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Making Institutions Work for Women

ARUNA RAO ABSTRACT Aruna Rao looks at how change is happening through
the daily grind of gender equality activists. She argues that in order
to achieve basic development objectives we need both better
delivery and better accountability for a range services to women –
not just education and health, but also agricultural extension, land
registration and property protection, regulation of labour markets,
and safety. She also argues that institutional insiders and outsiders
need to support each others’ different but complementary roles as
change agents.
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Introduction

The danger of insidious insider/outsider stereotyping undermines potential for making
organizations work for women ^ and men. In one fairytale, gender equality activists
working in cramped institutional spaces to make change happen for women are cast
as the ugly stepsisters to the sexy, kick-ass, glamour girls of the global feminist move-
ment. The flip side of this story is that of capable, dedicated feminists making a real dif-
ference inside institutions while strident ideologues do nothing but criticize what’s
wrong, alienating rather than building, and never lifting a finger to practice what they
preach. Neither image is fair; both are damaging. Insiders need outsiders to create pres-
sure for change. Outsiders need insiders to make real progress for gender equality.
Internal activists live in gender units, women’s cells, programme and project offices in

ministries, trade unions, international agencies, and a range of civil society organiza-
tions. They forage for resources amidst bureaucracies that make money disappear into
vaguely formulated policy goals. They termite their way into organizational agendas.
They are under threat of burial under mountains of paper requiring them to gender
mainstream using a rights-based approach and show measurable results in neat little
boxes. They try to entice higher profile colleagues to take gender mainstreaming ser-
iously but they lose precious time in endless coordination meetings. Armed with the
conviction that they knowwhat makes a difference and that theycanmake a difference,
the best of them fight the long hard battles from the trenches while quietly strengthen-
ing women to organize and demand their rights.Yet they get little airtime and even less
support. Instead, they are denigrated as sell-outs by the radical feminist fringe.1
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Unsung heroines making noise

No wonder that these unsung heroines (and some
heroes), mainstreaming divas, and ostensible in-
stitutional sell-outs, gathered in unexpected num-
bers at the first session at the AWID Forum on
gender mainstreaming to share both their con-
tents and discontents. They are the first to ac-
knowledge that what has not been achieved is
remarkable despite some real gains for women in
education, employment, and governance. While
the intention of gendermainstreaming is transfor-
mation, it has been chewed up and spit out by de-
velopment bureaucracies in forms that feminists
would barely recognize.We have long known that
development bureaucracies excel in reductionism
and control, not in promoting revolution and crea-
tivity so that should not surprise us.What is parti-
cularly worrying, however, is the pernicious
misunderstanding that gender mainstreaming is
different from women’s empowerment work re-
sulting in the withdrawal of funds for the latter in
the name of mainstreaming. In a discouraging ex-
ample of this confusion, Kusakabe notes that pro-
vincial gender focal points in the Cambodian
Ministry of Women’s Affairs are not very clear
about what they should do vis-aØ -vis their collea-
gues in other government ministries regarding
gender mainstreaming but their most successful
work ^ direct projects addressing violence against
women and anti-trafficking ^ is considered least
important by their ownWomen’s Ministry (Kusa-
kabe, 2005).
Much of the current re-think in feminist circles

is focused on questions such as what is the contri-
bution of feminism to justice and social change in
a context shaped by economic orthodoxies, reli-
gious fundamentalism, unilateral political action,
and terrorism. That is the right political question,
but we are also concerned with the more down to
earth unfinished business of making systems
work for women now.

Making it work

In an overviewon gender mainstreaming in inter-
national development institutions, Moser points
out that while most institutions have put gender

mainstreaming policies in place, implementation
is inconsistent and most importantly the out-
comes in terms of gender equality remain largely
unknown (Moser and Moser, 2005). This speaks
both to the fuzziness of our analysis and inten-
tions and to the lack of adequate ways of measur-
ing progress. As we have stated elsewhere (Rao
and Kelleher, 2005), there are different levels to
this, starting with difficulties on obtaining sex-
disaggregated data to a lack of tracking mechan-
isms that can notice relative contributions to dif-
ferent goals in a particular project. But more
fundamentally we need to find better ways to
measure the intangibles that are at the root of so-
cial change of any sort ^ the change in conscious-
ness of women and men, the change in
community norms, or the change in attitudes. In-
cremental change must be perceived and under-
stood as valued results knowing that gender
equality is a long-term goal.2

Understanding that a key dimension of the fem-
inist project is redesigning the architecture of hu-
man relationships helps us understand why this
work is so difficult and why it takes so much time.
Radical feminists would say that working on wo-
men’s empowerment within institutions simply
tinkers at the margins of patriarchy and dulls the
political edge of the movement. There is of course
truth in that. But if we are tinkering, can we at
least get that right? Can we gender mainstream-
ing divas explain the persistent neglect of addres-
sing systemic change to deliver development
benefits to women by practitioners, policy makers,
and donors alike? Poor implementation and lack
of accountability consistently sink the good inten-
tions of gender equality policies. It is commonly
known for example, that when ordinary women
go to get services from public, private, or informal
systems they are often ignored or worse, they are
abused. These persistent deficits operate across
sectors and issues ranging from land registration
and fair policing to securing maintenance pay-
ments, healthcare delivery, decent teaching in
schools, or access to water. And yet, whenwe talk
of social contracts or cultural change we do not
extend the conversation to the systems and me-
chanisms that translate intention to outcomes.
Even the minimalist and mundane MDGs require
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effective institutional delivery systems. At best we
call for more committed leadership and resources
and more of whatever did not work too well the
last time, most often better analysis and planning.
Moreover, even if the intention and focus is there,
often the devil is in the institutional details. In
the Indian state of Karnataka, the NGO GramaVi-
kas is working with families to register land in
the name of women. The stumbling block is not
men’s attitudes; it is that changing land registra-
tion is made both difficult and expensive by the
state. So, while families have co-registered home-
steads in women’s names ^ a far less expensive
transaction ^ the land re-registration is pending.
The budgetary allocation by the state to fund land
registration in women’s name was discovered by
the NGO after considerable digging but by then
the officer in charge had sent back the allocation
unannounced and therefore unspent.

Building an enabling environment

Policies are statement of intent, they are not re-
flections of reality. States and governmental deliv-
ery systems do not make change happen. They
can, however, build an enabling environment for
justice and equity. But even then, they have to be
prodded, negotiated with, and held accountable.
That is the job of civil society organizations. If that
job is not done, even the most progressive of inten-
tions will falter on the bedrock of patriarchy, and
business as usual. In Bolivia, the Law of Popular
Participation rolled out in 1994 instituted demo-
cratic municipal government on a nationwide ba-
sis for the first time and devolved 20 per cent of
the national tax revenue to the local level. For wo-
men, the real gain is that the LPPgives explicit leg-
islative entitlement to participate in decision-
making processes. As Clisby (2005) explains,
where it worked such as in Entre Rios, it did so
because a dynamic was created by women’s orga-
nizations, a powerful indigenous people’s organi-
zation, and gender specialists from the Ministry
of Human Development working at the municipal
or sub-secretariat level together with NGOs
whereby many traditional relationships of ethnic
and gender oppression were seriously publicly
questioned and human rights work carried out.

However, in many other places, ‘the preexisting
structures which deprived women on de facto poli-
tical power’were not changed.
We need to focus on reform of existing institu-

tional structures and developing alternatives to
those that now exist. This means making public
and private service delivery systems work for wo-
men and finding new institutional solutions for
systems that cannot be fixed and for new issues
that defy traditional solutions. This requires insti-
tutional change that drives equitable resource al-
location, catalyses new means of monitoring and
measuring the performance of service providers,
produces attitudinal and behavioural change in
service providers, and results in concrete benefits
for women. How do incentive systems change?
What is the impact of an empowered and vocal cli-
entele demanding accountability? How do com-
plaints mechanisms put in place by committed
leaders change behaviour? How do gender-sensi-
tive performance measures work?What is making
services available for women in ways that do not
abuse them, do not exclude them, and do not rein-
force gender-biased norms? How are things done
when they are done well?

Moving forward

A key element in changing institutions involves
strengthening external constituencies’ ability to
hold institutions to account. One example of this
is popular auditing of public accounts ^ an experi-
ment started by MKSS (a non-party political
movement in Rajasthan, India), which focused on
public works projects. The MKSS spearheaded a
national right to information campaign enabling
citizen’s access to most non-defense-related docu-
ments held by the government including records
of expenditures.Themain tools of spending analy-
sis and audit used by MKSS are public hearings
held in villages. Meticulous and extensive work
happens before these public hearings comparing
stated expenditure with evidence of actual spend-
ing. At the hearings held in the village squares
and townmarkets, relevant details of questionable
work are raised by the assembly. Relevant testi-
mony is invited by MKSS to tell people if their ex-
perience fits with the official recorded version or
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not. For example, mainly the female workers on
public works programmes are asked if they were
paid rupees 50 per day as stated in the employ-
ment register signed by the foreman. Local offi-
cials are invited to attend and defend themselves
or account for discrepancies. The MKSS had also
successfully campaigned for state laws to create
mandatory legal procedures for investigating cor-
ruption and institutionalizing the public hearing
audit method at the village assembly level.

Some tricky questions

But holding up the mirror to institutions is only
part of the picture.We must also hold up the mir-
ror to ourselves. Civil society organizations in-
cluding women’s organizations that claim to be at
the forefront of the equality and justice struggle
are sometimes themselves some of the worst ex-
amples of institutionalized patriarchy and in-
equity. How can such civil society organizations
talk of citizenship and democracy and be allies in
the struggle for social justice for men andwomen?
How canwomen’s and feminist organizations that
have fewalternativemodels of effective organizing
and leadership models to offer expect to lead this
fight?3

A focus on making systems work for women is
particularly timely now in the context of the
MDGs combined with increased aid levels often
packaged through newaid modalities that can ea-
sily obscure a specific focus on gender equality
and women’s rights even while they specify great-
er governance conditionalities of better aid effec-
tiveness, accountability, and service delivery
efficiency. To achieve basic development objec-
tives, we need both better delivery and better
accountability for a range of services to women ^
not just education and health, but also agri-
cultural extension, land registration and property

protection, regulation of labour markets, and
safety.
The complex process of turning policy into

practice and intentions into outcomes requires
both effective institutional insiders and strategic
external critics. From the inside out, it requires
shifting opportunity structures in institutional
environments toward equality of women’s agency,
changing incentives and capacity in global, state,
and community agencies to respond to women in-
cluding delivering on services and on rights. From
the outside in, it requires strengthening women’s
awareness of their own agency, voice and mobili-
zation, and their influence over institutions, and
their ability to hold them to account. However,
neither the top-down process of changing the op-
portunity structure nor the bottom-up process of
mobilization and empowerment happen in a va-
cuum. This struggle happens within a context
where civil society organizations, political parties,
and trade unions operate in ways that are crucial
to mobilization, but often less than helpful when
it comes towomen’s rights, and where informal in-
stitutions ^ ideology and culture maintained by
unequal power relations ^ also operate in ways
that constrain some actions and make others pos-
sible. Thus, to move from tinkering to making sig-
nificant change happen, we need to understand
the confluence of the opportunity structure pro-
vided by the state, the empowerment of women
and their organizations, and formal and informal
institutions that mediate both access and benefits.
Andwe need to both support institutional insiders
and hold them to account not only for changing
systems but also for gender equality. Neither the
feminist glamour girls nor the mainstreaming di-
vas can make sustainable change happen on their
own. If we can find ways to support each other
and build on each others’ strengths and energies,
we will have found the fulcrum that will upset
the status quo.

Notes

1 For an insightful analysis of the need to support these agents see Goetz (2004). For a scathing critique of gender
mainstreaming see McFadden (2004).

2 For conceptual tools to aid in designing measuring instruments and processes, see Rao and Kelleher (2005); and
Making the Case produced by theWomen’s Funding Network.
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3 Tools to aid in building strong organizations exist such as Smart Growth that is aimed at enabling women’s organi-
zations to benchmark overall life stage and key organizational capacities over time and plan strategically for mov-
ing forward.
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