
those over whom it is exercised' (Foucault, 1980: 156). To blame the failure 
of gender mainstreaming upon a patriarchal system ignores the complex 
ways in which power operates in organizations. 

Ferguson's analysis o{ the development apparatus in Lesotho highlights 
this point well. He states that 

it is tempting to see in the discourse and interventions of such parties the logic 
that defines the train of events. Such a view, however, inevitably misrepresents 
the complexities of the involvement of intentionality with events. lntentions, 
even of powerful actors or interests, are only the visible part of a much larger 
mechanism through which structures are actually produced, reproduced and 
transformed. Plans are explicit, and easily seen and understood; conspiracies are 
only slight1y less so. But any intentional deployment only takes effect through 
a convoluted route involving unacknowledged structures and unpredictable 
outcomes. (Ferguson, 1994: 276) 

'Plans are explicit, and easily seen and understood; conspiracies are only 
slightly less so.' To question the relevance of patriarchy as an answer to the 
failure of gender mainstreaming in Oxfam is not to deny the idea of or 
belief in the masculine 'conspiracy' but to acknowledge that 'master plans' 
do not provide true accounts of reality. They merely place a fac.:ade of 
intentionality on reality after the fact. The failure of institutional change, 
in this instance, cannot and must not be seen as the result of intentional 
subversion by 'controlling minds'. Instead, the answers must be seen within 
the more mundane aspects o{ change. If an outcome - the failure of insti
tutional change to support GAD approaches to development - is not the 
product of intentionality, then the fundamental process of change must in 
sorne serious way be conceptually and practicably Iacking. It is this 'lacking' 
that will be explored in this section. 

'Values' and 'values': organizations and their staff 

Gender mainstreaming is a process of radical institutional change. It is a 
process that must chalIenge the status quo in organizations, both in what 
they do and in how they do it. As such, it is a political concept that im
plicitly accepts that there is a dominant approach or idea to be altered. It 
is about changing what is considered important and creating the desire to 
act on this. Gender mainstreaming is essentialIy a process of value change. 
However, value change as a concept within organizations is not a simple 
one to understand or achieve. What are values? Can organizations hold 
values? Can there be more than one set of values within organizations? 
Making and understanding these distinctions are crucial. By ignoring them, 
a radical process of change can easily become deradicalized, technicalized 
and managerialized. Gender mainstreaming in Oxfam is a case in point. 
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For many, Oxfam can be seen to have transformed its values with a 
certain amount of success. Policies, reviews, performance management 
guidelines, organizational objectives, strategic frameworks, toolkits, concept 
notes and the wealth of other material and structures within Oxfam can 
be seen to express the values of an organization that has adopted GAD 
language and concepts. Perhaps most importantly of aH, the adoption of 
a Gender Policy in 1993 is a clear and unequivocal statement of gendered 
organizational values: 

Oxfam believes in the essential dignity of people and their capacity to overcome 
the probIems or pressures which can crush or expIoit them. Oxfam's principIes 
appIy across the gender divide - to allow women as well as men their es
sential dignity, and to work with women and men in its emergency and relief 
programmes in overcoming the pressures which expIoit them. To achieve this, 
gender relations need to be transformed. (Oxfam GB, 1993) 

In a break from the past, where organizational values could be consid
ered sexist or at the very least unconcerned with women or gender, the 
gender policy redefines Oxfam. Oxfam is an organization that values GAD 
approaches both for what they can achieve in creating a lasting solution 
to poverty and because they tackle an unacceptable and unjust form of 
inequality. However, to expect this process to lead to substantive changes 
among staff practices suggests a model of institutional change whereby 'an 
organization can have values and that these values should be fully shared 
by the employees; the way to undertake strategy, then, is to have a strong 
vision for the organization ... and to find ways of airing this vision so 
that employees can commit to it' (Mowles, forthcoming: 1). However, 
this model for change has not unfolded around gender in Oxfam. Despite 
expressions of affirmation of the gender policy among staff, their sense of 
personal responsibility or motivation for implementing GAD approaches 
frequently stay at the level of rhetoric. 

One of the ways to understand this problem in Oxfam is to distinguish 
between the organization's Gender Policy or the Aim 5 Strategic Framework, 
which are organizational 'Values', and the 'values' held more generaHy 
within organizations. 'Values' are not the same as 'values'; confusing the 
two prevents an understanding of how change occurs in organizations. 
Organizational 'Values' should more accurately be defined as norms. They 
are 'obligatory and constraining and provide moral criteria for assessing 
what ought to be done' (Mowles, forthcoming). On the other hand, 
'values' held by individuals within organizations are 'compelling (in a 
voluntary sense) and uplifting at the same time, as they are freely chosen' 
(Mowles, forthcoming). Within this approach, individuals cannot be seen 
as components of organizations - miniature expressions of the whole - but 
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instead must be perceived as autonomous agents within that whole. Their 
free choice distinguishes them from the framework they are embedded in. 
Their 'values' cannot be set by the organization; they are the very thing 
that distinguishes the individual from the organization. lmportantly, such 
values may be harder to shift, given that they are often both innately 
personal and extremely resistant to changes, especially large ones. This 
has three implications: first, successful institutional change requires a cor
responding shift in both norms and values; second, shifts in norms within 
organizations cannot be assumed to change automatically an individual's 
values; and third, substantially changing an individual's values is a more 
negotiated and drawn-out process. 

Ignoring 'values' and submerging conlIict 

The establishment of GADU and the development of a gender policy in 
Oxfam are good examples of the problems that emerge when this difference 
is not recognized. At first this conflict will be visible, as two employees 
of Oxfam noted at the time. Bridget Walker noticed that an initial reac
tion to GADU by some colleagues was to refer to it openly as 'feminist 
thought-police', and to deride its role (Walker, 1999: 101), whereas Dianna 
Melrose was taken aback in a meeting of trustees and management when 
she was asked, 'why gender?' after using the whole meeting to argue for 
practice to be brought in line with the 1993 Gender Policy (Melrose, 1999: 

no). Visible conflict, such as this, is in many ways a good thing, offering a 
clear target that can be reacted against. While conflict is visible, dialogue 
can occur and the need to tackle values is clear. 

However, more serious problems occur when value change continues to 
be ignored in favour of reinforcing norms - once visible conflict becomes 
submerged and hidden. An individual will ultimately find it easier to 
agree and work within organizational norms than to contradict and fight 
them. Yet conformity to norms does not necessari1y mean value change. 
An individual 's values can essentially remain unchanged. They may accept 
the organizational norm as important within the context of the institution, 
but a personal belief in this norm as an important principIe in their life 
may not existo Oxfam's approach to institutional change has shown this 
repeatedly. The approach has tended to focus solely upon differing aspects 
of norm change and ignore the more difficult process of value change. 
For example, the Oxfam Gender Policy is a clear organizational norm and 
rightly so. The policy has also been complemented by a number of differing 
forms of norm change to increase its basis as an important and overarching 
'moral' framework in the organization, such as gender objectives within 
the performance management system, gender indicators and targets within 
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monitoring and evaluation procedures, and the development of a 'Gender 
Equity' strategic framework. 

Work on value change is less clear, however. Gender training is a key 
part of the induction process for new staff, as wel1 as a part of the ongoing 
development of staff in Oxfam. Yet can it seriously be contended that a 
one-, two- or three-day course on gender creates value change? Value 
change is a long-term process, involving dialogue and negotiation, not a 
'quick fIx' session on policy, gender analysis frameworks and monitoring and 
evaluation techniques. Such courses can only real1y be seen as mechanisms 
for disseminating organizational norms, rather than a serious attempt to 
develop values among staff. Furthermore, other more explícit attempts at 
value change among staff have also failed to do líttle more than reinforce 
norms. The Gender Action Research project in Oxfam is a good example 
of how a strategy that could have potential1y developed staff values on 
gender through practitioner-Ied research merely became a distorted form 
of norm change. For instance, the organization's need to generate 'good 
practice stories' (in an attempt to produce a new 'tool' for mainstreaming) 
overrode any real concern for personal development among practitioners. As 
a consequence, by the end of the set-up phase the 'action research' aspect 
(designed to stimulate consciousness-raising among staff) was scrapped in 
favour of helping project staff develop an elaborate gender monitoring and 
evaluation system. Any loose attempt to promote value change among staff 
through the process of 'research' was further undermined when it was 
agreed that project staff could partner a local research institution to do 
the work. As a consequence, the project merely became a mechanism for 
reinforcing norms on gender. 

How, then, has my analysis ofgender mainstreaming in Oxfam developed 
an understanding of institutional change around gender? Effective change 
in organizations requires changes to both norms and values. The processes 
associated with each tend to be quite different. Norms are the 'moral' criteria 
or boundaries by which individuals within organizations must abide. Values, 
on the other hand, are the 'freely' chosen beliefs of individuals that motivate 
their actions. As a consequence, strategies to create change are essential1y 
different, depending on whether they are tacklíng norms or values. Norm 
change is a managerial process of technical change, involving changing 
polícies and human resources strategies, disseminating rules and regulations, 
altering language and terms used in the organization, and the like. The 
process may be contentious, and even construed as polítical, but it is stil1 
essential1y technical and managerial (non-polítical) - the organization has no 
'personal' relationship to its norms, it has no particular preference or bond 
with them, norms can be changed (but not necessarily accepted) rapidly and 
easily. This is not the case with values. Individuals are intrinsical1y attached 
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to their values, as the individual is, in a sense, a sum of the values he or she 
holds. Value change is therefore intensely personal and intensely political. It 
is rarely, if ever, technical and managerial. However, if institutional change 
goes against or is not supported by commonly held values, then norm 
change alone is not sufficient. The more radical the nature of change, the 
more focused the pracess must be on values. If norms become the focus at 
the expense of values, then the process of change will become subverted, as 
conflict, far fram disappearing, becomes submerged within the institution. 
It is with this more nuanced understanding of institutional change that it 
will be possible to produce a c1earer picture of how gender mainstreaming 
has consistently failed across organizational contexts. 

Gender Mainstrearning:
 
Sorne Critical Reflections on Ideas and Activists
 

How did 'doing gender' become something different to 'doing feminism'? 
(Cornwall, Harrison et al., 2004) 

In seeking to explain both the failure and the success of alternative deve1op
ment approaches in retaining their radical and political character, there has 
been a belated recognition of the critical role that ideas and activists play 
here. A similar realization emerges here, whereby questions are being raised 
about how the 'gender and deve1opment' project has become increasingly 
detached both fram the wider feminist project fram which it emerged, 
and fram feminists themse1ves. For example, Smyth (1999: 17) highlights 
that, with few exceptions, 'most of the literature generated by Northern 
development agencies on gender and on women shares one characteristic: 
the absence of the term feminism.' This absence of any reference to femi
nism within NCOs that c1aim to be mainstreaming gender is a worrying 
point given the fact that CAD is an approach deve10ped out of the ideas 
of feminism and the critiques of deve10pment by feminists (Rathgeber, 
1990). Smyth states that 

we write and talk about gender-sensitive policies and strategies, of gender work 
and gendered activities or approaches, and even of engendering or genderizing (!) 
this or that aspect of OUT work. But on feminism, feminist policies and strategies, 
or on feminists, there is a resounding silence. (Smyth, 1999: 17) 

Oxfam has been no exception to this trend. It has readily adopted CAD 
concepts, ideas and frameworks. However, it is hard to find any direct refer
ence to specific feminist ideas or even reference to the more general ideas 
contained within feminist literature. For instance, one particular member 
of staff 1 interviewed stated that he was attracted to Oxfam because it was 
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concerned with gender issues but also because it was not 'one of those 
feminist organizations'. Having valued the importance of a GAD approach 
in the organization, he paradoxically goes on to disassociate it from the 
ideas and beliefs of feminists. 15 such a dislocation between GAD and wider 
feminist literature and ideas a healthy basis for a development organization 
attempting to mainstream gender? 

The concern for achieving social justice, particularly for women, is what 
primarily binds together even the most divergent feminist thinkers. To 
this end, it is possible to say that feminism is 'essentially activism against 
gendered inequality and injustice' (Porter, 1999: 4). From this common 
ground, feminists often take radically differing viewpoints and approaches 
to how gender inequality and injustice can best be perceived and overcome. 
The feminist literature and practice surrounding the issue ofwomen/gender 
in the development process, such as WID, WAD and GAD, is a case in 
point (Rathgeber, 1990). However, despite this diversity, there are critical 
ideas that bind advocates of feminism together into a coherent approach. 
Perhaps most importantly among these are those 1 will term epistemologi
cal issues. Establishing how we know what we know is a key aspect of 
the feminist approach, and a constant theme here is that of 'positionality'. 
For instance, Haraway states that 'feminist objectivity means quite simply 
sítuated knowledges' (Haraway, 199T 57) - the belief that it is possible to see 
only partial truths about the world as knowledge is dependent upon the 
viewer's own position in the world. This understanding about the nature 
of knowledge is a common assumption among feminist academics. As a 
consequence, the concept of 'positionality' forms a central theme through
out feminist literature, research and activity (Grosz, 1986; Haraway, 1997; 
McDowell, 1997; Stacey, 1997). For instance, feminists aim to recognize 
that they are not detached impartial observers of the world, but are deeply 
embedded within the social structures and cultural frameworks they are 
trying to understand. 

Recognizing 'positionality' does not prevent feminists from making 
inferences about or acting in the 'Y0rld; rather, it requires feminists to 
qualify inferences or reflect on actions with a certain degree of introspec
tion. McDowell and Sharp raise this issue in their review and discussion of 
research methods literature in geography (McDowell and Sharp, 1997). Such 
a perspective requires the researcher to ask him- or herself who they are, 
what are their assumptions, what is their position in society, how do these 
factors influence the people around them, and so on. Critically locating 
yourself within your own research or activity is a key aspect of feminist 
thinking and stems directly from an epistemological assumption of 'partial 
truth'. In turn, the ideas and beliefs formed by feminists are very much 
a product of this process and cannot be fully understood, appreciated or 
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acted upon in isolation from this perspective. Ignoring the introspective 
process of feminist understanding is detrimental to embracing successfully 
ideas and practices stemming from feminist thought. 

Attempting to promote a GAD approach in an organization, therefore, 
has implications that go far beyond the specifics of development work in 
itsel( To understand how an organization's work can create change among 
men and women and alter current gender relations in a community, the 
organization must first reflect upon itself and understand its own embedded 
power dynamics. Kabeer highlights that 

[Organizations] are relations of power. Very few institutions are egalitarian: they 
allocate decision-making power in a hierarchical way and they giye authority 
to sorne people oyer other people. They giye command oyer resources and 
command oyer people, and determine structures of power within institutions. 
(cited in Macdonald, 1994: 31) 

Nicholson (1994) takes this perspective further and suggests that if organi
zations faíl to examine themselves in a critical fashion, they tend to make 
do with inherited institutional structures and routines, rather than develop 
more appropriate new ones to meet the organization's changing needs and 
objectives - an interesting point given my own analysis of Oxfam. Staff 
within organizations must recognize that they are not neutral actors in the 
development process, but are located in 'rules, resources, practices and hierar
chies of command' that place gender in a relationship of inequality through 
silences on gender issues more often than through direct discrimination 
(Kabeer, 1994: 87). Gender mainstreaming that fully embraces its feminist 
underpinnings must go beyond trying to change practice and attempt to 
look critically at and change the organization and the individuals therein. 
Mainstreaming is political and challenging because it fundamentally deals 
with challenging one's own personal values and relations of power. It is a 
process that values change for its intrinsic rather than its instrumental value. 
However, without embracing these feminist roots, the polítical element to 
mainstreaming is lost. Institutional change is no longer valued in itself and 
is only willingly accepted for its potential instrumental possibilities. Gender 
mainstreaming becomes synonymous with 'GAD', and the polítics of change 
is externalized onto the communities with which an organization works. 
Oxfam provides a clear example of this problem. 

The case of Oxfam: avoiding feminism, losing change 

In failing to acknowledge gender mainstreaming's roots in feminist thinking 
- and therefore the fundamental ideas and beliefs upon which the concept 
rests - Oxfam staff have overlooked the most important aspect of the in
stitutional change process. Up to the present day, gender mainstreaming in 
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the organization is peppered with the understanding that external change, 
change in the 'real world', is of primary concern. Mainstreaming, or any 
issue for that matter, must primarily focus upon what it can achieve in the 
projects and programmes of Oxfam. A departmental meeting set up to 
discuss a review of an 'Oxfam International Identity' was a good example 
of this. During this meeting a number of staff members raised the need 
for more than just a 'paper identity'. They suggested that there was a need 
actually to cultivate shared identity and be1iefs among staff, as this would 
be a key mechanism for getting policies, such as gender, implemented. 
When these comments were aired, they were met with responses (from 
the manager running the meeting) in the order of 'too much to do to deal 
with direct organizational change' and 'we don't want to open that box', 
expressing a clear be1ief that external needs should and will be prioritized 
over and aboye internal change. 

Although understandable given the stated mission of the organization, 
this prioritization of 'real world' change has tended to denigrate the need 
to tackIe internal issues, such as working with staff to deve10p a sense of 
common purpose or identity on gender. At the Oxfam Global Gender 
Meeting in March 2006, the scorn for internal matters was openly expressed. 
Following a brainstorming session, three key members within Oxfam's 
management were upset that the vision of what a gender-mainstreamed 
organization would look like was too inward looking, one going so far as 
to suggest that 'always thinking about ourse1ves is pathetic ... , we need 
to look at what we can change in the world' (Oxfam GB, 2006). This 
outlook on gender mainstreaming reflects a wider devaluation of the need 
for internal reflection and changes to the organization. Even Oxfam's own 
definition of gender mainstreaming highlights the organization's continual 
focus on the external. Three of its four objectives look at changes in the 
communities in which Oxfam works, while only the fourth and final 
objective refers directly to Oxfam and only then to say that it should make 
strategy consistent with the other three (externally focused) objectives. 
Gender mainstreaming is not seen as a process primarily focused upon 
changing the organization and staff per se, but as a process that promotes 
GAD approaches in the organization's projects and programmes - the 'real 
world'. The difference is subtle but nonethe1ess crucial. 

Putting feminism back into gender mainstreaming 

What are the implications for putting feminism back into the process of 
gender mainstreaming? For sorne, embedding a gender perspective into 
the heart of an organization is not enough; organizations need to be 
'reconceptualised and restructured' (Rao and Stuart, 1997: 10). Such an idea 
fits well with Haraway's conception of feminist accountability (based on 



293 NICHOLAS PIÁLEK 

ideas of positionality). She suggests that there should be a certain degree of 
'resonance' between researcher and the researched (Haraway, 1997). GAD 
approaches intend to transform society, within the context of deve1op
ment projects, by essentially nurturing values of equality among people. 
However, this process of value change needs to apply equally to both 
e1ements in the process: the deve10pment participant and the deve10pment 
agent. An organization that fails to recognize and challenge the infiuence 
and power of unequal re1ations, whether they be gendered or not, within 
its own structure and discourse is woefully unprepared for recognizing and 
transforming gender re1ations in society at large. 

Rather than going 'beyond' gender mainstreaming, as many fee1 is 
necessary, the process needs to be reinvigorated and become a process that 
is more inclusive of and more explicit with broader feminist ideas and 
beliefs. Gender mainstreaming at present is all too reminiscent of the 'add 
women and stir' approach ofWID. Organizations ate frequently found tak
ing what could be termed an 'add gender and stir' approach, leaving GAD 
approaches sandwiched among inappropriate organizational structures and 
discourses, with the inevitable consequences that follow. With this in mind, 
Goetz suggests that, instead of the term 'mainstreaming', there should be a 
movement towards the term 'institutionalization'. She stresses that 

in the polities of institutionalizing gendered perspeetives on development poliey, 
different experienees of poliey aeeording to gender are taken to represent a 
challenge, not ofpolitical interest revolving around the question of inclusion, but 
rather of involving divergent meanings of social and economic change. In this 
sense, etforts to 'integrate' women into deve10pment poliey are not necessarily 
transformative, so the concept of 'institutionalizing' women's interests in poliey 
processes is used here to indicate a more transformative process. Sometimes the 
term mainstreaming is used to indicate this process, but the term 'institutional
izing' wíll be preferred here because it puts the accent on institutional change. 
(Goetz, 1998: 17) 

Such a shift in terminology mote accurate1y refiects the requirements 
demanded of an otganization that wishes to adopt a GAD approach in its 
work. Institutionalizing gender implies a process that aboye all else both 
seeks and tequires the otganization to remodel itse1f around the needs of 
the CAD framewotk. Adopting a GAD perspective becomes not just an 
objective to be achieved in an organization's work, but a guideline for 
how te1ationships and structures should be cultivated and deve10ped within 
an organization. Any organízation that is attempting to transfotm gender 
re1ations in society must necessatily start with undetstanding and ttansfotm
ing structures and diseoutses of powet that disetiminate against gendet 
and on the basís of gender wíthin ítself. The importance of the internal 
'eommunity' of an organization must be teeognized and teasserted within 
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the mainstreaming process if gender policies in development organizations 
have any chance of being put into practice. 

However, recognizing the internal focus of gender mainstreaming is just 
the first step. Creating a shift in terminology to account for this may be 
appropriate, but it is far from enough. In fact, shifting terminology in this 
way without fully accounting for what is actually necessary to create an 
organization that implements GAD approaches may do more harm than 
good. A shift in terminology that refocuses attention on the internal - that 
puts the accent on 'institutional change' - but fails to examine what the 
actual process of institutional change involves, continues to make the same 
definitional mistakes as those who have defined gender mainstreaming. The 
process of institutional change - and the consequent need to recognize 
explicit1y the differences between norms and values in the change process 
- is key to gender mainstreaming. It is the actual process of change that 
needs to take centre stage. 

Making Institutional Change
 
Central to Gender Mainstreaming
 

Only when organizations, and those implementing change in organiza
tions, fully acknowledge the feminist roots of gender mainstreaming and 
recognize that the process of change is primarily concerned with the 'self' 
- the internal dynamics of organizations and not the external impact of 
the organization - will the accent on 'gender mainstreaming' shift. No 
longer will the principal focus of 'gender mainstreaming' be on 'gender' 
(or rather GAD approaches) per se, but on the process of organizational 
change - 'mainstreaming'. In recognizing this, the puzzle of institutional 
transformation will demand greater attention, and the differing pieces of that 
puzzle will have to be placed at the fore of thís process. In my discussíon of 
institutíonal change, 1 noted that the process, to be successful, requíres an 
understanding of three elements: the nature of change, the organizational 
context (íts norms), and the índivíduals within the organizatíon (theír val
ues). Thus far, gender maínstreaming in development organízations has not 
seríously examined and acted upon these elements. Gender mainstreamíng 
has not been recognized for what it ís - a process of radical political change 
withín an organization - and the implícations of this for developing both 
the norms and the values in organizations have been neither appropriately 
distinguished nor seriously examined. 

The example of gender mainstreamíng in Oxfam ís a case in point. Values 
and norms have not been recognízed as separate issues requíríng separate 
approaches in the organization. As a consequence, gender mainstreamíng 
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has failed because the process of change has failed to challenge directly and 
develop the values of individuals in the organization. This failure to tackle 
value change has become less c1ear as the continual focus upon norms within 
the organization has submerged previously visible conflict within the under
lying organizational culture - its structure and discourse. A situation now 
exists where acceptance of GAD approaches is widespread, yet acceptance 
of responsibility for implementing GAD approaches is elusive. 

The fundamentally political nature of gender mainstreaming's needs to be 
acknowledged, and the distinction between the technical process of norm 
change and the political process of value change needs to be made and acted 
upon in the organization. As Tiessen highlights, gender mainstreaming is 
both a technical and a political process (Tiessen, 2004: 690). Both elements 
need to be recognized and placed within the context of the organization. 
Gender mainstreaming must come to represent and promote a new maxim 
for feminists in development organizations. In the words of a friend who 
has worked for many years in development organizations on gender equal
ity, 'as it came to be that the personal is political, it must now be recognized 
that the professional is polítical.' It is now the task of those promoting gender 
mainstreaming to establish this. 
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