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Executive Summary

The degree to which gender is studied or ignored in research can powerfully af-

fect both research results and the communities those outcomes were intend-

ed to benefit. Yet, science and technology have historically and consistently ig-

nored gender gaps. Critiques of systematic biases in research have made visible 

a multitude of biases and assumptions underpinning research and contributing 

to gender and diversity related data gaps. These biases are consistent with patri-

archal and other social and power relations in societies, which in many countries 

in the Global South may be endogenous and/or the result of contact with colonial 

systems. Until recently such norms, and the barriers they create, have been in-

visible in research.

This monograph makes the case for a process-driven methodology that supports 

research institutions, and other development institutions, to fill the implemen-

tation gaps that are often found between formal gender policies and strategies, 

and the hoped-for gender equality outcomes. It draws on the experience of five 

International Development Research Centre research programs Gender at Work 

worked with between 2016 and 2022.

During this period, Gender at Work ‘deployed’ twenty individuals in different team 

configurations to work with dozens of IDRC staff members, individual research-

ers and research institutions working on scores of projects related to fields as 

diverse as digital technologies, food and health, climate change and education. 

Operating in multiple languages and using a range of engagement methods, the 

entry point, duration, reach and precise methods G@W team members used in 

each intervention varied widely. After six years, scores of people and dozens of 

organizations in more than 15 countries are now doing research differently. Atti-

tudes have changed, new methods have been adopted, new ways of working with 

grantees have emerged, and new knowledge has been created.

G@W’s approaches were originally a marriage of feminist theory and organiza-

tional learning. The emphasis of this approach is not to specify what is required 

and then monitor for gender compliance but rather focusses learning, relation-

ships and action. In our work with IDRC and its partners, this learning led to a 

wide range of gender responsive outcomes, including shifts in methodology of a 
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AWARD African Women in Agricultural Research and Development

CC Climate Change

CIPIT Centre for Intellectual Property and Information Technology Law

CPED Centre for Population and Environmental Development

DOT4D Digital Open Textbooks for Development

DRC Democratic Republic of Congo

EIGE European Institute for Gender Equality

FEH Food, Environment and Health

GAL Gender Action Learning

G@W Gender at Work

GDI Gender diversity and inclusion

GEI Gender equality and inclusion

IDRC International Development Research Centre

KIX Knowledge and Innovation Exchange

M&E Monitoring & evaluation

MEL Monitoring, evaluation and learning

NE Networked Economies

PMO Program management officer

PO Program officer

TTI Think Tank Initiative

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

single project, changes in a research team’s overall approach to research, shifts 

in a research groups norms, practices and policies, shifts in research influence 

and shifts in grantmaking procedures, staff skills changes, organizational norms 

and processes within IDRC itself.

This document is organized into five chapters. In the first chapter we review 

existing studies on the problem of gender equality and inclusion in develop-

ment research: overviewing strategies that have been used in trying to bring 

gender equality considerations to research institutions globally and to the re-

search itself; and describing the G@W approach and framework that guided 

our work with IDRC programs. The next three chapters describe the process 

and achievements in the various projects – how we started, the change process 

and outcomes. Finally, the conclusion pulls together the main learnings from 

these six years of work.

At the beginning we posed the question: What does it take to improve gender 

equality outcomes in development research? This reflection Gender at Work has 

engaged in with IDRC and its partners over the past six years allowed us to iden-

tify six ideas that best respond to this framing question:

1 .  Change happens as a result of a judicious mixture of pressure and support.

2 .  Learning and change happen within reflective spaces that are 

characterized by trust, openness, creativity and personal exploration.

3 .  Learners will be motivated to solve problems which they have the power to 

define in terms that matter to them.

4 .  Providing conceptual material regarding gender and inclusion is only valuable 

when it is offered to shed light on a problem the research team is confronting.

5 .  Transformative change happens over time.

6 .  Change requires some sort of ‘upset’, often called disconfirmation. 
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Introduction

What does it take to 
improve gender equality 
outcomes in development 
research? 

T his monograph seeks to provide some answers to this question.

When we first met with staff at the International Development Re-

search Centre’s (IDRC) Networked Economies (NE) program in late 2015 

– to discuss how NE might improve gender outcomes in the research they fund-

ed in the field of digital innovation – we did not know that this meeting ultimately 

would lead to six years (and counting) of collaboration and exploration with eight 

IDRC programs. This innovative collaboration provided Gender at Work (G@W) with 

a unique opportunity to apply its distinctive approach to gender equality and insti-

tutional change with multiple research programs, researchers and research orga-

nizations. It also allowed IDRC and its grantees to experiment with less traditional, 

but potentially more impactful, processes and tools to build capacity to integrate 

gender considerations more mindfully into research. This stood in some contrast 

to more standardized gender training, checklists or toolkits.

This monograph makes the case for a process-driven methodology that supports 

research institutions, and other development institutions, to fill the implementa-

tion gaps that are often found between formal gender policies and strategies, and 

the hoped-for gender equality outcomes. It draws on the experience of five of the 

eight research programs and initiatives we worked with between 2016 and 2022.
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The experience of working directly with researchers located in research orga-

nizations across the globe was a tremendous learning experience for Gender at 

Work. G@W associates and facilitators work extensively with UN agencies, trade 

unions, international non-governmental organizations (INGOS) and local civil so-

ciety organizations (CSOs). The six-year collaboration with IDRC and its research 

grantees required G@W to test its assumptions about how change happens in 

research institutions and to explore researchers’ motivations to change their 

ways of working. The collaboration with IDRC created both a unique opportunity 

and an imperative to document evidence of outcomes and to rigorously interro-

gate the processes and change pathways we have pursued.

We draw on two data sets to tell this story. The first is a corpus of some 400 

documents generated through the life of these projects. This includes meeting 

notes, e-mails, meeting designs, team discussions, surveys, case studies and 

reflective pieces written by G@W team members. The second data set grew out 

of an Outcome Harvesting process we undertook in 2022 that focussed on five of 

these initiatives. This methodology systematically collects outcomes – defined 

as ‘observable changes in behaviour’ – that can reasonably and with a high degree 

of confidence be associated with our efforts. All these data were analyzed in a 

series of sense-making workshops over 3–4 years involving the G@W team mem-

bers and IDRC staff who worked on the various projects. The final assembly of 

information was led by three G@W associates and then commented on by IDRC 

staff who had been involved in the projects.

The vast scope of the initiatives under review here offers a rich body of work 

and imposes some limitations to our analysis. Gender at Work ‘deployed’ twenty 

individuals in different team configurations to work with dozens of IDRC staff 

members, individual researchers and research institutions working on scores 

of research projects related to fields as diverse as digital technologies, food 

and health, climate change and education; they operated in multiple languages, 

with a range of engagement methods (from working with households and com-

munity groups to policy advocacy and regulatory debates) in dozens of coun-

tries across the globe. The entry point, duration, reach and precise methods 

G@W team members used in each intervention varied widely, but were guided 

by shared assumptions and principles. Between 2016 and 2022, the discourse 

and shared understanding of ‘gender’, ‘gender equality ’, ‘diversity ’, ‘inclusion’, 

‘decolonization’, ‘reconciliation’, ‘transformation’ and ‘justice’ have evolved – and 

continue to evolve – enormously. Drawing meaningful inferences from such a 

broad range of experiences and rapidly changing contexts has proven chal-

lenging. We have sought to approach this analysis with both rigour and humility 

to draw out evidence-based lessons of use to researchers, grantmakers and 

gender equality practitioners.

The document is organized into five chapters. In the first chapter we review ex-

isting studies on the problem of gender equality and inclusion in development 

research, as well as strategies that have been used in trying to bring gender 

equality considerations to research institutions globally and to the research 

itself. We describe the G@W approach and the framework that guided our work 

with IDRC programs.

The next three chapters describe the process and the outcomes achieved in the 

various projects. We focus on how we started (‘Tilling the Soil’), the change pro-

cess itself (‘Working in the Garden’) and the outcomes (‘The Harvest’). Finally, the 

conclusion pulls together the main learnings from these six years of work.

This monograph is written with deep gratitude to the research teams we worked 

with and the IDRC staff who supported this work. We have learned much from 

them. We hope this analysis is helpful to IDRC staff as they continue to think 

about how best to support gender and inclusion in research in very diverse fields 

and contexts. We also hope that the work is useful to other funding agencies, 

many of which have done innovative work in this area. We hope that researchers 

will find useful options here on how to engage meaningfully with the challenges 

of gender-responsive and gender-transformative research in their respective 

fields of expertise. And finally, we hope the work is of interest to leaders, con-

sultants, scholars and managers in the broad gender and inclusion ecosystem.

The chart below shows the research programs with which we worked.
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A brief chronology

2015 First meeting with Networked Economies and Foundations of Innovations. 
We decided to do a one-year scoping project to develop directions for 
change. This resulted in a gender strategy for NE, a short paper analyzing 
gender issues in the digital space, a staff learning needs assessment and a 
change plan for Foundations of Innovation (not part of this analysis).

2016 We agreed to a three-year project with Networked Economies to build 
partner and staff capacity — mentoring IDRC staff and partners, and be-
ginning an NE team peer learning project with its Cyber Policy Centres.

2017 We began a one-year research support project with Food, Environment 
and Health — primarily working with program officers (POs) and partners 
to assess and improve proposals’ capacity to deliver gender outcomes.

2018 We worked over 1.5 years with five think tanks in three regions large-
ly virtually. We also designed and facilitated a large gathering with all 
IDRC program staff to honour the Centre’s long history working for gen-
der equality and to identify future directions.

2019 We began a three-year project with the Climate Change program to im-
plement peer learning for six climate change projects.

2020 Network Economies 2. A renewal of the previous three-year grant 
to focus on cyber policy centres, the Feminist AI Research Network, 
COVIDAI, and to research the learning process itself.

2021 Knowledge and Innovation Exchange (KIX) – an eight-month consultan-
cy to provide tools and training to the IDRC staff team to advance their 
gender equality goals.

2022 New projects begun with Artificial Intelligence for Development, Edu-
cation and Science, and Global Health. (These projects are not part of 
this analysis.)

Altagracia Balcacer, Dominican Republic

Sylvie Desautels, Mozambique

Michal Friedman, South Africa

Nora Fyles, Canada

Rex Fyles, Canada

Fazila Gany, South Africa

Kirstyn Hunter, USA

David Kelleher, Canada

madeleine kennedy-macfoy, Belgium

Rose Mensah-Kutin, Ghana

Carol Miller, Canada

Nkechi Odinukwe, Nigeria

Tania Principe, Canada

Kalyani Menon-Sen, India

Rieky Stuart, Canada

Shannon Sutton, Canada

Rose Viswanath, India

Kate Waller, Canada

Jeff Walton, USA

Who are the consulting team?

These projects involved a group of G@W associates and other consultants.  

The team that worked on some or all of these projects includes:
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IDRC Program: Networked Economies (NE)
Duration: 6 years
Key Objectives: Improve the capacity of the NE program and its research partners to 
develop and scale up gender responsive programming and research . Focussed on cyber 
policy, open government, digital innovation and artificial intelligence.
Regions/countries: Latin America, Asia, North America, North Africa and the Middle East

IDRC Program: Climate Change (CC)
Duration: 3 years
Key Objectives: Increase research partners’ capacities, enabling them to strengthen 
the quality and outcomes of the climate change adaptation research projects selected 
through the call for proposals to advance gender equality and social equity .
Regions/countries: Latin America, Asia, North America, North Africa and the Middle East

IDRC Program: Food, Environment and Health (FEH)
Duration: 1 .5 years
Key Objectives: Strengthen the capacity of the Food, Environment and Health program 
and its research partners to integrate gender equity dimensions more consistently and 
explicitly into the design and implementation of new research projects.
Regions/countries: Latin America and the Caribbean, Middle East, Africa

IDRC Program: Think Tank Initiative (TTI)
Duration: 2 years
Key Objectives: Support five think tanks to improve their capacity to deliver gender re-
lated outcomes .
Regions/countries: Bangladesh, Ghana, Nigeria, El Salvador, Guatemala

IDRC Program: Knowledge and Innovation Exchange (KIX)
Duration: 8 months
Key Objectives: Provide tools and training to IDRC staff .
Regions/countries: Staff in Canada and Kenya responsible for Latin America, Africa and 
Asia-Pacific

What were the projects?
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T his chapter provides an overview of ‘the problem’ of gender bias in 

research and a brief evidence review on strategies that have been 

employed by research institutions to address gender inequality and 

gender bias. We wish to situate Gender at Work’s approach to ‘gender support’ 

to IDRC and its partners in the context of existing strategies and good practice 

approaches. The review of evidence helps to ground the theory of change under-

pinning our gender support work with IDRC and grantees.

It is worth noting at the outset that in our engagement with IDRC we were invit-

ed to provide gender support to research teams across various thematic areas. 

G@W takes an intersectional approach to gender and it was inevitable that the 

processes we support would pick up on the multiple ways that gender intersects 

with other forms of discrimination and oppression.

The degree to which gender is studied or ignored in research can powerfully af-

fect both research results and the communities those outcomes were intended 

to benefi t. As Hearn and Husu (2011) stated, “Gender relations and gendered pow-

er relations are major defi ning features of science and technology.”1

Yet, science and technology have historically and consistently ignored gender gaps.

Public attention is increasingly being drawn to the implications and costs of gen-

der bias in research and the propensity for the category ‘white male’ to represent 

the population, particularly in scientifi c and health research. By chance, just as 

Gender at Work and IDRC opened the fi nal workshop bringing together research-

ers from the Think Tank Initiatives’ gender support project in March 2019, the 

media picked up a story that NASA had to cancel its fi rst ever all female space-

walk because the suits did not fi t the women astronauts.2

Chapter 1

 Conceptual Foundations

111111111111
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This prompted a wider public discussion on the shortage of safety equipment 

designed for woman’s bodies that puts women in danger while doing their jobs; 

or even driving their cars, as another story captured headlines in 2022 on the 

safety of women motorists arising from the fact that crash test dummies are 

modeled on the male torso.4

In recent years, the growing awareness of gender bias in purportedly ‘neutral’ Ar-

tificial Intelligence (AI) has opened up a whole new terrain for exploring conse-

quences of and solutions to gender bias written into AI coding.5

These examples only hint at the wider implications of the failure to integrate 

gender and other social determinants such as race, indigeneity, gender identity, 

neurodiversity and disability into research. Despite some progress over the past 

two decades, the integration of gender equality into research and research insti-

tutions is still a work in progress. As noted by the European Institute for Gender 

Equality (EIGE) in 2016,

Much research is still gender-blind or gender-biased. This 
happens, for instance, when research results are extrapolated 
to the population as a whole without due consideration of 
the sample composition ... Sex and gender are fundamental 
determinants of the organization of life and society. Therefore, 
recognizing and taking into account these differences is 
paramount in scientific knowledge creation.6

For example, a research project in one NE project provided free public internet 

stations for communities. However, within a short period of time women weren’t 

using them. A follow-up revealed that women were not going to the stations be-

cause the men were looking at porn sites. The problem was solved when the com-

puter screens were turned around so that everyone could see what the men were 

looking at. This is an example of a project that hadn’t anticipated the effect of gen-

der norms (even though the sites were for men and women). However, the project 

did find a way to notice that women weren’t using the sites and found a solution.

The Problem

The last two decades of studies and 
research in gender equality in science 

and technology show that if we want to 
implement change, the focus must shift 

from individual support measures to the 
structural transformations of institutions 

– from ‘fixing the women’ and ‘fixing the 
numbers’, to ‘fixing institutions’. The first 

step is to convince countries that no policy 
is gender-neutral and that gender-blind 
instruments are detrimental to science.3
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Another example was how women were routinely excluded from climate change 

adaptation plans in several countries where we worked even though women are 

“more vulnerable to the effects of climate change than men — primarily as they 

constitute the majority of the world’s poor and are more dependent for their live-

lihood on natural resources that are threatened by climate change. They also 

face social, economic and political barriers that limit their coping capacity.”7

The UN notes that “Climate change will have unique and unprecedented impacts on 

women and girls” that “intensify existing economic and social gender disparities.”8

However, researchers and research organizations are embedded in a complex 

world of research norms, cultures, hierarchies, publishing demands, policy eco-

systems and personal histories (and biases) that influence their research ques-

tions, design and methods. Implicit in the quote from EIGE above is the sug-

gestion that the solution may lie in addressing the relationship between gender 

bias in research and the gender bias hard-wired into research organizations and 

researchers themselves. Or, as framed by one G@W associate, “The barriers to 

change lie in the ways in which embedded hierarchies of power and privilege 

shape the thinking and behavior of individuals, and provide the scaffolding for 

the organizational structure and culture.” (Menon-Sen et al. 2021 p.28)

The strategies
So, what does it take to support researchers and research institutions to 
navigate the complexities and to shift ways of thinking and working in 
support of gender transformative or even feminist research?

This section summarizes current good practice strategies used by research insti-

tutions and reflects on reasons why some strategies nonetheless get stuck in the 

implementation or produce results that are uneven or unsustainable. By exploring 

these issues, we seek to provide an analysis and rationale for the approach Gender 

at Work has taken to its gender support to IDRC over the past six years.

A light touch literature review – undertaken by G@W in 2021 on gender equality, 

diversity and inclusion in research institutions – suggests there is a broad under-

standing that improving the capacity of research institutes to integrate gender 

in research depends not only on addressing fundamental issues about research, 

how it is conducted and by whom, and what it is meant to achieve (i.e. transfor-

mative social change), but also on addressing the research workplace as a locus 

for shifting power relations that are barriers to gender equality.9

Nevertheless, the relationship between the two (the conduct of research and the 

culture of research institutions) is often under conceptualized, and few practical 

approaches exist to address the two areas simultaneously or in an integrated 

way. That is, research organizations often place emphasis on one or the other: 

1) strategies to address and seek to mitigate gender inequalities perpetuated 

through research processes, design, methods and outcomes; or 2) strategies to 

address gender inequalities within research institutions (i.e. in staffing, human 

resources policies, organizational culture). Using the evidence from work with 

IDRC, we argue that the gender support approach taken by G@W provides one 

way of supporting processes that facilitates analysis and action on both of these 

fronts in a more integrated fashion.
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Strategies to address gender in research 
processes, design, methods and outcomes

Critiques of systematic biases in research have made visible a multitude of biases 

and assumptions underpinning research and contributing to gender and diversity 

related data gaps. These biases are consistent with patriarchal and other social 

and power relations in societies, which in many countries in the Global South may 

be endogenous and/or the result of contact with colonial systems. Until recently 

such norms, and the barriers they create, have been invisible in research.10

The literature review11 identified four good practice strategies for improving how 

gender is integrated into research processes, design, methods and outcomes. These 

include: 1) starting with a strong gender and intersectional analysis to ensure gender 

dimensions are embedded in research questions; 2) paying attention to ‘how’ gender 

is being integrated into research designs; 3) exploring the use of mixed methods, 

including non-traditional qualitative approaches; and 4) interrogating how power re-

lations play out in research design, implementation and dissemination.

At a minimum, data needs to be disaggregated by sex and/or gender. Henry et 

al. analyzed benchmarking criteria for gender integration for the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation and proposed four types of ‘gender data’:

 � data to make women and girls visible;

 � data about gender gaps and disparities;

 � evidence of what works to increase gender equality and women’s 

empowerment; and

 � data on the links between improvements in gender equality and enhancing 

the achievement of other development goals.12

Development research and programming has increasingly drawn attention to the 

different ways that gender is integrated, with many institutions using some form of 

a gender continuum to guide researchers and practitioners. The point is that how 
gender is integrated into research has implications for research outcomes.

IDRC, for example, has used a ‘gender categorization system’ for assessing re-

search projects since 2017 (see box) that mirrors those developed by UN agen-

cies and INGOs.13 These are used in a variety of ways (for example, as part of the 

Example of a gender continuum in research (IDRC)

GENDER AWARE
Gender (the differentiated and intersectional experiences of women, 

men, boys and girls) is considered in the research project’s rationale but 

is not an operative concept in the design and methodology.

GENDER SENSITIVE
Gender is considered in the research project’s rationale and is 

addressed in the project design and methodology, but does not (yet) 

extend to analysis and action to address gender inequalities.

GENDER RESPONSIVE
Gender is considered in the research project’s rationale, design and 

methodology, and is rigorously analyzed to inform implementation, 

communication and influence strategies. Gender responsive 

research does not (yet) address structural power relations that lead 

to gender inequalities.

GENDER TRANSFORMATIVE
Examines, analyzes and builds an evidence base to inform long-term 

practical changes in structural power relations and norms, roles and 

inequalities that define the differentiated experiences of men and 

women. Gender transformative research should lead to sustained 

change through action (e.g. partnerships, outreach and interventions)
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research proposal assessment process, for tracking research implementation, 

or for evaluating research outcomes). The ‘gender support’ offered by Gender at 

Work sometimes involved helping IDRC researchers and grantees to make sense 

of and apply this guidance to their research projects. As we see throughout the 

monograph, as Gender at Work engaged with IDRC research teams between 

2016 to 2022, the focus shifted from an emphasis primarily on gender sensitive 

or gender responsive research to building capacity of research teams to carry 

out gender transformative research and even feminist research as part of a re-

search portfolio with different approaches to gender and inclusion.

Discussions about how gender is being integrated into the research design also 

touch on questions of research methods, especially in the context of supporting 

gender transformative research. Integrating qualitative methods into research 

design is one way to strengthen research methodologies to better understand 

people’s lived realities. Such methods include focus group discussions, key in-

formant interviews, case studies and narrative methods, as well other non-tra-

ditional methods for inclusive data collection and analysis that involve research 

participants (storytelling, body mapping, videos).

Gender transformative and feminist research includes explicit consideration of how 

knowledge is defined, the issue of its ownership and of how research ‘subjects’ are 

involved in the research process – from design, to implementation, to dissemination. 

This question is particularly important when it comes to the ownership and use of re-

search by diverse women and structurally marginalized groups. The focus on power 

imbalances is rooted in the feminist research paradigm which “seeks to remove pow-

er imbalances inherent in research processes and correct for biases that shape what 

we know”,14§ including correcting for the “gendered manifestation of power, both in 

the topic for research and the way in which the research is conducted”.15

This focus on power imbalances in the research process itself is one that chal-

lenges how research has traditionally been defined. For example, co-production 

(participatory research processes that involve research ‘subjects’) places a high 

priority on social change and community benefit, and therefore can represent 

a trade-off for researchers in terms of publishing goals. Conversely, traditional 

forms of academic reward can result in the ‘usefulness’ of research from the per-

spective of communities becoming peripheral to the research process.16

Exploring power dynamics  
within the research context

Who is this research proposal meant to benefit? What are its implications for 

groups at the intersections of various hierarchies of power and privilege? Do 

women, girls and other marginalized people have ownership over the research 

process and findings?

Are the proposed research methods designed to sufficiently ‘hear’ the voices 

that might be hidden or suppressed by gendered power relations, such as those 

that have traditionally been silenced or under-represented?

Does the process value the knowledge of research subjects?

Does the problem analysis take into account existing knowledge, information 
and analyses from different disciplines (e.g. gender and feminist research) and 

sectors (e.g. women’s rights organizations)?

Does the research process provide space for research subjects to engage in 

critical learning, reflection, questioning and action?

Will the research findings be shared and validated with the research subjects in 

a way that acknowledges and contributes to their aspirations, rights and freedoms?

Adapted from a presentation by Gender at Work to the International Development Research Cen-
tre in 2019; IDRC (2019) . Transforming Gender Relations: Insights from IDRC Research, 2019; and 
IDRC . Using Research for Gender Transformative Change: Principles and Practice . n .d .
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In looking at these approaches to gender responsive or transformational research, 

it is clear that significant change would be required by the institutions that support 

such research. This next section describes some of these strategies.

Strategies to address gender inequalities within 
research institutions

The literature review of what works to transform internal organizational culture, 

policy and practice in research institutions17 identified six factors (linked to strat-

egies) that support positive gender equality outcomes in research institutions. 

Very briefly, these include:

1 .  Commitment to gender equality and strategic vision from leadership, 

including communicating and modeling positive behaviours;

2 .  Gender (or Gender Diversity and Inclusion) Policies and Action Plans 

embedded in an institution’s existing formal rules, structures and 

management procedures, with robust accountability systems;

3 .  Supportive human resources (work-life balance, equal pay, anti-

harassment, child and eldercare policies) and career development 

opportunities for diverse staff

4 .  Regular staff training on gender, diversity and overcoming bias to reinforce 

gender and diversity policies, human resources policies and procedures;

5 .  Access to internal and external networks;

6 .  Evidence of inequalities at play in the research institutions – such as 

gender-disaggregated data on recruitment, retention, promotion, pay 

and committee representation, to raise awareness of gender, diversity, 

inclusion issues, explain the rationale for structural change, and provide the 

basis for the design of plans and initiatives.18

Overall, these strategies are common across organizations with a commitment 

to gender equality, yet there were specific examples in the literature review of 

how they are adapted for research institutions.

Consultative Group for International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), Research Program on Climate Change, 
Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS), CARE International, World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF) . The 
Gender and Inclusion Toolbox: Participatory Research in Climate Change and Agriculture . 2014: 10 .

The one-way dissemination of 
knowledge which is often found 

in science, when practiced in any 
social context or institution with 

existing hierarchies can exacerbate 
or increase knowledge ‘monopolies’. 
Without addressing power, in other 

words, the means of producing, 
controlling and using knowledge stays 
in the hands of the privileged few and 

in fact, prompts bias.
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For example, some research institutions have introduced gender guidelines to 

ensure greater diversity on panels and among participants at research symposia 

and other convenings. This practice was adopted by IDRC’s Think Tank Initiative 

at its final partner gathering in Bangkok.

Mentoring is almost universally cited in the literature reviewed as a key strate-

gy to support women researchers, a very powerful and flexible instrument that 

institutions have been using to attract, retain and empower the advancement 

of diverse women researchers. Linking gender-related content of the research 

to personal-level mentoring strategies for diverse women researchers has been 

shown to further enhance the impact that a mentoring initiative can have.19

In addition to one-on-one mentoring, the establishment of networks and affin-

ity groups has also been found to have positive impact in some areas, although 

in some cases the lack of senior managers in such affinity groups may limit 

the utility of these networks in improving career progression.20 Creating the 

conditions that welcome and nurture diverse women’s leadership in research 

institutions is described in the literature as another critical factor to catalyzing 

gender transformative change in research institutions.21 Advancement (SAGA) 

Project, found that women in leadership positions are essential as catalysts 

for change, as they serve to empower other women in the same professions 

and act as role models.22 Inter-institutional cooperation through mentoring ini-

tiatives has also been found to have a positive effect on outcomes for women 

researchers and to strengthen internal support for gender and research.23 Initi-

ating and supporting communities of practice for knowledge sharing between 

research institutions is also beneficial.24

A word on gender training

Once considered the panacea for integrating gender in development institutions, 

gender training has received criticism over the years for its failure to produce last-

ing changes in terms of individual and organizational capacity, culture and atti-

tudes.25 Many of these critiques focus not only on the content of gender training, 

but the process. For example, gender training is often approached as a one-time 

event or workshop as opposed to an ongoing process; time is often limited; and 

requirements that staff attend trainings turn them into largely procedural affairs.

Lessons from the failures of gender training have in some cases been applied in 

the form of new formats, timeframes and methodologies used for gender training 

by many institutions. At the same time, the limits of training or tools and check-

lists on their own to support sustained change without concurrent efforts to 

shift organizational structures, policies and procedures are better understood. 

The recent review conducted by G@W (2023) on good practice on gender diver-

sity and inclusion (GDI) provides an interesting perspective on current thinking 

related to gender and diversity training.26

The review found that training for staff, board members and management on gender 

and diversity issues is seen as a key component of organizational culture change.27 It 

must be noted however that research on the effectiveness of such workplace diver-

sity programs is mixed at best.28 One meta analysis of over 900 studies of anti-bias 

training found little evidence of attitude change or behaviour change.29

Some organizations are attempting to counter the difficulties with GDI training. For 

example, an important practice is to avoid ‘one-off’ GDI training and invest in contin-

uous learning on GDI and cultural sensitivity. GDI-related training is a broad-based 

term for building sensitivity, skills and empathy to enhance gender equity, diversity 

and inclusion. Programs may focus on general GDI and on specific issues such as 

systemic and structural forms of differentiation across any axis of discrimination.

While gender and diversity training is still high on the list of strategies used by 

research and other institutions, the review also found that there is as much em-

phasis now placed on facilitating deep conversations and creating safe spaces 

to unlearn unconscious biases and exclusionary practices.



3332

An article on organizational practices for gender equality in science and medi-

cine, published in The Lancet (2019), observed that organizational learning pro-

grams to unlearn unconscious biases are pertinent to work culture that “typi-

cally prioritize objectivity, social consciousness, and (often illusory) notions of 

equitable meritocracy.”30 These spaces help leaders and staff acknowledge and 

unlearn patterns of dominance. For those with more privilege, “[…] it means ac-

knowledging and unlearning patterns of dominance, like taking charge, leading, 

making decisions. Getting out of one’s comfort zone, materially, emotionally and 

sometimes physically, and following the lead of those who are most impacted by 

violence and injustice.”31 However, another study cautions that staff members 

may be unable to enact new skills or attitudes within the current context due to 

workload, organizational culture or a lack of senior management buy-in.32 Truly 

practicing reflexivity and challenging our biases in ways that help to dismantle 

privilege take time.

Spaces and networks for all staff to discuss, understand and integrate GDI issues 

are critical in this regard, in particular as they facilitate collaboration across the 

organization (for example, GDI professionals and senior management) and within 

senior management (for example, board members presenting a unified approach 

to support female board members’ decision-making power).33 As Coe et al. note 

“creating safe spaces for conversations about gender and diversity in scientific 

and social scientific research must be an explicit goal in improving organization-

al culture and is a key responsibility of academic and scientific leadership”.34

The G@W Approach

Gender at Work subscribes to many of the strategies for change described 

above, in particular, that change happens over time, and that approaches must 

be tailored to particular organizational issues and contexts. We also believe that 

research methods and practices are related to norms and power relations inside 

the research organizations. Therefore, work is required to change both research 

practices and institutional norms.

G@W’s approaches were originally a marriage of feminist theory and organi-

zational learning. Feminist thinkers such as Kabeer, Batliwala, Miller, Razavi, 

Molyneux, Acker, Goetz and countless others helped us understand how gender 

relations worked. We also brought with us the work of organizational learning 

theorists such as Friere, Bennis, Kolb and Hampden-Turner who helped us un-

derstand how individuals and organizations learn.

Our conception of gender equality and inclusion is multi-factorial. It is concerned 

with both individual change and systemic or institutional change. It focusses on both 

formal change (policies, structures) and informal norms and exclusionary practices.35

The diagram below shows how these dimensions are related to each other.

Individual

Systemic

FormalInformal

Resources
Budget, time and human resources support 
actions to advance equality

Women in leadership positions

Training and capacity building opportunities 
 for achieving gender equality goals

Consciousness & Capabilities
Staff knowledge and commitment  

to gender equality

Commitment of the leadership

Capacity for dialogue, priority setting, and 
building coherence.

Formal Rules and Policies
Gender equality within the organization’s 
mission and mandate

Gender Equality Policy & Strategy Gender 
Equality is a priority in program objectives

Specific policies for work-family balance, 
sexual-harassment

Accountability mechanisms and processes

Informal Norms and Exclusionary Practices
Empowerment on the organization’s agenda

Power sharing: Informal power  
dynamics within teams

Women’s leadership is accepted

Acceptance of needed work-family adjustments

Value systems prioritize knowledge and work 
geared to inclusion and gender equality

Organizational culture prevents harassment

Gender at Work Analytical Framework
What Are We Trying to Change?
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The diagram above shows what we are trying to change: consciousness, re-

sources, formal rules and informal norms. Our approach, or the how of change, is 

summed up in the following five dimensions:

1 .  Reflective Space — learning requires a safe space for participants to explore 

both personal and organizational issues in dialogue and relationship.

2 .  Purpose — Participants will be part of a learning process to the extent 

it meets important needs as defined by them. This purpose cannot be 

imposed from outside although a push in a general direction may be 

important to get started. But the specific directions must be owned by the 

participants.

3 .  Power — Norms and practices regarding research are rooted in power 

relations. Change will mean altering those relationships through a 

dialogue that connects norms, procedures and relationships. Further, if 

participants are going to be part of the process that develops solutions in 

complex situations, they must have the power to define their context and 

what solutions will make sense within that context. We do not prescribe 

solutions. We help participants build them.

4 .  The Nature of Knowledge — Knowledge about gender or intersectionality 

within a given project must be held lightly and tentatively. G@W consultants 

certainly carry knowledge about gender equality, but that knowledge is 

deeply contextual and its usefulness must be judged by each partner. The 

process of coming to contextually relevant knowledge happens over time.

5 .  Process — The above four dimensions require scrupulous attention to 

process to ensure that every interaction is respectful, inclusive, engaging, 

participatory and practical.

We return to these five dimensions in Chapter 3 to see how they are actually part 

of the practice of accompanying research teams.
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Our theory of change

Longer term results  
that advance gender equality

Initial openness of partner

IDRC Expectations

Partner’s cultural context

POs build skills and knowledge

Initial Openness and Priority POs

Effective mentoring  
by POs and G@W

Personal change  
for POs and PMOs

G@W team provides  
quality Facilitation

Partners have knowledge and willingness to formulate and commit

Partners have a gender result(s), 
resources and expertise

Theory of Change
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The theory of change below represents our best thinking at the start of our work 

with IDRC on how our approach to change would actually work in the IDRC context. 

Our articulation of the theory of change (or conceptual framework) was based on 

the existing literature on what works, as well as our collective knowledge and expe-

rience as development and organizational change practitioners and researchers.

We developed this framework in 2016 . Since then our designer has redrawn it and co-

lour coded it for different stages of the change process described in the following three 

chapters. Tilling the Soil is in red, Working in the Garden is in purple and the Harvest is 

in lime. They could also be called start-up, the learning process and outcomes.

Reading from the bottom up, we believed that pressure of expectations from 

IDRC management, openness of the IDRC program officers (POs) and our own fa-

cilitation would result in some personal change in the POs, and also an increase 

in their knowledge and skills. This would mean POs would make it more of a prior-

ity and they would be better equipped to work with partners. This stage we called 

‘Tilling the Soil’, which positioned us to begin work with the partners (‘Working in 

the Garden’). At this stage we believed that the initial openness of the partner, 

their cultural context and our facilitation skill would result in the partners gain-

ing more knowledge and committing to a learning process. This process would 

result in outcomes (‘The Harvest’).

In retrospect, this turned out to be a reasonably helpful map. For example, skilled 

POs and good facilitation are important pieces of partner learning. However, not 

all boxes were relevant. We never collected information on partners’ cultural 

context, nor did we compare them. We could have understood the IDRC cultural 

context better at the beginning, although it revealed itself to us as we worked. 

Overall, the three stages serve as a way to organize the narrative but the details 

of what happened within each of the boxes is what matters. The following three 

chapters describe those details.
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IDRC Expectations

POs build skills and knowledge

Initial Openness and Priority POs

Personal change 
for POs and PMOs

G@W team provides 
quality Facilitation

Tilling the Soil

Chapter 2

 Tilling the Soil
Pressure, openness and ambivalence

A s both experience and the literature attest, how you start a change 

process matters.36 In most cases a successful start-up (or tilling the 

soil) is primarily about relationship building, understanding the sys-

tem, gauging readiness and enthusiasm, and developing early thoughts about 

purpose and direction.

This chapter is about how this phase was done in each of the programs we are analyz-

ing. Our framework directs us to look at pressure for change, PO interest and learning.222222222222
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We hypothesized that if POs were open to change and that if IDRC’s expectations 

for change were communicated strongly enough, we would step into an enabling 

environment where the G@W team’s facilitated process would enable IDRC staff 

to acquire skills and knowledge, not just in relation to their day-to-day work but 

also in their personal lives. How did this work out?

In Networked Economies (NE) we began by proposing a year-long project to get 

to know each other and lay the foundation for work with partners. We interviewed 

the POs, read documents, identified levers for change, and set up learning 

groups. The learning groups produced a gender strategic plan, an assessment of 

PO skills and also a short document that identified gender aspects of NE work. 

We also had the opportunity to attend a meeting with NE grantees and present 

the project to them, although we did encounter some resistance from partners 

who believed that other variables (class, educational level) were more important 

than gender. Based on all of this we developed a proposal for three years work 

with POs and partners.

At the end of this phase, the G@W team drew the following insights:

 � There was a general level of interest and enthusiasm for the project.

 � The support of both the Program Leader and the Director was strong.

 � The POs led very busy lives. We conducted a job analysis discussion and were 

surprised by the number of their tasks and the number of ‘bosses’ they serve.

 � POs showed some skill for gender analysis but were unclear on how best to 

work with partners (who might be resistant).

 � What wasn’t in our framework, but emerged, was that as a developing field, 

there hadn’t been a lot of thought about gender dynamics in research on 

digital technologies.

 � The partners were not entirely enthusiastic. For example, some partners said 

that they had been ‘doing gender’ for years and didn’t really need help, while 

others felt that gender was not as important a variable as class or race.

At this early stage, we did not see personal changes among POs, although there 

were important personal discussions. The workshops in the inception stage did 

build some skills and understanding about the nature of gender in research and 

how to work with partners in a helpful way to advance this agenda.

Our G@W facilitation at this stage was rated high in both post-meeting question-

naires and informal comments by participants.

In Food, Environment and Health (FEH), we did not have the luxury of an extend-

ed start-up. Instead, we met with the champions: POs, who were leading the ef-

fort to bring a gender perspective to FEH work, soon took on a small contract to 

be part of two workshops with key research partners. This was very important 

because it allowed us to build relationships with the POs as we worked alongside 

them. We then interviewed each of the POs to build a baseline regarding knowl-

edge and skill. FEH asked us to quickly assess a set of new projects with the POs. 

This too built relations and gave us an understanding of their field. Another key 

beginning task involved a series of writings and meetings within the G@W team 

to explore what we meant by ‘mentoring’ when applied to our accompaniment of 

IDRC staff across the different programs.

By the end of the start-up phase we felt we had a clear direction, were reasonably 

well connected with the champions, and believed that the other POs were willing 

to work on building their skills and knowledge.

In the Think Tank Initiative (TTI), the start-up was a little different. One PO, with 

the support of some colleagues, approached G@W to work with TTI staff and 

partners. After some discussion, we proposed an approach that combined an 

ongoing seminar with staff and a modified Gender Action Learning (GAL) pro-

cess for the partners. It soon became clear that because the TTI program was 

winding up after ten years, the focus of the staff was elsewhere and we decided 

to only work with the partners using webinars and occasional meetings. Shan-

non Sutton (the PO leading the project) polled the TTI partners and asked if peo-

ple were interested they could be part of this educational opportunity, although 

there would be no extra funding. Five partners chose to be part of it and wrote 

expressions of interest describing what they would work on.

By the end of the start-up phase, we were not well connected with the TTI staff 

and there was little pressure (from within or outside IDRC) on TTI to work on gen-

der as their project was wrapping up. However, we had the enthusiastic engage-

ment of one PO in particular and the support of two others and the Vice President 

responsible for the program. Most importantly, the partners had volunteered to 

participate and had given some thought to what they wanted to accomplish.
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Climate Change (CC) had a more difficult start. Climate Change asked G@W to 

develop a proposal for work with six partners who had already been funded to 

work on gender and climate change projects. They needed the proposal from 

Gender at Work in a hurry and we agreed to develop it over the Christmas holi-

days to meet their deadline. Given this timeline, there was no relationship build-

ing and no discussion of the project – either with climate change people or with 

the broader G@W team – before the proposal was submitted. As a result, the cli-

mate change POs were not entirely enthusiastic, the G@W team took some time 

to come together, and neither the IDRC climate change team nor the partners 

knew what to expect.

This challenging inception phase, characterized by lack of relationships, shared 

understanding and interest on the part of POs lasted roughly 10 months. The 

project turned around after a successful first peer learning meeting in which 

partners and climate change POs saw what was possible and that the method 

proposed by G@W could produce powerful learning. Ultimately, this three-year 

engagement produced many good outcomes (see Chapter 4).

With the KIX project, the KIX team designed and launched a Request for Propos-

als (RFP) with a list of predefined deliverables. As is always the case for compet-

itive bidding processes, the G@W team designed a proposal without prior dis-

cussions with the KIX team. However, once the contract was awarded, Gender at 

Work worked with the KIX GEI37 Co-ordination team to clarify their expectations 

of the consultancy, develop the workplan and revise the budget accordingly. 

They also interviewed the KIX team, read proposals and hosted a discussion of 

their findings with the KIX team as part of the first deliverable.
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By the end of inception phase, the team had good connections with the KIX team 

members, and clear, joint agreement on the purpose and outputs of the consultancy.

So, what is needed at the start-up phase in order 
to lead to a good launch?

Tilling the soil matters because when it doesn’t go well, the intervention itself 

can fail or at least lose time reclarifying direction, dealing with conflict, or scal-

ing back to meet the concerns of dissatisfied partners.

Organization development literature puts great stock in senior management sup-

port. Also important are a felt sense of urgency of the problem and the beginning 

of a possible solution. Finally, internal leadership to carry the project is critical.38

We initially thought that a combination of management pressure, leadership of 

POs and some shared clarity of direction would be essential to any successful 

launch. As it turned out, things were not that simple. Two projects, TTI and Climate 

Change, had little management support at the beginning; in contrast, NE had con-

siderable management support. Relationship with POs ranged from low to high.

The table below summarizes how the tasks of tilling the soil were accomplished by the end 

of this initial stage. The terms across the top of the table are generally thought of as predic-

tors of readiness for change or success factors in ensuring a strong change process.

Looking at this table it is obvious that there is no clear pattern of key variables 

linked to a successful launch.

It appears that in this context it possible to do good work without many of the 

tried and true start-up factors. It may take longer to get going in difficult situa-

tions, but assuming a dialogic approach it is definitely possible.

What was not anticipated in our original framework was the role of champions 

(mid-level IDRC staff). Champions played a key part in all of our interventions. In 

CC where we had a difficult start, the role of PO champions was essential.

Our conclusion is that energy for start-up can come from a variety of sources and that 

management expectations are important but not essential. The important learning 

however is that the role of POs and Project Management Officers (PMOs) is critical.
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Tilling the Soil
How tasks were accomplished by the end of this initial stage



4746R esearch scientists in a conference centre in São Paulo refl ecting on 

memories of their favourite foods from childhood … NE staff in an 

Ottawa boardroom describing the meaning of drawings they have 

produced on what ‘gender’ means to them … NE partners scattered across three 

Ottawa conference rooms in self-chosen, open-space meetings … cyber policy 

researchers doing Capacitar exercises in a small hotel in Tunis … Zoom calls from 

Massachusetts to Cape Town advising on research frameworks …

These methods and others resulted in strong outcomes. Two external evalua-

tions of NE programs have highlighted G@W’s added value. Our own commis-

sioned learning review found that,

G@W’s emergent learning approach has demonstrated that 
facilitating spaces for action learning given the uncertainty 
of outcomes, eff ectively enables shifts in research and 
organizational practice that in turn deliver outcomes in the 
research but also in research use over time.39

Chapter 3

 Working in the Garden
Modalities, Methods, and Assumptions

333333333333
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The diagram above shows the key considerations at this stage — Working in the Garden.

We hypothesized that a variety of factors, including cultural context, would 

determine the partners’ initial openness to working with us to improve gender 

responsive outcomes in their research. Effective facilitation on our part could 

build on this openness to result in the partners’ increased knowledge, skills and 

willingness to formulate new approaches and commit to using them.

In retrospect, the term ‘cultural context’ was an oversimplification of the vari-

ety of factors that condition a research teams’ openness to ideas about gender 

equality. Some teams had little experience with gender considerations, but were 

interested. Others thought other variables such as social class or ethnicity were 

more important.

Initial openness of partner Partner’s cultural context Effective mentoring  
by POs and G@W

Partners have knowledge and willingness to formulate and commit

Working on the garden

The table above from our recent learning review shows the variety of methods 

used by Gender at Work teams that resulted in outcomes such as improved re-

search methods, new ways of managing the research team, deepened capacity 

to collect data that describes women’s experience, and positive policy impacts.

Down the left side are the various methods we used and the number of outcomes 

associated with them. Across the top are strategies within which these methods 

were nested. ‘GAL Full’ means Gender Action Learning (the full version with peer 

learning meetings and mentoring). ‘GAL’ refers to different variations of that ap-

proach. ‘Mentoring 1 to 1’ refers to an extended relationship between a member 

of a research team and a G@W consultant. These outcomes are discussed in the 

next chapter, The Harvest.

All of these methods in the above table are related to each other by a particular 

Type of G@W general strategy

Type of G@W activity GAL full GAL Mentoring 1-to-1 Total

Commentary 6 2 8

Container 5 1 6

Create Products 1 1

Facilitation 2 2

Grantee Workshops 5 2 12 19

Grantee Workshops & Commentary 2 1 3

Indirect 11 8 4 23

Mentoring 1 1 3 5

Mentoring & Commentary 6 6

Mix 3 or More 2 2

Networking 1 1

Peer & Grantee Workshops 1 2 2 5

Peer workshops 3 1 2 6

Repeat 7 1 12 20

Unclear 3 1 4

Grand Total 47 18 46 111
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FEH Partners’ Workshop
Case Study Excerpt

… For FEH, the meeting represented a major step forward to advance the emerg-

ing field investigating “how personal and external influences affect what people 

consume and their nutritional status45” at a time when obesity and high blood 

pressure are increasingly driving morbidity and mortality in middle- and low-in-

come countries. Participants at the workshop were top notch researchers based 

in key research institutes and universities across the region with years of ex-

perience and publishing records in relevant health and nutrition related fields. 

In many countries, participants had succeeded in influencing national public 

health policy on several key issues like tobacco consumption and food labelling. 

This was the first time IDRC was bringing together these leading minds to share 

experience and advance the emerging field of food systems research so under-

standably the FEH team felt the stakes were quite high. They were planning a 

three-day residential workshop, with interpretation in three languages at a lo-

cation which was a two-hour drive from the closest airport in São Paulo. With its 

renewed commitment to advancing gender equality through its work, IDRC FEH 

reserved a half-day session for gender.

IDRC staff were conscious that gender was not the topic highest on regional re-

searchers’ priorities. They were mindful of not imposing a donor-driven agenda 

while at the same time believing firmly that surfacing gender considerations could 

enhance the quality and relevance of research in this field. The fact that IDRC rep-

resented only one of several funding sources reduced the influence their fund-

ing might have on research methods. The pre-workshop survey had confirmed 

that relatively few researchers were integrating gender considerations explicitly 

into their research methods and outcomes. They detected some resistance from 

researchers who argued that class and ethnicity were more important determi-

nants of healthy food choices than gender. The pre-conference survey also sur-

faced barriers researchers were facing: limited data (especially for researchers 

who rely on non-gender disaggregated secondary data); lack of evidence about 

gender variables in the literature; and lack of gender-specific knowledge, expe-

rience and capacity within research teams. How could a four-hour workshop on 

gender expect to address these systemic and individual barriers?

approach to facilitation. We believe that learning begins with the learner feeling 

a need or interest that comes out of experience and propels them into a learning 

process. Learners need to experience the process as supportive, respectful and 

related to their own needs and ways of learning. This approach does not begin 

with theories and frameworks, but with the experience of learners and their un-

derstanding of their situation. We also believe that relationship is essential. It is 

relationship that creates the safe spaces and openness which allows people to 

imagine new ways of thinking, working and relating.40 As well, learning happens 

to persons who not only have thoughts, but also feelings, experiences and bod-

ies. Engaging the whole person allows learners to ‘own’ their learning in a person-

al and enduring way.41

We have also been influenced by more recent work that focusses on learning in set-

tings where there are many actors, considerable uncertainty as to what is needed 

and varying levels of motivation for change. In such cases learning is generally emer-

gent. Recent research by Fourth Quadrant Partners highlights the importance of ex-

perimentation and emergence.42 At the beginning of a process, we don’t know what 

the learning outcomes will be. Directions and actions emerge in dialogue.43

The remainder of this chapter discusses how G@W endeavoured to facilitate this 

mixture of practical, relevant and emergent personal and organizational learning.

To begin our exploration of methods facilitation, we look first at what the table 

above would refer to as a ‘grantee workshop’. This is an excerpt of a case study writ-

ten by Rex Fyles, a member of the G@W team working with FEH in 2017. The case is 

a meeting of Latin America and Caribbean partners held by the Food, Environment 

and Health [FEH] program. The case was also described by Teralynn Ludwick and 

Daniela Neri in an article in The Pan American Journal of Public Health.44
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room exploded in animated conversation. I could see that people were speaking 

from the heart, reliving tastes, smells and emotions from the past, applying their 

minds in a rapid gender analysis of their personal childhood food systems. I also 

saw some people swap recipes.

I regretted bringing the conversations to an end after about 10 minutes but we 

transitioned to briefly introducing the G@W analytical framework on Power-

Point. Drawing on the practice of other G@W associates, I pointed out that the 

framework was represented by lines of tape on the floor and invited everyone to 

stand up and move to the quadrant they were most interested in exploring. Here 

again the question to discuss was simple:

What questions (if any) come to mind when thinking about gender and food systems?
Very quickly clusters of people were sharing all over the room. Conversations 

were animated. It was striking to see that language no longer seemed to present 

a barrier; people stood in as volunteer translators so everyone could participate. 

Participants noted their questions on post-it notes and ultimately put them on 

the wall organized (roughly) around the four quadrants of the G@W framework.

After the coffee break, people shared impressions in plenary on “What questions 

pique your curiosity?” After a presentation of the gender-related results of the 

pre-workshop survey, participants then used free writing to reflect on “What 

gender-related questions might you incorporate more deeply into your own work 

or research?” and captured them on post-it notes. Finally, each table discussed 

“What challenges do we face in this field to better address gender inequalities? 

What can we do together now to advance this agenda?” again synthesized on 

post-it notes. Over lunch, the facilitation team organized the post-its into clus-

ters around themes. The following day created more time for people to work in 

self-organizing teams to pursue further planning on many of the themes raised 

during the gender session.

As I began to work with the team on how to design the gender session, I asked 

myself how G@W’s experience and approaches might be useful for drawing on 

what I had learned from other G@W associates through participatory, peer-

based, experiential learning processes. But the circumstances here were very 

different. This was a once-off, time-bound ‘training’ on ‘gender’ targeting aca-

demics and researchers rather than an experiential learning process spread over 

several months. Still, I tried to keep some principles top of mind:

 � Start where people are. There are no good starting points, only real ones.

 � Foster co-creation. This is an emergent field. Everyone has part of the 

picture and no one has all the answers.

 � Draw on people’s lived experience.

 � Take a holistic approach to mind, body and spirit.

This last point felt like both a challenge and an opportunity. Researchers tend 

to spend a lot of time in their heads. When it comes to gender, people can get 

wrapped up in debating concepts and constructs which remain abstract, ’out 

there,’ to be accepted, resisted or simply ignored. At the same time, I was struck 

by the insatiable curiosity of the people I met through IDRC who were always 

open to exploring new ideas. I wondered if we could introduce gender through 

something personal and embodied in such a way as to pique the researchers’ cu-

riosity and confidence to explore further.

I started the session by inviting participants to do free writing and share their 

stories on the following questions:

When you were a child, what was your favorite dish or meal?

In your memories, who cooked that food for you? Who served it?

Who bought it? Who sold it? Who produced it?

How were women and men involved differently in creating this food for you?

Some tables had trouble settling into that contemplative state we observe when 

people use free writing to reflect deeply but soon the room was silent, for about 

five minutes. When I invited them to share their stories with a neighbour, the 

https://genderatwork.org/analytical-framework/
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Looking back, I find this description both accurate and different from my own mem-

ory of the event. Participants did grapple with gender issues as an ‘intellectual chal-

lenge’ but for me the catalyst was the embodied, relational and personal experience 

of reliving and sharing stories about food and home. The Gender at Work framework 

offered a welcoming space to ‘analyze’ the issues but the ‘hunger’ to share and under-

stand came from the emotional charge childhood memories evoked. My perception 

here is clearly influenced by the Gender at Work lens I have gratefully acquired over 

the years of collaborating with other G@W associates. While this embodied, emo-

tional charge may not provide all the answers to the complex methodological chal-

lenges food systems researchers face, for me it provides deeper meaning that can 

underpin and inspire researchers’ approaches to the work.

One of the FEH POs later described the workshop as follows:

[The workshop] opened up a lot of minds and generated a lot of 
enthusiasm. Without that initial event, it would have been more 
difficult... I saw people saying, ‘okay, I get it’. You [Gender at 
Work] didn’t start off with ‘this is gender sensitive research’. You 
said, ‘let’s talk about food and childhood memories’. We went right 
into gender analysis without calling it that. People didn’t feel 
threatened and they could see they were capable of grappling with 
these questions. ‘Okay I get it now. I can identify clear questions 
related to gender’. They made this shift in three hours.46

Reflecting on the FEH Case Study Excerpt
In reading this case a few ideas stand out. First, the participants are experienced 

researchers who may or may not believe they need to learn about gender and its 

place in their research. In the majority of our projects we found researchers who 

were keen to learn but we also encountered many who felt that this was not a 

priority for them. And yet, the purpose of the workshop is to help everyone think 

about gender in their research. This calls for careful design and facilitation.

The participatory workshop methodology 
led by Gender at Work helped present the 

activity as an intellectual challenge and 
produced a large number and range of 

contributions for potential gender-specific 
and gender-transformative research. 

Generating curiosity among researchers 
may be an important starting point. The 
workshop participants, in fact, surprised 
themselves with the extent to which they 
were able to challenge assumptions and 

spark new ideas where they had previously 
thought gender was not a relevant or 

interesting consideration. In the workshop, 
the participating researchers, stakeholders 

and donors found peer learning and 
challenge to be an important means of 
pushing and expanding their thinking.

Ludwick and Neri analysis of the workshop
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years. The process unfolded within three peer learning meetings with mentoring 

between the meetings, held in French, English and Spanish. The first meeting took 

place in Nairobi in November 2019 with three participants from each team as well 

as two POs from IDRC. The second was held in December 2020 online because of 

COVID. Similarly, the final meeting was held online in December 2021.

The first peer learning meeting was facilitated by G@W associates Kalyani Me-

non-Sen and Sylvie Desautels, and was critical to the process. The description be-

low is excerpted from the meeting report prepared by Menon-Sen and Desautels.49

Climate Change Case Study Excerpt
Each team selected a ‘change team’ that would lead change projects or ‘experiments’ 

in each research team. The change teams attended the first workshop in Nairobi and 

developed a vision and strategy for change in each of their research teams.

The objectives of the workshop were:

 � Participants come to a common understanding of action-learning and 

feminist methodologies and collectively explore their relevance for the 

IDRC CC research projects.

 � A safe space is created for country teams to interact, share and learn from 

each other.

 � Research teams identify potential gender transformative experiments and 

design preliminary action plans.

 � G@W, research teams and IDRC agree on parameters, modalities and next 

steps for collaboration and learning.

The workshop process was grounded in G@W’s feminist action-learning principles. 

Practices aimed at challenging and dissolving the conceptual binaries ordained by 

patriarchy – between mind/body, personal/professional and inside/outside – were 

an integral part of the workshop process.

Each day began with bodywork, a suite of practices drawn from tai chi, yoga and other 

traditional forms of holistic healing. Pranayama (‘yoga breathing’), visualization and mind-

ful movement were used to bookend sessions. These practices were offered to partic-

ipants as a way to be mindful of the connectedness of their bodies and minds, be fully 

present in the ‘here and now’, and engage more meaningfully with the learning process.

This case is an example of a variety of methods to generate personal meaning 

and understanding. Rex did not assume that what was needed was a well-de-

veloped presentation on food systems and gender equality. Instead, he tried to 

create the conditions for participants to discover what was of interest and of use 

to them. This is the difference between training and learning and grows out of a 

long tradition of thinking about adult learning.47

A second assumption we had is that, ‘researchers spend a lot of time in their 

heads’ and that we need to find non-rational ways of deepening the conversation, 

such as invoking emotional and embodied experiences. Activities like this are 

efforts to go beyond the scientist and touch the person. This reflects the belief 

that attitudes towards gender in research are rooted in personal beliefs and ex-

periences as well as other factors.

What is somewhat unique about this case is that it was a ‘one-off’. The bulk of the 

workshops we run are part of an ongoing process. We believe that this learning 

happens over time, such as in the next example.

Climate Change Gender Action Learning

What we referred to as ‘the Climate Change project’ was an IDRC project “Acceler-

ating Climate Action: Social Equity and Empowerment of Women and Girls”. It sup-

ported research institutions in six countries (Argentina, Benin, Bangladesh, DRC, 

Nepal and Nigeria) to investigate the interrelated climatic, environmental, social, 

cultural, economic, institutional and political factors that aggravate the impacts of 

climate change on vulnerable groups. These research projects were expected to 

generate policy recommendations for reducing inequality and strengthening re-

silience, as well as to promote “on-the-ground changes that enable women, ethnic 

minorities, indigenous people or youth to contribute to increased climate and di-

saster resilience, and become positive agents of transformation.”

The Climate Change (CC) project provides us with an example of a Gender Action 

Learning project, what was earlier referred to as a ‘full GAL’.48 That is, a two-year 

process with a cohort of six organizations that included peer learning meetings 

and mentoring. Each research team worked with a G@W consultant over the two 

https://genderatwork.org/gender-action-learning/
https://genderatwork.org/gender-action-learning/
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The workshop then encouraged participants to develop an ‘experiment’ or change 

project they would work on over the next two years. Examples of the change projects 

that teams came up with include: Transforming the research culture of our team; 

Women get in touch with ‘power within’ and work for well-being of family and com-

munity; and, Women develop capacity and confidence to negotiate with the state.

Following the workshop, the facilitators met with the teams to support their work 

on the experiments. For example, the facilitator for the Nepal team met in April 

2020 with the Core Team, Project Director and IDRC PO to follow through on dis-

cussions at the Nairobi meeting and review possibilities in light of the Covid-19 

situation and lockdown. Later, an online workshop was held with the full research 

team to develop a GAL action plan for 2020 and to discuss possible change proj-

ects. That summer, a webinar on feminist analysis of qualitative data was or-

ganized for the qualitative researchers from NWCF (Nepal Water Conservation 

Foundation and PEI (Policy Entrepreneurs Incorporated).

With the team in DRC, G@W facilitator Sylvie Desautels initiated a series of on-

line discussion workshops (2.5 to 3 hours) with members of the research team 

(9 men and 3 women). The facilitator applied the GAL principles where the dis-

cussion space is open, horizontal and without judgment. She paid special at-

tention to ensure that women, being in the minority, had the chance to express 

their opinions, as well as junior researchers. The aim was to avoid male or senior 

researchers monopolizing the discussion. Another facilitation technique was to 

ask if someone wanted to share a different idea, opinion or solution, in order to 

open the conversation to diverse points of view and alternative solutions.

The Zoom meetings were crucial and enriching. The various 
remarks and suggestions allowed us to take into account new 
aspects. We reviewed our methodology and the analysis of the 
3 chapters made it possible to raise unspoken issues and reach 
more solid conclusions on our part. 50

Said Nicole Nsambi, Researcher, CRREBaC 
(Centre de Recherche en Ressources en Eau du Bassin du Congo)

We used Open Space methodologies and emergent learning tools to introducepartic-

ipants to different ways of engaging with the learning process, inviting them to step 

out of their comfort zones and experiment with new ways of reflection and expression.

The workshop was designed as a series of dialogues with research teams, IDRC 

POs and G@W facilitators coming together in different groupings around some 

key questions:

 � What do we already know from global research about the connections 

between gender quality and climate change?

 � What will it take to ensure that research on climate change impacts and 

changes the lives of people on the ground?

 � What can we do to enhance the transformational potential of our projects?

 � What can a feminist approach contribute to research on gender and 

climate change?

We aimed to create a safe space for teams to engage in critical reflection on their 

own and each other’s work, thereby building a foundation for a sustained process 

of collective learning.

These questions were discussed from the experience and knowledge of the par-

ticipants but also with expert opinion. The three guest speakers from Kenya, Dr. 

Jemimah Njuki, Edna Odiambo and Agnes Leina ‘brought reality into the room’ 

with their eloquent reflections on their own engagements with gender and cli-

mate change. In different ways, all three made the point that transformation de-

mands more than policy change and technical fixes to meet women’s practical 

needs. Transformative research must directly address gender power hierarchies 

and the institutions that perpetuate them. The workshop also shared the results 

of an assessment of the transformative potential of the six research projects by 

an independent expert, Dr. Sophia Huyer.

Participants revisited their proposals in the light of the expert analysis and articulated 

their own visions of transformation. These visions were then examined in the light of 

an integral framework that focussed attention on four domains of potential work: in-

dividual attitudes and mindsets, behaviour change, laws and policies, and cultural and 

norm change. Participants also heard a presentation on feminist research methods 

and were invited to think about their projects and potential methodological issues.

https://genderatwork.org/portfolio-item/organisational-transformation-for-equality-justice-and-peace/
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Responsive Mentoring with NE partners

Traditionally, mentoring involves an older, wiser person counselling a younger, 

less experienced person and is grounded in the knowledge of the former, and the 

ambition and motivation of the latter. Our approach, what we call ‘Responsive 
Mentoring’, retains much of what has been learned about effective mentoring 
52 but differs in some important ways – principally, the belief that mentoring is a 

conversation between peers and driven by the mentee’s definition of their needs 

and interests. Batliwala and her colleagues, in their description of feminist men-

toring, make the point that traditional mentoring is meant to help mentees con-

form to the organization at the same time as building the skills to lead it, whereas 

feminist mentoring endeavours to change the organization.53 Our understanding 

is similar in that we are helping participants to challenge current organizational 

norms about gender and inclusivity.

The mentor’s job is to create a space where both can learn and problem solve 

to meet the needs of the mentee in whatever terms make sense to them. The 

core idea is that the mentor understands issues of gender and inclusivity, and 

the mentee understands their field (cyber policy, climate change, transport poli-

cy, etc.). The conversation brings the two together to problem solve how gender 

equality can be better represented in this particular project and perhaps others.

Although different mentors worked in different ways, the following case serves 

as an example of these principles in action and shows how a mentor can work as 

a learning partner and be a force for organizational norm change.

The following excerpt is drawn from a case study by Jeff Walton, a G@W consul-

tant describing his work with Digital Open Textbooks for Development (DOT4D). 

We first met the team from DOT4D at a partners’ meeting in Ottawa. They report-

ed not much success on the gender question. They had hired a consultant who 

had given them a report that was expensive and impossible to understand. We 

said, “We can do a lot better than that.”

In Nigeria, the facilitator met with the entire CPED (Centre for Population and En-

vironmental Development) research team, Principal Investigator and IDRC PO to 

identify the team’s change experiment and also analyze the project’s evaluation 

framework that had been reviewed to include gender-responsive and gender-trans-

formative indicators. Later in March, following the workshop, the facilitator met 

with the CPED project manager to discuss COVID 19 and project implementation 

possibilities. Together the facilitator and the team designed gender exercises that 

could be used for climate change community training activities.

These conversations and those in the other teams built the foundation for the 

second peer learning meeting in December 2020 that brought the teams and 

their facilitators together again, but this time virtually.51 Sessions were held over 

three days, three hours each day. The meeting was an opportunity for teams to 

discuss what they had achieved and what they were learning about gender and 

climate change, and to rethink directions. The meeting also heard from Dr. So-

phia Huyer, who presented research on Gender Transformational Projects.

Once again, the facilitators worked with the teams on an ongoing basis between 

the second and the third peer learning workshops.

The final peer learning meeting was held in December 2022, once again virtually. 

Teams presented the outcomes from their gender-related research and commu-

nity work. The meeting also heard from a panel on transformational research.

Reflecting on the Climate Change GAL
We saw this as a successful project, based both on our team reflections and a 

subsequent learning review. As described in the previous chapter, we had a diffi-

cult start but we were able to get beyond it once POs saw how well the first peer 

learning meeting went. There was immense difference in the gender knowledge 

of the teams but the process was able to manage those differences. Each of the 

G@W facilitators was able to build helpful relationships with their teams. Finally, 

the support of two project officers in particular was critical to maintaining the 

research teams’ attention, learning and commitment.

https://hbr.org/2017/03/6-things-every-mentor-should-do
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The Mentoring Process and Emergent Activities

The mentor relationship with two members of the DOT4D research team began in 

September 2018 and continued as partners completed project implementation.

Process
The process included three related and intersecting tracks. These were agreed 

to at the start, but were also allowed to emerge in form and function as the rela-

tionship developed and as learning informed the mentoring practice. This pro-

cess was reflective, reflexive, generative and emergent.

One of those tracks is learning itself, which is both individual and collaborative. 

On the individual level, my own learning included a review of all of the prelimi-

nary research leading to the development of the project concept note, including 

literature review, theoretical and conceptual framework, and related research 

supporting the project hypothesis, approach and methodology. Also, on the indi-

vidual level, the partners’ learning included review of theories of feminist critique 

and gender-based analysis.

A second track is engagement. This included consistent communication via 

Skype and email to maintain momentum, ‘check-in’, asking and fielding ques-

tions, presenting additional resources and findings as they arose, and trouble-

shooting challenges. Engagement also included face-to-face interaction.

A third track is ongoing review. This included document and instrument review 

from a gender-analytic perspective, as well as review of approach and design 

issues at key moments of project development and implementation.

To investigate and support the development 
of digital open textbook publishing activity 
at UCT in order to create awareness of and 
engagement in a range of possible open 
textbook publishing models that could be 
implemented at an institutional, national or 
regional level, for the purpose of promoting 
greater social justice in terms of offering 
all students equitable access to learning 
resources which are deemed appropriate 
and relevant in terms of their localized 
learning contexts.

DOT4D Case Study Excerpt
Driven by an acute awareness of the education crisis in South Africa, research-
ers, administrators and educators at the University of Cape Town (UCT) were 
exploring the potential of digital open textbooks as part of a broad strategy to 
address access and curriculum challenges. The overarching objective of the 
DOT4D initiative was:
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The ‘capacity check-up’ was intended to gauge partners’ self-perceptions of their 

own capacities for employing gender-based analysis in their research, and con-

sisted of three questions:

1 .  How do you feel (how comfortable, how confident, etc. and why) about your 

capacities to think about how gender factors into your research or about your 

efforts to understand the gender-related issues your research addresses? 

2 .  What do you feel you need (skills, knowledge, etc.) to help you build your 

capacities for developing gender responsive or gender transformative research?

3 .  What challenges (if any) exist that prevent you from developing these capacities?

The three partners reflected on these questions individually as they had time, 

and then met to discuss their responses before sending them to me. Their re-

sponses provided me with a deeper understanding not only of potential progress 

in terms of learning and capacity development, but also of the more ‘concrete’ 

elements that contribute to their perceptions and how to adapt my mentoring to 

meet their perceived needs in strengthening their capacities.

The ‘theoretical reflection’ emerged in response to a key phase in the project. 

Specifically, partners were developing two sets of questions as elements of the 

project research methodology: one for a survey and one for case study inter-

views. While reviewing the two instruments, I suggested that partners ‘revisit’ 

the project’s theoretical and conceptual framework, as well as the G@W analyt-

ical framework, and use them as ‘lenses’ through which to view and analyze the 

questions in each instrument. We discussed the value of this in terms of con-

sistency across the project, and I used it as one way to respond to their needs 

regarding individual capacity building.

Over the last three months of the first year, the DOT4D partners participated in a 

follow-up capacity survey, and we were able to maintain email check-ins as their 

data analysis continued. One comment from the partners on the capacity survey 

summarizes the consistency, ongoing strategic engagement and overall evolu-

tion of the mentoring relationship over the first twelve months:

Mentoring Relationship
Year One

It was during the initial review and familiarization process that we began dis-

cussing the possibility of a face-to-face meeting that would allow us to dig more 

deeply into the gendered dimensions of the project. Scheduling this meeting in 

Cape Town required that the partners and I devote significant time to preparing 

for a meaningful workshop. This two-day meeting set a solid foundation for the 

mentoring relationship, and also created an opportunity to experience the re-

search context firsthand.

Following this face-to-face meeting, over the next six months, I continued to 

review documents and hold regular (monthly when possible) mentoring calls to 

check in with partners on both their project as well as their self-perceptions of 

capacity. Along the way, I invited them to participate in a brief partner survey so 

that the G@W team could learn how partners feel about their own capacities to 

apply gender-based analysis.

As the DOT4D project continued, the partners added a new team member, and 

also became very busy with implementation. This reduced our ability to main-

tain regular monthly contact, and the need for me to review documents also 

declined. In short, the first six months laid a good foundation and seemed to 

set the partners and the relationship on the right track to take forward their 

work more independently.

However, mindful that partners continued to implement their project and would 

soon be conducting interviews, collecting data, and analyzing content, I felt it 

was important to check in with them at key points or during key phases of the 

project. This led to the development of both the ‘capacity check-up’ and the ‘the-

oretical reflection’.
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Feminist Thinking, Organizational Change and 
Technological Research at CIPIT

The following description was excerpted from a case study written by Mitchel 
Ondili, staff member at CIPIT.54

CIPIT Case Study Excerpt
The Centre for Intellectual Property and Information Technology Law (CIPIT) 
is a think tank and training centre established in 2012 at Strathmore Universi-
ty in Nairobi, Kenya. The centre was part of the Cyber Policy Centres project 
initiated by NE in 2018. As part of that project CIPIT took part in a Gender 
Action Learning process that included mentoring by G@W facilitator Michal 
Friedman. The program was conducted over a two-year period and facilitated by 

G@W using the GAL process, supported by three principles:

 � Affirmation of human relationships as the ultimate touchstone of value and 

driving force for change.

 � Application of feminist pedagogies and practices to challenge patriarchal 

binaries and build connections between the ‘interior’ and ‘exterior’ worlds of 

the organization.

 � Safe spaces for participants to explore new ways of ‘seeing, being, 

doing and relating’ by testing and experimenting with new perspectives, 

behaviours, actions and relationships.

The first phase focussed on positionality and inclusion. The context and posi-

tionality problem was raised by the staff in the form of questions relating to CIP-

IT’s role in influencing global knowledge production from the Global South, the 

research context regarding gender and feminist practice, and internal bias that 

can affect research themes and outcomes.

Ultimately the matrices of power, role and mission of the organization and its part 

in the wider social structure is inextricable from research practice and process. 

Understanding the role of power systems, which we participate in and are part of, 

brings to the fore implicit and explicit biases that deter effective research. The 

team discussed introducing gender specific research that would ultimately con-

tribute to a more inclusive research practice. Inclusion, however, is not merely 

As a project we have had support … on the objectives of our 
research, our interview questions and a subsequent discussion 
on more research that we plan to conduct. We value his input 
and he will help again when we have some initial findings.

Mentoring participant

Also of note is the response to the following survey question: “Please share the 

most important thing you have learned about advancing gender equality  in re-

search in the last two years. Why is this significant to you?”

In my context in South Africa our focus in our research is on 
redressing inequality. This is often firmly focused on Race 
and it has resulted in less focus on gender and so gender 
representation in higher education has become less of a focus. 
This was an important lesson for me. The approach we have 
taken is to have gender and race as key features in future work.

Mentoring participant

Reflecting on Responsive Mentoring
This case is a good example of a mentoring relationship where there is a good re-

lationship, an ongoing series of meetings in response to the development of the 

project and adapting over time to the needs of the mentees. The process does 

have the structure of the three tracks (learning, engagement and ongoing review).

More specifically, Jeff was able to build a relationship (including organizing a trip 

to South Africa), give it some structure (conceptual material, the three tracks 

and capacity check-up), maintain contact and be responsive to the needs that 

arose from the research project itself.

Other mentors have worked in a less structured manner, but the keys are main-

taining relationship over time and responding to mentees’ needs.

Perhaps most importantly, the mentor is not there to push for a particular approach 

to research. The relationship must be experienced as partnership not as supervisory.
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The project would take into consideration aspects of gender that are related to 

artificial intelligence and the outcome was centred around artificial intelligence 

bias. Data does not emerge from a vacuum and data analysis needs to develop a 

situated, reflexive and contextually nuanced epistemology.

The mapping centred around projects that have originated in Africa, to glean a 

real sense of the diversity struggles particular to AI start-ups, and what those 

struggles exemplify in an African context and the mechanisms that can be put 

in place to curb these. The mapping intended to identify the sex disaggregation 

of those working in the projects and whether that sex disaggregation differs by 

region, by position (managerial or otherwise) or by different industries. The proj-

ect tracked 160 AI projects across the continent and found a 29 – 71% gender 

disparity in AI participation.

Inclusion is not only gender specific but occurs across different intersections. 

CIPIT undertook research charting of vulnerable groups, assessing the AI divide 

in terms of the greatest beneficiaries and those at greatest risk, and developing 

an AI inclusive framework to include vulnerable groups.

Phase 3 focussed on reflective practice as integral to the research process. A 

two-day workshop was built around the question: What will it take to kindle a 
collective, reflexive and inclusive research practice in CIPIT? The meeting used 

a variety of feminist pedagogical tools and discussed questions of situationali-

ty, inclusion and working with colleagues with different perspectives. One of the 

outcomes was the AI4D (Artificial Intelligence for Development) team commit-

ting to writing practice journals and sharing them biweekly.

The practice journals were an important step. As described in a learning review 

commissioned by G@W:

The journals included discussions on the projects the team members were work-

ing on and provided an avenue to flesh out underlying concerns within the proj-

ect. Some examples follow.

One team member noted:

Testing out new peer to peer leadership with the RFs has proved that the con-

cept of project design is also quite different among different RFs and therefore 

expecting them to lead others and that they know how to determine when there 

an output of research but forms part of organizational culture. Asking important 

questions around who gets to define the change process, who are the agents of 

change, and what power is afforded to them while they try to enact this change, 

allows for inclusion in the research process as well as the outputs.

This entails addressing both formal and informal barriers to inclusion, acknowl-

edging broader inequality as well as the underlying complex factors that affect 

the inclusion of women, not just as subjects of research but in the design of the 

research process as partners of the research process. Additionally, it encourag-

es more nuance in policy recommendations such that policy efforts move beyond 

the introduction of quotas and address issues that contribute to the necessity of 

the quotas in the first place.

Following this discussion, two members of the team developed a paper on Data, 

Technology and the Gender Gap, examining bias in data collection and how it wid-

ens gender gaps in technology.

At this stage in the process two members of the team travelled to Tunis to be part 

of a peer learning workshop with other cyber policy centres. At that meeting the 

team developed goals for their work for the next several months.

CIPIT’s primary goals were:

To implement a revised organizational culture

To effect more strategic hires

To create an environment that engendered more open communication

To create more room for experimentation/innovation

To have greater ownership of projects for younger team members and to pro-
vide mentorship to incoming interns

Phase 2 of the work focussed on organizational culture and developing a project 

that would apply the learning to an artificial intelligence (AI) project. Over two 

meetings the staff analyzed CIPIT culture and then developed a plan for an AI 

research project that would have a strong gender perspective.



7170

Reflecting on the CIPIT case
This case is an interesting example of change of both approaches to research 

and change at the level of the research team itself. Its research focus expanded 

to include a clear understanding of power relations and how they influence re-

search choices. The team also came to understand that their own inclusivity as a 

team needed to come under scrutiny in order to fully develop the inclusivity and 

positionality they wanted to achieve in their research.

CIPIT was part of a peer learning network including other cyber policy centres. 

Reading the case we learn that the peer learning meeting was important in giving 

their project direction and impetus. Along with peer learning was a mentoring 

relationship with G@W Associate Michal Friedman, who met with them over a 

two-year period both online and face-to-face. Michal pushed the team to discov-

er the deeper cultural currents that conditioned both CIPIT’s research and how 

it was organized to do that research. Once again, the key factors of ‘relationship, 

over time, responding to mentee needs’ seem significant.

is an RA who needs more time for understanding and conceptualizing has also 

shown more gaps in the structure.

Dr. Angeline Wairegi noted:

The reflective journals allowed participants to examine the hierarchies within 

project groups and the research practices and determine whether these struc-

tures and practices were conducive to carrying out the studies. It also allowed 

participants to reflect on whether these structures and practices allowed them 

to fully participate in the project.

The learning review also surfaced other important outcomes. Among them:

By May 2020, CIPIT leadership (Isaac, Kendi and Melissa with Betty, Angeline and 

Mitchel) had consciously shifted their ways of engaging staff in the online meet-

ing context, to recognize them more holistically and were giving more attention 

to CIPIT’s institutional culture, including shifting the online reviews of projects 

in ways that enable more staff engagement, and ensuring interns and staff have 

personal learning goals beyond the projects they are working on and the need to 

produce papers. They were working on how to strengthen participation of every-

one in these meetings, also prompted by the advent of the Covid Pandemic.

Dr. Angeline Wairegi noted:

Furthermore, CIPIT’s current business practices reflect an understanding of 

the importance (and impact) of inclusive, diversified, and equitable practices 

throughout the organization.

Experience with G@W significantly impacted the organization’s recent (2021-22) 

IDRC applications. Knowledge gained on inclusive design practices was inte-

grated into the project design and the outlined activities. Similarly, the insights 

gained by the team from the workshops, journals, meeting, and study formed the 

basis for the gender-centred activities and goals outlined in the proposal.

mailto:awairegi@strathmore.edu
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This may sound like a repackaging exercise but I think the foundation was 

to honour their hard work, commitment and existing skills (which they didn’t 

always recognize themselves) and point to fairly small things they could do to 

make some strategic shifts.

 � Developing the ‘proposal review grid’ combined both ‘capacity building’ and 

‘collaborative tool development’. We first developed and tested the grid our-

selves to analyze a sample of proposals that KIX staff had selected. Then we 

shared the grid with those POs that expressed an interest (they self-select-

ed) for them to analyze other proposals. Then we met with the POs to com-

pare and discuss the results of their and our analyses, what new insights they 

gained, and how best to use and improve the grid. The final ‘tool’ we handed 

over incorporated these suggestions.

 � We designed and facilitated a very ‘genderatworky’ online, interactive gender 

analysis webinar for all KIX staff who were interested in using the G@W ana-

lytical framework and drawing on their own lived experience of discrimination 

in education settings. Based on their feedback, we revised and handed over 

a very detailed facilitators guide for the sessions in the hope they would feel 

equipped and confident to offer the approach to grantees.

 � We worked really closely and in dialogue with the Communications PO and 

the MEL (Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning) PO to develop tailored tools 

for their particular challenges.

A reflection on these cases

What is core to these various interventions described above? We believe that the 

concept of ‘container’ as a useful way to think about this.55 Just as a jug holds wa-

ter and gives it shape, a container can hold a social process. Building and main-

taining a container is the key job of the consultant. Our intent is to build a strong 

container that will support work that will in turn lead to strong outcomes.

We believe that a strong container can be described using five dimensions.56

These five dimensions are: relationship, purpose, power, nature of knowledge 

and process.

Creating Products with the Knowledge and 
Innovation Exchange (KIX)

This project was intended to enhance the KIX team’s knowledge, confidence, 

motivation and skills to advance gender equality and inclusion throughout their 

work. Our project with KIX was different from the above examples in some re-

spects. It was short term (March through October 2021) and focussed on particu-

lar, predetermined deliverables (training and tools).

The tools included:

 � GEI Proposal Review Framework

 � GEI Conversation Guide

 � Strategic Issues and Key References on Gender Equality and Inclusion in Education

 � KIX Gender Analysis Facilitators Outline

 � GEI MEL indicators

The G@W team also supported the KIX PO responsible for communications in 

reflecting on how gender equality and inclusion (GEI) can be further integrated 

across KIX communications. This included the development of slides for a No-

vember 2021 communications information session with KIX grantees with the 

aim of providing guidance and resources on GEI integration.

Although in many ways this looks like a traditional project, we asked Rex Fyles, 

the Project Lead to reflect on how this project demonstrated a Gender at Work 

approach to learning, as follows.

I would say that what might distinguish how G@W worked from a more traditional con-

sultancy (though I think lots of people work this way) is that we sought every opportuni-

ty to ‘co-create’ through dialogue with the cross-section of KIX staff. Given the time and 

budget constraints, we decided we would not interact extensively with grantees. I also 

think we took an ‘appreciative’ rather than a ‘deficit’ approach. For example:

 � Reflecting the appreciative approach, our initial ‘needs assessment’ (based 

on a pretty standard document review and key informant interviews) sought 

to identify ‘assets’ and ‘opportunities’ (rather than ‘weaknesses’ or ‘shortcom-

ings’), and to propose ‘tools’ that corresponded to the ‘needs’ they expressed. 
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Relationship — Relationships of trust and respect are essential to building safe 

spaces for the discussion of often very challenging and personal issues. All the in-

terventions above devoted attention and time to building relationships with POs, 

partners and within the G@W team itself. G@W consultants began with relation-

ship and creating a learning space where participants would feel valued, safe, in-

cluded, engaged and empowered. In the FEH case, Rex started by asking people 

to remember childhood food favorites, think about the relationships between the 

people that cooked that food and allowed new relationships to develop.

Purpose — Participants will be part of a container to the extent it meets important 

needs of theirs as defined by them. Early on in the relationship it must become clear 

that G@W is not there to tell them how their project must change to conform to some 

gender standard. Instead participants will realize that the purpose of the discussion 

must be theirs. This purpose cannot be imposed from outside, although a push in a 

general direction may be important to get started. The specific directions must be 

owned by the participants. It is up to them to decide how their project will evolve to-

wards being more responsive to gender dynamics. For some that will mean rethink-

ing research methods, for others it might mean including other voices. For example, 

in the Digital Open Text Books case, Jeff created a space in which people were gen-

erating ideas about gender and research — he didn’t prescribe them.

What was important in all the efforts described above was not the specificity of 

the purpose but the collective ownership of a particular direction. It is also im-

portant to mention that in all cases clear outcomes were not possible to specify 

at the beginning but emerged through dialogue.

Power — If participants are going to be part of the emergent process that de-

velops solutions in complex situations they must have the power to define their 

context and to define what solutions will make sense within that context. Often, 

it is necessary to broaden the conversation to include others in the empowered 

circle beyond the research leaders, such as younger female staff, community 

women or local government staff. In the climate change project, research teams 

became more inclusive of younger staff, trained community women to push local 

government and built a female team of disaster relief trainers.

The Nature of Knowledge — The place of knowledge in all of this is closely related 

to power and the need to help participants build their own analysis, and take ac-

tion that makes sense to them. Knowledge about gender or intersectionality and 

a given project must be held lightly and tentatively. G@W consultants certainly 

carry knowledge about gender equality but that knowledge is deeply contextu-

al and its usefulness must be judged by each partner. Our role is not to bring 

our knowledge to solve problems, but to use our knowledge in a tentative way to 

stimulate discussion and to open up areas for discussion. For example, the Gen-

der at Work Framework points to four areas of engagement to stimulate change, 

it may be helpful to share those four areas, but it would be far from helpful to use 

this knowledge to prescribe what area a participant should focus on.

Process — The above four dimensions require scrupulous attention to process to 

ensure that every interaction is respectful, inclusive, engaging and participatory.
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T his chapter describes the outcomes achieved in this series of Gender 

at Work interventions with IDRC programs. The bulk of the outcomes 

are drawn from a learning review we conducted using Outcome Har-

vesting (OH) methodology.57 This methodical approach and the assistance of our 

evaluation consultant Barbara Klugman give us confi dence that the outcomes 

are substantial.58

G@W contributed to these outcomes. The change process in most cases was com-

plex, involving many participants and therefore it is diffi  cult to attribute causality.

Chapter 4

 The Harvest

444444444444
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Types of changes in the research groups

The diagram below shows the types of gender-related changes found by the OH 

review, by number of outcomes identified through ‘outcome harvesting’.

Starting at the inner circle, and perhaps the smallest unit of analysis, there were 

31 outcomes within specific research projects. They included such changes as:

 � Research teams revising the research framework to include significant at-

tention to gender equality and social equity more generally.

 � A research team made some changes in the way they frame questions and 

issues (for example, when wording a survey questionnaire, or in how they 

question their own assumptions, or consider their own positionality).

 � A research team decided that sampling should be consolidated, considering 

the representativeness of men and women on the one hand, and migrants 

and non-migrants on the other hand, with a view to improving the analysis 

of social inequalities in the study area. For this purpose, quota sampling was 

recommended instead of random cluster sampling.

At a somewhat broader scale were changes in the teams’ overall approach to re-

search. There were 28 outcomes in this category and included changes such as:

 � ASIES (Association for Research and Social Studies) in Guatemala developed 

a gender protocol and tools for gender sensitive research for their policy 

think tank, which was co-created with research consultants through a series 

of three related training workshops.

 � A research consortium in Nepal broadened their focus from ‘women’ to a 

feminist approach that included intersectionality.

 � CPED in Nigeria developed an approach to gender and inclusion that they 

now include in all their research proposals.

A third category was change in institutional norms and practices. There were 27 

outcomes in this category and included changes such as:

Shifts in methodology  
of Specific Projects

31 Outcomes

Shifts in research team’s  
overall approach to research

28 Outcomes

Shifts in research group’s  
organisational norms, practices and policies

27 Outcomes

Shifts in research influence  
dissemination of ressearch results

13 Outcomes

Shifts in research influence  
others take action

12 Outcomes

Types of Outcomes
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 � Leadership in one of the cyber policy think tanks consciously shifted their 

ways of engaging staff in the online meeting context, to recognize them 

more holistically and give more attention to institutional culture, including: 

shifting the online reviews of projects in ways that enable more staff en-

gagement; and ensuring interns and staff have personal learning goals be-

yond the projects they are working on and the need to produce papers.

 � Members of the Change team, having previously been silent, started ques-

tioning internal dynamics within and between the partner organizations, 

highlighting the need for gender policies and asserting their own agency 

in taking decisions on the research. This created some turbulence but ulti-

mately expanded the democratic space within their institutions. They also 

successfully advocated for regular coordination meetings between the three 

institutions as a necessary mechanism in a joint project.

 � Team members began questioning and shifting the patriarchal elements in their 

own practices, such as the use of gendered language, unthinking acceptance of 

technical definitions and categories, and the tendency to replicate hierarchies 

of privilege in their relationships with colleagues and research subjects. For ex-

ample, in their field work Core Team members began experimenting with the 

feminist principle of ‘putting oneself in the frame’, practicing reflexivity and lo-

cating themselves and their experience as part of their conversations with com-

munity members – “this is my location, this is where I am, so when I’m talking 

about vulnerability these are my vulnerabilities” – opening themselves and their 

vulnerability to the group in the way they expected the women to open up. The 

heads of all three research institutions noted the impact of the feminist ap-

proach in raising ‘sticky questions’ about their own practice.

The fourth category is shifts in research influence beyond the specific project 

or research group. These shifts were influenced directly or indirectly by G@W’s 

support to individual researchers and research teams. Their participation in the 

gender-focussed peer learning process that G@W facilitated contributed to the 

increased confidence and new approach adopted by researchers in these exam-

ples. There were 25 outcomes in this area including:

 � A think tank responded to the Ghana’s Parliamentary Select Committee on 

Gender and Children request for help in identifying whether Ghana’s budget 

was gender sensitive and how they could establish a gender sensitive bud-

get. One member of the Gender Change Team ran a workshop for parliamen-

tarians on the basic tools for a gender inclusive budget.

 � One of the young women team members from a think tank wrote a policy 

brief on susceptibility of women and children to climate change induced in-

fectious diseases.

 � In rural Nepal, possibly for the first time, women in local communities 

identified and voiced their needs during interaction programs on disaster 

preparedness. In particular, women champions trained by the project led 

community consultations for the municipality’s Local Disaster and Climate 

Resilient Plan (90% of participants were women). Through this action re-

search process, with separate meetings with each group, participants iden-

tified what they needed and their priorities. Everyone was then brought to-

gether to agree on priorities.

 � In Nigeria, rural leaders in 10 communities established Community Project 

Implementation Committees, training women on types of adaptation & risk 

reduction strategies (like construction of artificial lakes, fencing of ponds, 

fish traps, planting of cover crops to protect the land from direct rays of the 

sun and erosion, using improved seedlings for better harvest and crop rota-

tion), thereby enabling women and their families to experiment with various 

approaches to eliminate constraints in production.

In many cases these changes worked together and rippled into other areas. From 

the learning review, it was observed:

What is clear and demonstrated, is that [outcomes in different categories] are 

mutually motivating and reinforcing. Irrespective of where they began, where 

groups engaged with G@W in an ongoing way, rather than only in proposal devel-

opment, in most cases they contributed towards a mix of the following types of 

outcomes: shifts in the research project itself, in the group’s broader research 

approach and in its organizational culture.

The diagram below shows how outcomes were related to one another at the Cen-

tre for Population and Environmental Development based in Benin City, Nigeria. 

CPED participated in both the Think Tank and Climate Change initiatives. G@W’s 

Nkechi Odinukwe worked with CPED on the climate change project.
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2019 2020 2021
JULJUL MARMARMAR NOVNOV JULJANJAN SEPSEP MAYMAYMAYMAY JAN SEP NOV DECAUGAUG APRAPRAPR DECDEC AUGFEBFEB OCTOCT JUNJUNJUN FEB OCT

Shifts in Research Project
TTI-CPED4 - CPED’s fi nal technical 
report to TTI/IDRC demonstrated 
the inclusion of gender analysis 
in relation to research design and 
outcomesShifts in Research Project

G@W activity - G@W 
convenes on-line peer 
learning program with 
5 Think Tanks .

G@W Activity
GAL Think Tank Initiative peer 

learning meeting in Bangkok

G@W Activity
Workshop on project 

monitoring and 
evaluation matrix

Shifts in Overall Research Approach
CPED6 - One of the women 

team members wrote a brief 
on challenges women face 

in responding to survey 
instruments

Shifts in Research Infl uence
CPED6a - One of the women 

team members wrote a 
policy brief for advocacy on 

susceptibility of women & 
children to climate change 

inducted infectious disease 
and Challenges women face 

in responding to survey 
instruments

Shifts in Research Project
CPED5 - CPED programme manager convened 

online refl ection sessions to strengthen staff skills & 
practices in gender training as community facilitators

CPED4 - CPED used an improved climate change 
module that integrated gender concerns

2019 - Shifts in Research Group’s Norms, Practices and Policies

TTI-CPED1 - CPED did a participatory gender audit 
and reallocated tasks on more equitable basis

G@W Activity - Integrated gender into climate change training modules

TTI-CEPD2 - CPED developed a gender policy for building 
an enabling org environment for gender equality

Shifts in Research Infl uence - Indirect G@W contribution. Outcomes fl ow out of CPED’s 
increased capacities for gender-sensitive research processes
CPED9 - During 2021, men in 2 communities have given women more access to land and have 
begun to consult them before taking decisions affecting them . e .g . on community infrastructure

G@W Activity
Peer workshop

G@W Activity
Peer workshop

G@W Activity
Peer workshop

Shifts in Overall Research Approach
CPED1 - CPED Deputy Director indicated he 
is now more intentionally including women 

as researchers and respondents in research 
project activities

CPED2 - A woman community facilitator said 
she experienced more support from project 

staf team members which has made her 
more confi dent testing out new approaches 

Shifts in Overall Research Approach
After Feb 2020 - Workshop CPED created a section in its M&E Matrix to address gender equality & intersectional 
inclusion in all the org’s research proposals moving forward (CPED3)

G@W Activity - March 2020 - June 2021 - Facilitated biweekly refl ection meetings

Shifts in Research Infl uence - Indirect G@W contribution. Outcomes fl ow 
out of CPED’s increased capacities for gender-sensitive research processes
Nov 2019 to Jan 2021 - Rural leaders in 10 communities established 
Community Project Implementation Committees training women on types 
of adaptation & risk reduction & enabling them to experiment (CPED8)

CPED Outcome Timeline
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Looking at this diagram a few things stand out. First, there is a non-linear but 

consistent progress over time. There is a variety of interventions from G@W that 

respond to the unfolding process of change. CPED members engaged in consid-

erable learning. This learning was both conceptual and personal. The learning 

extended to community members who were engaged with the research. Key to 

achieving social change, they translated the learning into actions. G@W’s role in 

this long chain of changes can be seen as contribution, rather than attribution. 

To quote Lennon and McCartney, “it’s a long and winding road”.

Changes in IDRC

Roughly a quarter of the outcomes were changes made within IDRC. Six of these 

are evidence of strengthened attention to gender within IDRC as a whole or a 

specific program (for example, the introduction of new policies and mechanisms 

for addressing gender). The remaining IDRC outcomes are changes in grantmak-

ing. They include new ways of engaging grantees about gender, to establishment 

of gender-specific initiatives such as the initiation of the Feminist Artificial In-

telligence Research Network.

These changes can be seen as three types:

1 .  Change in centre wide thinking and action on gender

2 .  Change in the culture and norms of a program (NE)

3 .  Change in grantmaking in individual programs

Centre wide changes related to gender
Over the past six years IDRC has made several important steps toward ensuring 

that considerations of gender equality and inclusion are central to their work. 

They commissioned two papers on gender transformational research, convened 

a variety of task forces, made gender equality a key part of the new strategic 

plan, and currently have a Gender Equality and Inclusion Leadership Team with 

representation from all the program divisions. Over 2019 and early 2020, the Gen-

der Equality and Inclusion Programming Framework was finalized and integrated 

into IDRC’s organization transformation agenda as a key priority.

The conversation in programs was a key 
moment and helped us in programs and 

policy groups realize that while there was a 
high level of awareness and good intention, 
willingness to do more, the capacities to do 
this were uneven across teams and the lack 
of overarching approach led to fragmented 

ad-hoc implementation that did not support 
the telling of an IDRC-wide story. So yes, the 
event did contribute and fuel the momentum 

around making decisions to escalate the 
corporate attention to the issue.

Dominique Charron, IDRC,

Substantiation correspondence from the learning review
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Shifts in Research Approach
G@W Activity - G@W Commentary
In Jan 2017 NE accepted G@W’s proposal 
to run this 3-year project (NE3)

Shifts in Research Project
In Jan 2018, NE championed the idea of 
focusing on Feminist Open Government 
(FOGO) at Summit of the Open 
Government Partnership (NE6) Shifts in Research Project

G@W Activity - G@W Mentoring
NE’s bi-yearly partner’s meeting in 2018 focused 
entirely on gender equality, for the fi rst time. 
(G@W designed and facilitated) (NE8)

Shifts in Research Project
G@W Activity - G@W Commentary

In late 2017, Ruhiya Seward 
commissioned scoping paper with APC 
Women and accepted proposal to build 

Feminist Internet Research Network 
(FIRN) (NE5)

Shifts in Research Project
G@W Activity - G@W Commentary

In December 2019, NE supported initiation of 
Feminist Artifi cial Intelligence Research Network 

(FAIR), launched Jan 2021 (NE7)

G@W Activity - G@W mentoring and needs assessment and learning groupsG@W mentoring and needs assessment and learning groupsG@W mentoring and needs assessment and learning groups

Shifts in Research Group’s Norms, Practices and Policies
2016 - In 2016, NE’s Laurent Elder and Ruhiya Seward 
developed the strategic plan for gender (NE2)

Shifts in Research Group’s Norms, Practices and Policies
2017 - 2018 - From 2017-2018 the NE team’s discourse changed 
including more on gender and digital innovation & how to 
improve gender related programming and seeking stronger 
gender responsive and feminist research outcomes (NE1)

Shifts in Research Group’s Norms, Practices and Policies
2017 onwards - From 2017 onwards, NE leadership and key POs became strong advocates for, and better at, applying 
their commitment to gender equality and inclusion into actual feminist programming (NE4)

Shifts in Research Infl uence - Indirect G@W contribution
2019 - In 2019, NE staff had increased attention to gender: 
external evaluation showed much improved RQ+ scores around 
gender; reinforced by comments from evaluators of INASSA and a 
study of project approval documents showing signifi cantly more 
were gender responsive when compared to period up to 2016 (NE9)

JUL JUL JUL JULMAR MAR MAR MARNOV NOV NOV NOVJAN JAN JAN JANSEP SEP SEP SEPMAY MAY MAY MAY

2016 2017 2018 2019
AUG AUG AUG AUGAPR APR APR APRDEC DEC DEC DECFEB FEB FEB FEBOCT OCT OCT OCTJUN JUN JUN JUN

NE Outcome Timeline
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The outcome diagram below shows the sequence of outcomes that added up to 

cultural change in the period from 2016 to 2020 (when the program was closed in 

an internal reorganization).

Changes in grantmaking
All of the programs we worked with altered their approach to grantmaking or 

grant management in some ways that paid more attention to gender. The follow-

ing examples are illustrative:

 � FEH POs described a new way of engaging their PIs (Principal Investigators) 

in a dialogue, with probing questions, trying to figure out things together, 

sharing useful resources and offers of G@W mentoring support, in order to 

build the interest and capacity of PIs (as opposed to going in with a defi-

cit-based approach). It was noticeable in project notes and proposals that 

were introduced to G@W later in the Research Support Grant Project that 

IDRC POs were engaging in more dialogue on gender with PIs.

 � During 2018, the TTI team at IDRC produced three sets of guidelines to 

support gender and inclusion at the Think Tank Initiative Exchange held 

in Bangkok, November 2018: 1) Inclusive and Accessible Event Planning; 2) 

Guiding Principles on Gender and Inclusion: For Facilitators & Moderators; 

and 3) Guiding Principles on Gender and Inclusion: For Participants. They 

also shared these documents with participants at the final TTI Exchange in 

Bangkok (Nov. 15, 2019), where the team ran through the guidelines with par-

ticipants in person at the start of the workshop to set the tone.

G@W contributed to this with their work with different programs, but also 

through facilitating a day‐long meeting with 150 IDRC staff on April 23, 2018 as 

part of the special Programs and Partnership Branch staff meeting in Ottawa.

Change in norms and culture of a program
The NE program was an example of a change in the norms and culture of a team. 

In the first two years of the project (2017–2018), the G@W team noticed a marked 

difference in the discourse within the NE team and increased interest in building 

gender considerations into projects. From the Learning Review:

There was more discussion about gender and digital innovation, and new field 

building work with the Feminist Internet Research Network, innovative program-

ming around feminist open government and Internet 5 (a project partnership idea 

that never gained funding). There was also a renewed focus across program-

ming, and NE team members actively participated in IDRC discussions on ways 

to improve gender related programming. The discussion about gender equality 

deepened among the NE team so that gender was no longer an afterthought but 

central to many discussions, including the team’s overall program strategy. The 

NE team changed its basic understandings and ways of working to bring a much 

stronger focus on gender equality to their work. The norms about what was an 

acceptable level of gender responsive and feminist research outcomes changed 

considerably.

The people who were into it, felt encouraged and became more 
focused on gender and began to see opportunities.”

David Kelleher

https://www.apc.org/en/project/firn-feminist-internet-research-network
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with a more feminist approach beyond gender specific considerations. … We 

are closer now to be able to implement concrete steps to work with a feminist 

perspective using as starting point our core cultural transformation...It was very 

challenging ….to go out from the more rigid frameworks of workshop and open to 

this more flexible negotiated methodology, but definitely a very rich experience.

An eye opening session going into the specifics of what we’re doing and looking 

it with feminist practice in a specific case….. framing the research question in a 

feminist way has a big impact on how we think about methodology and data. Was 

listening and processing a lot of information that I will use beyond this meeting.

Finally, in a blog post, one researcher described her learning experience of com-

ing to understand feminist research approaches:

But does the community I do research on share my enquiries or questions? In de-

signing projects – I begin to unpack how, with my curiosity, this project will also 

have value for the research participants – making it a process of co-creation of 

knowledge. It means that I intentionally shift from making myself the complete 

knower – coming to extract the juice of your knowledge and applying my own 

meaning to it. It also means that while my resources may limit me to transform 

injustices, the knowledge from the research returns to the community as well as 

policymakers.59

Reflections on the outcomes
It is clear from the rigorous learning review and data we have collected in less 

formal ways that given sufficient time, resources and contextual relevance, it is 

possible to deploy learning approaches which strengthen the motivation, capac-

ities and behavior of researchers and project officers to work in more gender-re-

sponsive ways and to ensure stronger gender-related research outcomes.

The outcomes included changes in a particular research design; changes in ap-

proaches to research; changes in institutional arrangements that allow for more 

focus on gender and inclusion; changes in policy environments and communities 

directly engaged in the research; and finally changes in consciousness regarding 

gender equality and its place in development research.

Changes in consciousness

Although the outcome harvesting methodology does not ‘count’ changes in con-

sciousness unless there is a related change in behaviour, G@W is interested in con-

sciousness change because it can go well beyond the current project and is likely to 

influence the learner’s behaviour in future research as well as a variety of other set-

tings. For example, a researcher from Nigeria was very affected by the issue of wom-

en’s inequality as he took part in the GAL process. We discovered later that he had 

begun to teach drumming to the girls in his church (a very counter-cultural activity).

Important changes in consciousness and understanding were reported by POs:

I feel comfortable in asking partners important questions about their work, ex-

ploring implications of gender on social, technical, and economic issues. I feel 

comfortable debating and guiding them towards methodologies and exploring 

new pathways for their work and in discussing the importance of these issues on 

their work overall, as well as within more gender transformative projects

It’s about asking the questions, and nudging to get clarity on those questions; the im-

portance of leadership in driving gender equality; to not be afraid to ask about gender.

I have learnt that you need to work ‘along’ partners so that they genuinely inte-

grate a gender perspective so that it become sustainable in time. Getting them 

to understand the importance of the issue and the relevance of asking the right 

questions to trigger curiosity and genuine interest in their side. It is significant 

because that was not the way I use to operate in the past and this is a much more 

effective ways of approaching the problem.

Similarly, insights about research were reported by participants in the Tunis 

workshop of the Cyber Policy Centres:

Unexpected learning: the liberating and transformative aspects of feminist 

methodology as a mode of thought, as a research framework and as part of an or-

ganizational philosophy...the nonbinary nature of working; having a personal and 

professional angle; the recognition that inclusion, justice and equality improves 

work, creates better workflow and increases resources; the place of intention 

and positive perseverance.

I feel that I have a better understanding of ... institutional process and culture 
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W hen we started the project, we had many questions and faced 

many unknowns. We were told that many research partners 

were resistant … we did not know if POs would commit to it … 

and we did not know if the methods we had tested with organizations like NGOs, 

trade unions and UN agencies would work with research teams and institutions.

What does it take to improve gender equality outcomes in development research?

We also were well aware of the diffi  culties facing the researchers themselves. 

For them to be more gender responsive would mean fi nding new methods, work-

ing with different kinds of community partners, and going beyond (and perhaps 

against) years of training and experience. Some researchers believed that these 

changes would hinder their capacity to have their papers published and accepted.

Yet, after six years, scores of people and dozens of organizations in more than 15 

countries are now doing research differently. Attitudes have changed, new meth-

ods have been adopted, new ways of working with grantees have emerged, and 

new knowledge has been created. How can we make sense of all those changes?

The approach described in this monograph departs from typical efforts to encour-

age research grantees to be more gender responsive. The emphasis of this approach 

is not to specify what is required and then monitor for compliance. Instead we focus 

on learning. Further, the type of learning practice is much more profound than an 

occasional webinar or a gender training workshop. Participants in this program were 

often engaged with their team over 18 to 24 months in a relationship that asked them 

to consider the fundamentals of their craft. This relationship often called upon them 

to understand personal motivations as well as intellectual ones. Finally, the learn-

ing was focussed on action. Teams learned practices that led them to involve new 

Chapter 5

 Conclusion
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people, collect data differently, and work with different community partners. This 

learning led to a wide range of gender responsive outcomes.

How do we understand the role G@W played in these changes?

After considering the wide range of changes and pathways to change we have observed, 

we make sense of this vast body of work with six ideas fundamental for change to occur. 

The fundamental ideas that follow are our current best answer to our framing question, 

What does it take to improve gender equality outcomes in development research?

1 .  Change happens as a result of a judicious mixture of pressure and support. This 

is a longstanding principle of change of social systems.60 It is evident that there 

was pressure for change from the IDRC board of directors and management. For 

example, early in the project an executive at IDRC told us that his performance 

evaluation now depended upon his team showing better gender outcomes. At 

the same time a variety of sophisticated supports were provided to help grantees 

and POs actually take action. The most effective use of ‘judicious pressure’ in our 

experience was the skilled intervention of project officers showing a consistent 

interest in grantees’ efforts to advance gender equality through their research 

projects and practices, and in their organizational cultures.

2 .  Learning and change is most likely to happen within a reflective 
space that is characterized by trust, openness and creativity. None of 

the changes in this monograph were prescribed. They emerged from 

discussion and reflection. The most powerful changes emerged when that 

reflection happened within a climate that included personal exploration. 

The outcomes from the Tunis workshop described in Chapter 4 are 

excellent examples. Participants engaged in thoughtful reflection on their 

own practice as researchers. The climate of the discussion allowed for 

personal exploration of the meaning of equality and inclusion, and how that 

is related to work on particular problems in particular contexts.

3 .  Learners will be motivated and energized to solve problems which they 
have the power to define in terms that matter to them. For example, in the 

Think Tank project participants were asked if they wanted to be part of a 

project that would help them learn about gender equality in policy research. 

The participants defined problems that were germane to them — a gender-

responsive municipal transport system, a gender budgeting capacity in 

order to advise government, and a gender-responsive protocol for policy 

research.Providing conceptual material regarding gender and inclusion 
is only valuable when it is offered to shed light on a problem the research 
team is confronting. In two of the Climate Change teams in particular, the 

teams needed to understand basic gender concepts in order to move forward 

with their change project. That conceptual material was clearly focussed on 

issues facing the research team, such as collecting data from a particular 

community. Importantly, the discussion was done in ways that reinforced or 

rebuilt emerging inclusion and power sharing within the team.

4 .  Transformative change happens over time. This too is a longstanding principle 

of social change.61 Many of the projects described in this monograph are good 

examples: five of the Climate Change research teams achieved very strong 

outcomes but the outcomes only began to emerge after one year and required 

another year to come to fruition. At the same time, it is possible to take important 

steps towards change through well placed, short-term interventions such as the 

FEH partners’ workshop in Brazil described in Chapter 3.

5 .  Change requires some sort of ‘upset’, often called disconfirmation. Powerful 

members of the team must realize that something new must happen in order 

to solve a problem. Sometimes that is a cognitive realization, such as a team 

leader realizing that he could not get the data he required without working with 

women’s community groups – a task where he lacked previous experience. 

More often in our cases, young, female researchers felt empowered to make 

demands of the team, which resulted in sometimes radically new ways of 

working. See for example, the story of CIPIT in Chapter 3.

This review leaves us confident that these fundamental ideas are valid and ‘travel 

well’. They can guide not only our ongoing work with IDRC, but can also be applied 

in a wide variety of contexts, locations and fields of research. It is our hope that 

they may also offer useful guideposts for colleagues undertaking similar work, 

both with research institutions and other organizations seeking to move towards 

a culture of gender equality and inclusion.
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