
	Think piece: An approach to Women’s Empowerment programming


CARE has adopted gender equality and women’s empowerment as the overarching focus of its work.  The Women’s Empowerment Framework[footnoteRef:1] outlines CARE’s theory of the changes required to achieve empowerment, ie through changes at the individual, relationship and structural levels. [1:  See separate documentation on the Framework, for example http://pqdl.care.org/sii/SIILibrary/Women%27s%20Empowerment%20Overview%20Brief%202009.pdf] 


This briefing note outlines one approach to progressing Women’s Empowerment programming at CO level, based on thinking originally generated by CARE Vietnam and later explored through some other Mekong COs.  The approach has been developed in response to a number of overarching considerations and commitments:
· A genuine commitment to supporting positive, significant and lasting changes to contribute to empowerment of vulnerable women (beyond activities that bring short-term benefits for women)
· Recognising the multi-faceted nature of changes required to support women’s empowerment, as articulated in CARE’s Women’s Empowerment Framework 
· Linkages with the implementation of long term programs, and with the changes identified through program Pathways of Change, which have been developed based on analysis of country context and commitment to shifting key underlying causes of poverty and social injustice for program impact groups.  
· Desire to build on, and complement, successful strategies and work to promote gender equality through our projects (gender sensitive / transformative /mainstreaming) 
· Recognising that our projects must be in line with the objectives of funding calls set by our donors and the operational realities of our business model
· Accountability to CARE commitments, such as CI Gender Policy, and Programming Principles

In short, COs were looking to identify ways forward on women’s empowerment that challenged us to genuinely commit to supporting the complex changes involved, and in a way which is consistent with CO strategic directions, country context and operational realities. The approach developed is summarised below.

	
	Women’s Empowerment Programming: an approach
	

	
	· The CO continues to promote gender mainstreaming approaches through all projects, and through improvements to organisational elements such as policies, practices, structures and organisational culture
· Drawing where possible on the analysis underpinning the CO’s long term programs, the CO identifies key issues in the country where change is required to support women’s empowerment, or a Women’s Empowerment thematic priority, or topic eg GBV, MRH, education, economic participation, equal voice etc
· The CO seeks to promote changes along the individual, relations and structures dimension for the selected topics.
· The CO’s contribution to these changes combines:
· Mapping together a range of relevant projects in a purposeful way; ie, a ‘coherent set of initiatives’; and 
· Engagement in networks and in changes promoted by others (Strategic partnerships)
· Capturing outcomes, research and learning from project work to contribute to the evidence base for engagement in legal and policy change/ development / implementation
· Scaling up impact, through advocacy initiatives  
	



The interaction between different streams of work in this approach is illustrated below.
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Indicative focus:
	Gender Mainstreaming [Projects]
· Ongoing strategies to promote gender equity in project benefits through analysis, design, implementation strategies, M&E processes, through all projects / components
· Staff and partner capacities
	Gender Mainstreaming 
[CO Organisational]
Promoting gender equity though:
· CO policies, practices; including recruitment, staff development, promotion, retention
· CO structures
· CO culture, including leadership
· Etc

	WE Programming
· Selected projects address at least two dimensions of the CI WE Framework 
· Involvement in networks, Strategic partnerships
· Mobilising appropriate technical resources, investing in research and analysis
· Advocacy initiatives


Key processes
CARE’s Women’s Empowerment Framework presents an evidence-based theory of the complexity of changes across different dimensions required to support genuine empowerment of women.  For many COs, one of the key challenges in using the framework has been that there has been a long tradition of labelling project activities as ‘women’s empowerment’ when they may be focusing on small, individual changes for women, eg new skills, livelihood options etc.  While work of this kind is positive, it is clear that adopting the CARE’s Women’s Empowerment Framework requires a more purposeful approach to tackle the interlinking changes across different dimensions.  While COs will develop different approaches to this, some key processes involved with the ‘topic’ approach are summarised here.

1. Confirming leadership commitment
A starting point in the approach outlined here is genuine commitment to promoting women’s empowerment, represented through CO senior and programs leadership.  This is needed to ensure there are linkages with other CO strategic directions such as program approaches, partnership and advocacy; to navigate through different funding calls to identify scope for moving forward and to support changes in staff and partner thinking. 

2. Identifying Women’s Empowerment thematic priorities
A second key process is for the CO to explore the question: What are the important women’s empowerment issues in this country that we want to see change in? 

This question could be explored with stand-alone analysis and mapping exercises, to identify priorities and CO niche.  For some COs in the Mekong, this question has been addressed while designing long term programs, drawing on the analysis underpinning processes used to identify program Impact Groups, Impact Goal, UCPs and most importantly, Pathways of Change[footnoteRef:2].  Program Pathways of Change map out changes needed for significant and lasting change [Impact Goal] for the Impact Group.  In doing so, a number of program and context specific women’s empowerment issues or themes emerge as priorities.  This is illustrated in the example outlined in Annex 1. [2:  See related CA documentation Theory of change and Pathways of change] 


In this way, for example, the program Pathways of Change for one program may identify priority changes around gender based violence, sexual and reproductive health, girls’ education and equitable economic participation.  These are important (but not the only important) changes for the impact group identified through the design phase.  As other CO programs are designed, some common priorities across programs emerge, for example gender based violence, sexual and reproductive health, and equitable economic participation.  These priorities are clearly linked with programmatic directions established through program designs, and drawn from CO contextual and stakeholder analysis.  They form the key women’s empowerment priority topics for the CO, and are further refined through identifying the specific contributions CARE will make to the long term program design.

3. Operationalising this approach
To date, some Mekong COs have identified a range of processes to support initiatives along priority women’s empowerment themes.  Current thinking, along with some theoretical examples built around GBV programming, is summarised below.
	Action / area of work
	Indicative Examples

	1. Project alignment

	· Current projects are mapped to key changes identified through the Pathways of Change, and main gaps are identified
	Initial mapping indicates that the CO currently has
· 4 objectives from 3 projects contributing to a reduction in GBV changes at the individual level, across 3 locations
· 3 objectives from 3 projects contributing to a reduction in GBV at the relationship level (engaging with men)

	2. Resource mobilisation

	· Reduction in GBV is prioritised through future funding opportunities
	· An EU NSA call is designed to strengthen GBV reduction work at the relationship level in 2 locations (engaging with religious leaders and older women), as well as other work relevant to the call (eg civil society development) 
· HIV focused project funding is used to support an umbrella group of CSOs focused on health and counselling services for women in urban areas

	· Reduction of GBV is highlighted in donor advocacy and through any flexible funding opportunities
	· A partnership agreement through a CARE member is used to introduce GBV reduction work at the structures level, in one location and at national level (eg legal protections)
· Awareness raising on GBV is conducted for implementing partners on rural development projects

	3. Strategic, non-resource based partnerships

	· The CO maps key stakeholders and assesses entry points for strategic partnerships focusing on relevant outcomes 
	· A program coordinator becomes active in an INGO network committed to legal reforms around GBV
· The ACDP works closely with UN Women in the design of their national research project exploring incidence and service response to GBV, to ensure the research scope includes program impact groups
· Relationships with relevant government agencies and INGOs are established, to sharing programming experiences and results achieved

	4. Scaling up impact through advocacy initiatives 

	· The CO maps and plans opportunities to scale up impact, and contributes to CI global advocacy initiatives
	· A replicable model of package of services meeting minimum standards to respond to rape is developed in collaboration with the Dept of Social Welfare and Dept of Health at national level
· Evidence of the incidence of rape in marriage developed through project work is used to influence legal reforms 
· A project manager provides hands on support to a local NGO developing a shadow CEDAW report, highlighting legal barriers around GBV

	5. Technical approaches

	· Strengths in technical approaches developed are mapped, and priorities for future development are identified
	· The CO mobilises a 12 month GBV technical advisor, to deepen staff understanding, develop new projects and document good practice
· The CO accesses research and lessons learned from other stakeholders to inform programming



Implications
While progress on this approach to women’s empowerment programming is in its infancy, some implications which emerge include:
· Critical importance of maintaining work on related elements - gender mainstreaming at the project and CO organisational levels.  COs will promote gender mainstreaming (or gender integration) for all projects,  to ensure projects respond to an recognise the different needs, rights and contributions of women and men; to promote gender equitable benefits; and to respond to any unexpected negative implications for women and men, regardless of the topic or sectoral focus of the project.  This means that gender mainstreaming will continue across all phases of the project cycle, through elements such as the project situation analysis, gender analysis, project design and logframe, project monitoring and evaluation, activity planning, phasing, staffing structure, scheduling, partnership development etc. 
Similarly, the CO’s commitment to gender equality will mean progress at the CO-organisational level is also required, for example reviewing internal decision making structures; HR policies; practice around recruitment, promotion and staff development; staff and partner attitudes and values; organisational culture and leadership etc.   This is important to ensure we are translating our own beliefs into practice, to support our programming efforts and to maintain credibility with external players.
· Recognition that not all elements of all projects will contribute to change on a women’s empowerment topic – some will be focused on other elements of changes identified in program designs.  Some Mekong COs have set targets around this, eg at least 40% of projects address at least 2 elements of a CO priority women’s empowerment topic.  For other projects, or components of some projects, the emphasis will remain on gender transformative approaches; however they will not claim to form part of the CO’s commitment to Women’s Empowerment.  This may require clear communication strategies with staff teams, partners and CI Members managing funding opportunities.
· Considering technical leadership on women’s empowerment priority topics.  Depending on CO structure, this is likely to be extended beyond Gender Advisor roles, to include other technical or program management positions. 

Annex 1: Women’s Empowerment topics and Program Pathways of Change
The example on the next page illustrates a summary of the Pathways of Change for a long term program. This diagram is best read from the bottom to the top, and note that:
· The orange boxes at the bottom of the page are the identified Domains of Change
· Boxes above the domains represent the Pathways of Change, which map out the changes needed over a 10 – 15 year to achieve significant and lasting change for the Impact Group, as defined in the Impact Goal.
· Boxes shaded purple show where analysis has identified key areas of change reflecting priority women’s empowerment topics or issues for this program
· The purple box at the top right summarises the topics identified.
· A future step will provide more specific direction for WE programming, ie clarify CARE’s contributions to these themes in the medium term.
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