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About t hReskhNEll)eWdys out of Poverty
Food Insecurity” (AVE)

The aim of the accompanying research project, funded by the German Federal Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) since 2015, initially as part of the special
initiative “ONE WORLD without Hunger” (SEWOH) and now as part of the special initiative
“Transformation of Agricultural and Food Systems” (SI AGER), is to develop
recommendations for German government development cooperation (DC) on measures that
can be taken to reach poor, vulnerable and food-insecure population groups in order to
effectively and sustainably improve their situation.

In its first phase (2015-2020), the project focused on land rights, land access and land use,
social security and the inclusion of poor population groups in value chains. With a focus on
holistic agricultural support, access to financial services for poor smallholder farmers and
school meals as a contribution to poverty reduction and social protection, the second phase of
the research project ran until the end of 2023. At the beginning of 2024, feminist development
cooperation became the central focus of the research. The primary goal here is to identify
gender-transformative approaches and effects and to examine how different development
cooperation organisations deal with the issue. The sectoral focus of the research project on
agriculture, access to land, food security and agricultural financing, and rural development
remains the same as before.

The research project was and is located at the interface between the specific conditions of
poverty and food insecurity on the one hand and the — possibly inadequate — instruments of
development cooperation on the other. Building on the analysis of previous problems with
reaching the aforementioned target groups through development cooperation and successful
examples of poverty reduction, promising projects (good practices) are to be identified and
examined in detail. It is important to analyse the circumstances of each success in detail, in
order to identify the conditions for a transfer to a broader range of development cooperation
measures in other situations and countries and to make them available to those responsible at
the BMZ and with implementing organisations as well as to NGOs, knowing full well that
there can be no blueprints in development cooperation.

From the outset in 2015, the consistent consideration and examination of gender aspects have
played an important role in the AVE research project, as one out of three cross-cutting topics
alongside socio-cultural aspects of development and the participation of the affected or
involved population groups in all decision-making about their living conditions. From
literature research to the design and implementation of field research to the formulation of
conclusions and recommendations, the living conditions of women — mainly female farmers
— with their wishes and potentials, the discrimination, obstacles and problems they face, their
involvement in project measures and the project’s impact on them have been a major issue of
AVE. In the course of the on-site investigations, women farmers and groups of women were
explicitly interviewed, and women were also deployed as interviewers wherever possible, in
order to gain unbiased insight into women’s perspectives and opinions.

Vul
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Summary

The gender debate and the willingness to implement gender-transformative measures in
development cooperation projects received a new boost from the BMZ Strategy on Feminist
Development Policy (2023a) and the Guidelines for Feminist Foreign Policy (2023) issued by
the Federal Foreign Office — although the latter were withdrawn with the change of
government in 2025. The research project “Ways out of Poverty, Vulnerability and Food
Insecurity” (AVE) at the Institute for Development and Peace (INEF) at the University of
Duisburg-Essen examined the practical effects of the BMZ strategy to date. The conclusions of
the research project presented here are the result of surveys of development cooperation
organisations, the explicit examination of good practice projects on gender-transformative
effects, and the results of previous research phases of the project (2015-2023). Throughout all
phases the project focused on rural areas, so that despite a broader understanding of gender
within the project context, the analyses focused on women and men or girls and boys as
relevant gender categories.

The BMZ’s strategy Feminist Development Policy — For Just and Strong Societies Worldwide
(2023a) is concretised in four fields of action: strengthening the “3 Rs” (resources,
representation, rights), anchoring in the BMZ portfolio, strengthening international alliances,
and setting a “good example”. According to our research findings, there is a gap between the
strategy’s objectives and their implementation in reality. However, strengthening the “3 Rs”
has already being practised in many areas of development cooperation before. For example,
many development projects are working to improve women’s access to resources and
strengthen their rights with regard to land access and land ownership.

In order to achieve gender-transformative effects, a sound knowledge of the socio-cultural
conditions at country, regional and local level is necessary, because change of gender relations
is closely linked to socio-cultural change. However, socio-culturally savvy professionals are
rarely hired, and training in this field tends to be rather superficial, not least because of other
priorities for funding. Furthermore, those responsible for gender aspects in projects are often
not adequately trained for dealing with socio-cultural or gender aspects and perform these
tasks as a secondary activity with insufficient allocation of time.

Another identified shortcoming is the involvement and promotion of civil society
organisations, which are often merely subcontracted as service providers for measures instead
of being promoted as equal partners with their own goals. This reproduces existing power
asymmetries instead of adequately promoting existing development potential.

The study spells out recommendations for action for gender-transformative development
policy in six areas that are particularly relevant in terms of impact: land, value chains, donor
capacities, partner structures, changing social norms, gender stereotypes and roles, and other
areas that complement these (e.g. social security systems). Our comprehensive
recommendations are set out in detail in Chapter 3 and in condensed form in Chapter 4,
among other things in a figure. We would like to begin by presenting some overarching
considerations and conclusions that form the framework for the specific recommendations:

1. Feminist approaches and gender-transformative development policy are on the
defensive internationally. Ultra-conservative and traditional models of gender relations are
gaining ground. In view of the headwinds against a human rights-based approach that
includes women and people with diverse gender identities as equals, an orderly retreat cannot
be the option of choice. At the same time it should not be a matter of spreading liberal or
postcolonial ideas around the world in a missionary fashion. Gender-transformative politics



Karin Gaesing / Frank Bliss / Carolin Rosenberg

only works if it represents a joint, dialogue-oriented project between partners. Based on socio-
cultural analyses, careful consideration must be given to the wording that best suits a dialogue
on equal terms within different regional, religious and traditional value contexts.

2. The current cuts in financial resources for development cooperation are also affecting
gender measures and the employment of gender specialists. However, their activities should
be seen as an integral part of projects and not as an optional extra. In other words: Even in
times of tight budgets and declining funding in the field of development cooperation, gender-
transformative approaches are far more than just “a nice to have”. As the past few decades
have shown, they are at the heart of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) and must be implemented, especially among the poorest of the poor and among
populations affected by food insecurity. Greater public access to and transparent,
international exchange on gender analyses can help to avoid duplication of work and create
space for in-depth and socio-culturally informed studies. At the same time, gender focal
persons and comparable positions must be seen as a primary task and not as an additional
function. Attention must also be paid to ensuring that those holding these positions have the
appropriate qualifications and further training.

3. Gender competence naturally also plays a central role in partner structures at the macro
level of government, the meso-level of societies and communities, and the micro-level of
projects, households, and individuals. Gender must not be misunderstood as a “women’s
issue”. Instead, male actors must also be involved at all levels. Civil society structures should
be strengthened not only through short- or medium-term project work but also structurally
and in the long term. In addition, credible mediators such as traditional and religious
authorities should also be involved, provided they are open-minded towards gender-
transformative efforts and do not pursue traditional worldviews. At the same time, the
promotion of civil society and traditional actors must not lead to the state being relieved of its
responsibilities.

4. Overcoming poverty and food insecurity, especially in rural areas, is closely linked to
land as the most important resource from a gender-equitable perspective. Appropriate land
rights, which promote land titles for married couples, are central to this. In addition to modern
land rights, traditional land rights must also be taken into account through locally adapted
solutions. Finally, in view of the dramatic climate crisis, training in agro-ecological and
climate-adapted farming methods is necessary.

5. The promotion of value chains is particularly promising if it focuses on areas in which
women play an important role. This can only be determined with the help of early gender
analyses. In addition to promoting women’'s organisations, it is also important to contribute
to the empowerment of women in mixed-gender organisations.
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1. Intial Situation and Challenges

The gender debate and the willingness to implement gender-transformative measures in the
context of development cooperation projects received a new boost from the BMZ Strategy on
Feminist Development Policy (2023a) and the Guidelines for Feminist Foreign Policy (2023),
issued by the Federal Foreign Office — although the latter were withdrawn with the change of
government in 2025. This was confirmed almost unanimously in interviews conducted by the
AVE team with representatives of state development cooperation organisations and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) as well as with individuals who have been working on
gender issues for many years. Nevertheless, the results of our study show that in many
organisations, including international ones, the term “feminist” is viewed critically and is not
used, primarily out of consideration for local partner organisations. Instead, there is talk of
greater inclusion of women and minorities or of gender-transformative effects that are to be
achieved in their favour (Gaesing et al. 2025).

The research findings, conclusions and recommendations presented in this report
regarding the implementation of gender-transformative approaches (GTA) in development
cooperation are the result of a two-stage study conducted by the AVE research project of the
Institute for Development and Peace (INEF) at the University of Duisburg-Essen: First, in 2024,
a broad-based study was conducted among German development cooperation organisations
and NGOs, international development cooperation organisations, development banks and
regional development cooperation organisations to assess the status quo of GTA
implementation in their proceedings. As in our previous studies from 2015 to 2023, the focus
was on rural areas, with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) stating that
83.7% of the world’s poor live in rural areas. In addition, 28% of the global rural population
live in poverty, compared to only 6.6% of the global urban population (UNDP 2024: 1).

Following the surveys by development cooperation organisations, field studies were
conducted from the end of 2024 to August 2025 in the course of designated good-practice
projects, i.e. projects that can already demonstrate gender-transformative impacts or at least
intend to do so by way of their approaches, methods, and indicators.

The conclusions for this report were drawn not only from the last research phase (2024/25),
which was explicitly focused on gender-transformative approaches, but also from the first two
research phases which yielded important findings on the achievement of gender goals that
have been incorporated into the report.

The topical focus of our study has always been on issues that are important for overcoming
poverty, vulnerability and food insecurity in most of the poorer countries: long-term access to
land, the provision of financial services, participation in value chains (VC), and social
protection systems in contexts where people cannot be reached through participation in
economic measures.

The bulk of research since 2015 has taken place in sub-Saharan Africa, with a focus on
countries such as Ethiopia, Benin, Kenya, Madagascar, Zambia and — as long as travel was still
possible for security reasons — Burkina Faso and Mali. Other countries of focus were Cambodia
in Southeast Asia and Uzbekistan in Central Asia. As a result of the search for and analysis of
good-practices, 45 comprehensive AVE studies and 34 good-practice brief papers were
produced in the course of the research project (2015-2025).

Our work on the research project is always based on an inclusive, non-binary
understanding of gender that recognizes the existence of diverse gender identities and sexual
orientations. However, in our empirical studies we focus on the categories female/male
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because they continue to dominate, especially in rural societies, and thus shape development
cooperation programmes and projects aimed at poverty reduction and food security in rural
areas. At the same time, the research project focuses primarily on women and girls as a
marginalised group, as they represent the largest discriminated group worldwide. Another
important category in the field of agriculture and rural development is disadvantaged socio-
cultural and indigenous population groups, such as landless and disadvantaged ethnic
minorities.

With regard to gender-transformative approaches, the findings of the AVE research project
mainly highlight four areas with their challenges and solutions, which will be topically
introduced below.

(1) Land is the essential resource for food production and income generation in rural areas.
As noted by the FAO (2023: 22), women produce and process a large proportion of food. In
sub-Saharan Africa, for example, 66% of women and 60% of men are active in so-called
agrifood systems, i.e. in agricultural and food systems or along the entire value chains of food
crops. In South Asia the figure is as high as 71% of women compared to 47% of men. However,
in many societies these women do not have rights of disposal over land and food. In many
cases men also reserve the right to use the money obtained from any sales. Only female-
headed households have sole decision-making power which, according to the World Bank
(n.d.), accounted for 20% to 25% of rural households in many African countries. However,
these households face other obstacles. For example, the gender gap between female- and male-
headed farms in terms of land productivity is 24% (FAO 2023: 22).

The issue of land therefore explicitly demonstrates the importance of integrating the “3 Rs”
(rights, resources and representation), with resources and rights taking precedence over
representation in this context.

(2) The promotion of value chains (VCs) will continue to be seen as an effective means of
boosting economic development and food security in the future. The potential for this is
particularly great in Africa, given the low productivity of agriculture in many places,
insufficient contributions to water and soil protection, and the low level of the processing of
agricultural products. However, there are still justified doubts as to whether poor and
marginalised population groups and women are adequately included in VCs or benefit from
their promotion (Kaplan et al. 2016). Individual examples, such as our studies on Benin, Ghana
and Uzbekistan, also show the great employment potential that exists, at least in the informal
sector, for well-chosen products, especially for women. It has been found that an early
comparative gender analysis of different VCs in a country is well placed to identify those VCs
whose promotion can have a particularly positive impact on women and may be open enough
to allow even very poor women to participate actively.

(3) Institutional aspects play an important role in the implementation of gender-
transformative goals. Almost all development cooperation organisations and their local
partner organisations have gender experts and gender departments in place to plan, support
and implement measures to promote gender equality. In addition to human resources, tools
have also been developed to decipher the highly complex structural change in the area of
socio-cultural norms and factors and to operationalize it for development cooperation. The
Quadrants of Change analysis and planning tool, developed in 2017, is used by GIZ, among
others, to develop starting points for gender-effective, gender-transformative measures at the
individual, relational, socio-cultural, and structural levels.
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In government development cooperation practice, a large proportion of funds goes to third
parties such as the World Food Programme (WFP), which Germany aims to support with its
experience in implementing its own gender goals. For example, the results of the INEF studies
on home-grown school feeding in Ethiopia, Benin and Cambodia were directly incorporated
into new WEP projects financed by the BMZ.

Cooperation with civil society organisations is cited in the gender strategies of BMZ (2023a)
and GIZ (2025) as an important institutional prerequisite for successful gender-transformative
development cooperation contributions. Development policy practice fully confirms this, but
in practice such organisations are often only used to implement measures and are subject to
German administrative rules without addressing their own goals and rules.

(4) Last but not least, the implementation of gender-transformative objectives focuses on
changing social norms, gender stereotypes and roles that create and perpetuate gender
inequalities. Discriminatory norms find expression by attitudes and ways of behaviour, such
as when land ownership is reserved for men, domestic and care work is considered a “female”
task, or income and wealth are controlled solely by men. The Gender Social Norms Index (GSNI),
which covers 85% of the world’s population, shows how deeply gender prejudices are
entrenched worldwide: almost 90% of all men and women harbour fundamental prejudices
against women (UNDP 2023: 4). Around a quarter consider violence against women to be
justified, and almost 50% believe that men make better political leaders than women (UNDP
2023: 8). It is important to note that (gender) norms must always be understood in the context
of the respective socio-cultural environment. Sustainable progress in gender equality requires
that change processes do not focus exclusively on women and girls but are understood as a
task for society as a whole. However, the desired changes in norms and behaviour often face
the challenge of (initial) incomprehension or even resistance by the target group. At the same
time, the associated social change is a long-term process that exceeds the usual project
duration of three to six years.
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2. Desired Goals, Approaches anc
Transformative Devel opment Cc

By the publication of the strategy Feminist Development Policy — For Just and Strong Societies
Worldwide (BMZ 2023a) in March 2023 the BMZ established a new overarching political
framework for achieving gender equality in the context of German government development
cooperation.

The BMZ’s feminist development policy pursues an explicitly gender-transformative
approach (BMZ 2023a: 17). The goal is not only to alleviate the symptoms of gender inequality
but also to identify and change its structural causes, which stem from patriarchal power
relations. This includes, among other things, unequal social norms and practices,
discriminatory attitudes, gender roles and stereotypes, and discriminatory laws. To be
considered gender-transformative, an approach must address and break down these causes
at the individual and interpersonal level as well as at the societal and systemic level.

Furthermore, the BMZ recognises that an intersectional perspective on social inequalities
is needed (BMZ 2023a: 16). People experience different forms of discrimination based on
personal characteristics such as age, gender (identity), socio-economic status, ethnicity,
religion, disability or sexual orientation. At the same time, new forms of discrimination arise
from the intersection of these characteristics.

Furthermore, the BMZ strategy formulates the aspiration to pursue a postcolonial and anti-
racist approach that aims to dismantle colonial continuities and racist patterns of thinking in
development cooperation, to critically reflect on its own role and position of power, and to
establish an equal partnership between the Global South and the Global North (BMZ
2023a: 11).

The BMZ's feminist development cooperation strategy is specified in four fields of action
which are explained in more detail in the strategy paper and summarised in Figure 1 (BMZ
2023a: 22-33).

In terms of content, the internationally established “3 Rs ” approach (resources,
representation, rights) forms the central starting point for implementing feminist
development policy. This approach focuses on ensuring women’s equal access to and control
of resources, on strengthening their representation in political and social decision-making
structures, on dismantling discriminatory laws and norms, and on strengthening their rights.
The strengthening of the “3 Rs” is to be anchored in programme planning and implementation
in all regions and sectors (BMZ 2023a: 22-28).

Objectives and key measures for implementing the “3 Rs” approach in the fields of food
security, agriculture and rural development — the focal topics of the AVE research project —
are further elaborated in the Third Development Policy Action Plan on Gender Equality (GAP III)
for the years 2023 to 2027. The overarching goal is defined as the realisation of the human right
to food for all people, with particular attention to the specific needs of women, children and
young people (Goal 1). Another key concern is to promote women’s equal access to productive
resources such as land, water and capital (Goal 2). This includes the right to own and inherit
land, as well as access to credit, agricultural inputs, vocational training, market information,
(digital) technologies and mechanisation. In addition, the transparency and accessibility of
information on land rights and use is to be promoted through the use of digital technologies.
At the same time, the goal is to increase the involvement of women in decision-making
processes — at the local, the national and the international level (Goal 3).



Gender-Transformative Approaches in Development Cooperation

Figure 1: The four fields of action for feminist development policy according to the BMZ Strategy
2023 (authors’ own representation).
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To this end, support will be provided for the establishment and strengthening of local
networks, (agricultural) cooperatives and other organisational structures where women are
equally represented. Furthermore, with regard to land and water use, the special role of
smallholder farmers and indigenous groups is recognised, whose rights to consultation, free,
informed consent and access to grievance mechanisms are to be strengthened in line with
international standards such as ILO Convention 169, the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention
of 1989. Measures to improve the climate resilience of agricultural households, particularly
through social security systems, complement the BMZ’s approach. In addition, GAP III
focuses on promoting decent working conditions, wages that are sufficient for making a living,
and fair remuneration in agricultural value chains (BMZ 2023b: 16-17).

Box 1: Gender-sensitive — gender-responsive — gender-transformative

The BMZ explicitly acknowledges in GAP III that it is not possible to implement gender-
transformative approaches in every context. In some country contexts, gender-sensitive or
gender-responsive measures should already be considered a success (BMZ 2023b: 3).

Gender-sensitive approaches recognise gender-specific inequalities but do not specifically
address the specific needs of each gender.

Gender-responsive approaches identify gender-specific needs and take them fully into
account for the design of projects.

Only if structural changes are sought, supported and achieved, i.e. if social awareness of
gender inequalities is created and, building on this, the underlying causes such as
discriminatory laws, social norms, and gender stereotypes are changed we can speak of
gender-transformative approaches or effects in development cooperation.
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However, the goals formulated by the strategy and in the context of their implementation
often diverge in reality, as clearly shown by the results of the state-of-the-art study on gender-
transformative approaches (Gaesing et al. 2025) which will be taken up in the discussion
below.

I mpl ementat iRsn” ofRetshoeu r“c3e s, Representation

While the label “feminist” is often viewed critically and has sometimes led to polarised public
discourses (see Chapter 1; also Gaesing et al. 2025d), the focus on the “3 Rs” is largely
compatible even in more difficult country contexts. With regard to the attitudes of the German
population, this was recently confirmed by the DEval Opinion Monitor on Development Policy
2024 which attested to a greater consensus on the content of feminist development
cooperation, especially the strengthening of the “3 Rs”, compared to the feminist label
(Schneider et al. 2024).

Against the backdrop of an increasingly critical public perception of German development
policy, the “3 Rs” offer a comprehensible and action-oriented frame of reference — not only in
the domestic political discourse but also for cooperation with partner governments, civil
society actors and international organisations. They facilitate the communication of complex
gender equality policy goals and promote common ground, even in contexts where the
feminist narrative and (to much lesser extent) gender-transformative objectives are met with
reservations.

In addition, our numerous interviews and on-site studies on various development
cooperation projects (see list of AVE publications, p. 35-39) show that the promotion of
women'’s rights, resources and representation is already firmly established in many places.
Even before the BMZ strategy on feminist development cooperation was published, numerous
projects were already working along these lines — for example, through targeted measures to
strengthen women’s access to land, their rights with regard to land ownership and
inheritance, and their general public representation. There are a variety of approaches and
mechanisms of action here that current and future projects can build on.

Context Sensitivity

A key concern of the BMZ strategy is to take greater account of the respective country context
when planning and implementing development cooperation projects. According to the paper,
this requires “[a]n in-depth understanding of the specific context and intensive dialogue with
partners” (BMZ 2023a: 17). This is particularly important for the implementation of gender-
transformative approaches that aim at changing existing power relations, social norms and
cultural practices. They require a sound knowledge of the social, political and cultural context
in each case, of prevailing patterns of thought and behaviour, and of local authorities who
must be addressed as important agents of change. At the same time, it is important to proceed
with the planning and implementation of projects with the necessary degree of sensitivity —
especially if the formulated postcolonial and power-critical claim is to be taken seriously.

In practice, however, the demand for context sensitivity is often only inadequately met or
met with delay. Socio-cultural context analyses — if they are carried out at all — are often only
conducted after the project has begun or are limited to a minimum in terms of scope and depth
of analysis. There is also a lack of the necessary involvement of specialist expertise, for
example from the religious, cultural and social sciences, as well as of local experts.
Systematically collected and processed socio-cultural data — along with gender data - is also
often insufficiently available. Yet it is precisely this kind of information that is essential for
realistic and context-sensitive project planning and implementation. This is sometimes

and Ri
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compounded by insufficient knowledge of the country and socio-cultural sensitivity on the
part of staff.

This lack of consideration for the specific context cannot be compensated for by existing
training courses for experts, such as those offered by the Academy for International
Cooperation (AIZ) to the GIZ in Bonn. Previously, courses on regional studies and
preparatory language lessons, which lasted several weeks and were offered by predecessor
organisations of the AIZ, have been reduced to a few days or hours. Similarly, German NGOs
have also reduced their country preparation for experts.

Gender Competence and Institutional Anchoring

A crucial element of the feminist development policy strategy is the development of internal
gender competence and the establishment of institutional structures that enable for the
systematic implementation of gender-transformative projects.

In reality, this aspiration has so far fallen short of the targets. Not only is there a lack of
qualified personnel with sound gender expertise, but there is also a lack of a clear structure of
responsibility for gender among development cooperation organisations. Gender
responsibilities are often assigned alongside other tasks and, in practice, are frequently given
only secondary priority. For example, within the framework of German government
development cooperation and in many NGO country programmes, gender focal persons are
very often not in charge of gender issues on a full-time basis, but only in a supplementary
function, according to their job descriptions. In some cases observed with projects, these roles
are even assigned as “voluntary” activities.

The background paper on feminist development policy for the Fourth Gender Equality
Report of the German Federal Government also confirms our observations that, although feminist
development cooperation (FemDC) has been made a priority by the BMZ’s departmental
management, the implementation of approaches to promote greater gender equality in
partner countries is often carried out as an additional task, usually by junior staff (Bode 2025).
Alternatively, local experts are entrusted with this task, while senior experts sent from
Germany seek access to the management level of the partner side for the core contributions of
development cooperation projects.

The actual consideration of gender issues and the intensity with which they are addressed
in bilateral German development cooperation, like with many international organisations,
often depends on how management staff position themselves at the respective level, e.g.
regarding project and programme preparation with regard to the consequences of gender
analyses, regarding the classification of projects according to OECD criteria, regarding
Monitoring and Evaluation (M+E) with regard to the consistent consideration of gender
contributions, or through their own participation in training events.

Prioritising Gender in Project Planning and Budgeting

The BMZ'’s feminist strategy calls for the targeted allocation of project funds to projects that
contribute to gender equality and provides for a continuous increase in financial resources
over time, i.e. a quantitative increase in projects with GG1 and GG2 codes in accordance with
the OECD-DAC Gender Equality Marker GE1 and GE2.

In reality, however, development cooperation faces extensive cuts that jeopardise this
objective or make it seem unrealistic. In the 2025 federal budget, for example, the BMZ’s
budget was reduced by 8% to €10.28 billion (VENRO 2025a). According to the draft for 2026,

it is set to fall again by 3% to €9.94 billion
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result in “fewer new and fewer long-term projects [...] being possible” (VENRO 2025a: 1;
aut hor s’ o whThisis problethatid insefan as the impact of gender-transformative
approaches often only becomes apparent in the long run, is almost always complex and rarely
follows a linear path. This is soon impeded by shorter project cycles, financial uncertainties
and increasing pressure to “prove” effectiveness.

The financing of gender measures should not be seen as an additional expense but must be
an integral part of any project planning. This must also take into account additional planning
costs, such as those arising from a comprehensive socio-cultural analysis of the project context.
However, gender budgets are often insufficiently reported and/or are already the first to be
affected by cuts. If German governmental and non-governmental development cooperation
as a whole is to move significantly towards more gender-transformative effects, additional
financial resources must be mobilised for this purpose. In line with Germany’s commitment
to the One for One Rule - as stipulated in the coalition agreement — which states that for every
Euro spent on defence, one Euro more should be invested in development cooperation,
humanitarian aid or diplomacy, this should be reflected by expanded budgets (Bode 2025). If,
on the other hand, it is accepted at the political level that Germany is shirking these
obligations, as is clearly evident from the 2025 and 2026 budgets, then other areas may have
to be cut back in favour of a gender-transformative orientation.

Regardless of this, the question arises as to whether gender markers under the OECD
GG1/GEL1 should continue to be assigned as generously as before. The pressure exerted by
politicians on implementing organisations to avoid classifying projects as GGO has led to a
devaluation of the GG1/GE1 category, as noted in a background paper to the Fourth Gender
Equality Report of the German Federal Government (Bode 2025). Even if an indicator is provided,
the promotion of gender equality is very often only a secondary objective with many projects,
which is frequently and mostly relatively inconsequentially shifted to the background in the
course of implementation. However, this does not only apply to German development
cooperation but was also criticised in many interviews with regard to the practices of
international organisations.

International Alliances and Knowledge Exchange

By its feminist development cooperation strategy, the BMZ also aims at strengthening
knowledge transfer, networks and international alliances. However, this field of action
remains underdeveloped in terms of implementation.

There are already promising initiatives such as the OECD-DAC Network on Gender Equality
(Gendernet), the Gender-Transformative Approaches in Rural Development (SNRD GTA-RD)
working group of the GIZ Sector Network Rural Development (SNRD) Africa, and sector-specific
platforms such as CasheWomen, in which German development cooperation is actively
involved or which are supported by it. These examples demonstrate the potential of joint
exchange and learning processes, but there is a lack of systematic, long-term support for such
structures. Their visibility in the general development policy debate is also low.

One structural obstacle is the project-based logic of German development cooperation,
which does little to build long-term institutional capacities. Yet promoting platforms and
learning spaces can help to anchor gender-transformative approaches beyond individual
projects in a sustainable manner.

In addition, the public availability of relevant information — such as environmental and
gender analyses or methodological guidelines — is often limited. The systematic exchange of
experience on proven methods and instruments is insufficient, either between individual
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development cooperation organisations or within them. This not only leads to avoidable
efficiency losses — for example, through the repeated development of similar analyses and
approaches — but it also means that successful models and innovations are often not scaled up
or transferred to new contexts. As a result, valuable knowledge remains untapped, learning
processes remain fragmented, and the impact of transformative approaches is limited beyond
the immediate project context.

Involvement of Civil Society

With its focus on feminist and de-colonial development policy, the BMZ is also expressing its
desire to work more closely than before with (local) civil society actors, in particular women’s
rights, LGBTQI+ and other human rights organisations. Not only does it want to expand
funding for local (feminist) civil society and grassroots organisations, but it also wants to
increasingly incorporate civil society perspectives and local knowledge into policy dialogue,
strategy processes and project implementation (BMZ 2023b: 26).

A look at the distribution of funds and the modalities of cooperation with local civil society
in particular shows that there is a considerable need for action. In the period 2022-2023, only
around 0.7% of gender-related ODA funds (GG1 or GG2 category in German development
cooperation; GE Gender Equality Markers according to OECD DAC) worldwide went to
women-led and women’s rights organisations (OECD n.d.). In the case of German ODA
expenditure, the proportion is even lower, at only around 0.2% of gender-related ODA funds
(ibid.).

Furthermore, civil society organisations are still predominantly seen as passive recipients
of funding and subordinate implementation partners rather than as equal partners when it
comes to the design and implementation of projects.

Moreover, cooperation tends to take place with well-organised, to a certain extent
professionalised organisations which often originate from urban centres, whereas grassroots
organisations and those from rural areas in particular remain underrepresented.

One reason for this is that smaller organisations often lack the necessary resources, whether
in terms of personnel, time or administrative capacity, to cope with the high level of
bureaucracy involved in funding practices. The resulting lack of diversity in civil society
voices and their tendency towards symbolic participation in decision-making and
implementation processes not only leads to a reproduction of existing power asymmetries but
can also undermine the effectiveness and, in particular, the sustainability of development
cooperation projects, due to a lack of contextualisation and localisation.

In addition, currently there are very few open budget lines that do not specify activities in
advance but allow for context-sensitive design with the participation of national and local
actors.

The shortcomings mentioned above show that there is still room for improvement in many
areas when it comes to implementing feminist and gender-transformative development
cooperation. Concrete implementation possibilities and options for action derived from the
empirical findings of the AVE research project are presented in the following chapter.
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3.l mplementati dBm sBrdo Eamspai lrsi c al
Findings

Referring to the analysis of the objectives and approaches for implementing gender-
transformative approaches as well as factors hindering implementation presented in the
previous chapter, this chapter highlights ways of achieving gender-transformative effects in
different socio-cultural contexts. The implementation proposals are based on interviews with
employees of development cooperation organisations and representatives of their local
partner structures, on the authors” own long years of experience in development cooperation,
and on empirical studies of good-practice case studies in the field. Detailed reports on most of
these approaches are available in the form of AVE studies, good-practice project studies and
analysis and recommendation papers (see list of AVE publications, p. 35-39).

Our research identified the following approaches as important and effective when it comes
to combating poverty, vulnerability and food insecurity, and achieving gender equality. We
consider access to farmland and opportunities for its promotion to be one of the most
important factors in rural areas that can enable gender-transformative effects. Building on the
agricultural use of land, integration into the promotion of VCs can very effectively support
women and other marginalised groups. In both fields, however, a number of obstacles need
to be overcome, depending on the socio-cultural context.

Across all sectors, institutional approaches on the part of donors and partners that promote
gender equality in different socio-cultural contexts are addressed. Methodological approaches
to changing social norms at target group level are also presented across sectors but are most
effective within the framework of existing rural development projects or programmes. Finally,
individual recommendations are formulated that do not fall into the five main categories but
are nevertheless important for achieving gender equality.

3.1 Land Access and Land Rights for Women

Women in rural areas are largely engaged in agriculture, but numerous obstacles prevent
them from realising their full potential and often from reaping the benefits of their work. Our
analysis of this situation has led us to the following priority recommendations:

= Support for the implementation of gender-equitable formal land rights should pay
particular attention to gender aspects, as purely technical assistance does not automatically
benefit women. In many African countries there exist traditional land rights alongside formal
land rights. Under formal land and family law, women are quite often equal to men, i.e. both
sexes can inherit and own land. However, implementation in practice is often slow. In many
places, laws and regulations are unknown to men, but especially to women, and justice is
administered by traditional authorities — usually male — who follow a traditional, often
uncodified and correspondingly restrictive interpretation of land law that sees land as
belonging to men.

By integrating three measures, land governance projects have the opportunity to bring
about gender transformation. (1) As a prerequisite, it is important to inform women and men
— i.e. usually farmers — about the formal law. In addition, members of traditional and state
courts, the police and other influential persons and institutions must also be aware of the law.
The involvement of civil society organisations can be helpful here. (2) Participatory and, above
all, transparent implementation of land surveying and title registration is necessary to ensure
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that marginalised groups, women, and the poorest households are not disadvantaged. (3)
Training and raising awareness among agency staff at the working level of equal treatment of
men and women in land matters prevents women from being dismissed or their concerns
from being considered unimportant.

Examples from Ethiopia, Madagascar and Malawi examined by INEF (Bliss 2025b, Gaesing
2025a and 2025b, Gaesing/Gutema 2022) show in different socio-cultural settings how
development cooperation can successfully support local authorities with implementing
gender-equitable land rights with effective approaches.

Box 2: The Stand for Her Land Campaign in Ethiopia

Stand for Her Land (S4HL) is a global coalition of NGOs working to promote land rights for
women. International organisations such as LANDESA and the International Land Coalition
work closely with national NGO coalitions. In Ethiopia, the local NGO Habitat for Humanity
coordinates 20 other NGOs which primarily carry out information campaigns and training
courses in sometimes remote rural areas. The purpose of their work is to inform the relevant
government officials, farmers, traditional and religious leaders, and local judicial bodies about
the formal law which treats men and women equally and requires joint land titles for married
couples, and to promote its implementation.

According to the GIZ, S4HL has been receiving €6.2 million of BMZ funding since 2021 and
works closely with the GIZ’s global project on land governance in Ethiopia.

= The inheritance of land by women and girls, the registration of spouses in the land
certificate and the equal division of land in the event of divorce have gender-transformative
effects. In the event of widowhood or divorce, women with formal certificates are no longer
left destitute, as they were under traditional law, but can earn a living by farming their own
plots of land. Land titles strengthen their position vis-a-vis their husbands, brothers and in-
laws. This gives women a greater say in both family and society and boosts their self-
confidence. Women with secure land rights are also less vulnerable and dependent on violent
partners and are more likely to be able to free themselves from such marriages. Overall, there
has been a decline in polygamy, at least regionally, partly as a result of the new land law
(Gaesing 2025a).

A joint land title for married couples, as is now almost the norm in Ethiopia, for example,
creates land security for women not only in marriage but especially for divorced and widowed
women. It guarantees them a say in all land transactions within the marriage, because by law
they must sign together with their husbands when leasing, selling or mortgaging the land.
The joint signature must not be optional. In the event of divorce or the death of their husbands,
women can no longer be evicted from the land jointly farmed during the marriage and sent
away destitute but can continue to use it.

= In regions where individual land titles are not issued in accordance with formal land
law, local solutions must be sought that guarantee women long-term or lifelong land use.
In West African countries in particular it is customary for men to give their wives a piece of
land to cultivate when they marry them. This land can be taken away from the woman at will
and be exchanged for another piece of land, for example, although according to our own
research, the Peulh (Fulbe or Fulani) in Benin are an exception to this rule. There, women
receive the land given to them by their husbands for life and it is not taken away from them




Karin Gaesing / Frank Bliss / Carolin Rosenberg

even in the event of divorce or the death of their husbands (Gaesing/Bliss 2019). In the
neighbouring villages of the Bariba in northern Benin, women restored the fertility of their
previously depleted fields through soil and water conservation measures. After yields
increased, many men reclaimed the fields for themselves. In public discussions in the village,
moderated by project staff, women complained about this practice. Making the discussion
about land public can be beneficial, as shown by this example, where after much discussion it
is now considered inappropriate for a man to take back land that his wife has made fertile
through soil and water conservation measures (Bliss 2025a).

Box 3: Secured Land Rights for Women in Northern Ghana — Even Without Formal Land
Titles

In the case of traditional land ownership, a verbal agreement in the presence of the village
chief can also be binding, as demonstrated by the transfer of land to women by their husbands
in Northern Ghana (Gaesing 2025c). In this case, the women farmers even plant cashew trees,
a permanent crop that women are not normally allowed to cultivate there. The agreement
made in the village chief’s house in the presence of numerous witnesses creates lifelong legal
security for women. Locally adapted obstacles, rules and possible solutions must be identified
and implemented in dialogue with men and women.

= The granting of land titles can be accompanied by the use of the title as a collateral for
taking out loans. In this context, it is important for development cooperation to promote
financial products that are tailored to women’s needs. On the other hand, the legal
ownership of the land by the borrowers must be guaranteed even in the event of repayment
problems. In general, land titles should under no circumstances be used to secure small (or
micro) loans. Even in the case of individual loans, alternative solutions for collaterals should
always be found. Furthermore, care must be taken to ensure that borrowers cannot have their
land taken away from them if they have repayment difficulties. A regulation such as that in
Ethiopia, where non-repayment merely results in the withdrawal of the right of use for a
defined, short number of years, but not of the land itself, is preferable here (Gaesing/Gutema
2022).

= Access to land and long-term usage guarantees for women should go hand in hand with
advising female farmers on agro-ecological and climate-adapted farming methods.
Especially when access to land and long-term usage guarantees are accompanied by a package
of measures for agro-ecological farming methods and methods for building greater climate
resilience, women and smallholder farmers in general can make better use of their land and
thus benefit from the measure. Soil and water conservation measures are a basic prerequisite
for maintaining or restoring soil fertility and thus for good yields in the long run. This
connection has been clearly demonstrated over several years by the GIZ-funded global project
ProSOL in Benin and Madagascar, among other places, and by the extensive measures taken
by the NGOs Initiative Développement Durable and Terra Verde e.V. in Burkina Faso
(Gaesing/Bliss 2019, Bliss 2025a, Herold/Gaesing 2019). In addition, smallholder farmers
cannot afford sufficient quantities of artificial fertilizers, insecticides and pesticides, as these
have become increasingly expensive, especially since the start of Russia’s war against Ukraine.
Because organic farming is significantly more labour-intensive than conventional farming, at
least in the early years, mechanisation should be promoted not only for large farms but also
for small farmers, with a particular focus on access for women.
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3.2 Support to Value Chains

The importance of value chain support is beyond doubt, given its positive effects on
employment and income, especially for women, which has been repeatedly demonstrated in
our studies (Bliss 2025a, Gaesing 2025c). However, in order to ensure its sustainable effects it
is necessary to establish a number of measures that have not yet been systematically
implemented as well as additional fundamental activities:

= Supporting value chains is a particularly good approach to providing targeted support
to women and young people and to achieving higher employment, income and improved
social positions. When supporting value chains, those should be selected for support for
which (1) the conditions are particularly favourable in the country, especially in terms of
potential. (2) Priority should be given to those value chains in which women already play a
significant role and where support is particularly promising (e.g. soybeans, given the
widespread consumption of various soy products in Benin). (3) The necessary capital and
know-how required to achieve the intended increase in added value should also play an
important role.

Support for such value chains should begin with a targeted gender analysis, in order to
gain a detailed understanding of the starting conditions for promoting individual value chains
and to identify the levers that can particularly help to improve the position of women within
the respective value chains. Further analyses in the course of the project can ensure that the
activities carried out also sufficiently consider gender-specific aspects of the value chains
being promoted. To this end, the GIZ’s global project “Green Innovation Centres for the
Agriculture and Food Sector” in Zambia has set a benchmark by providing additional funds
for such an analysis, the results of which were used to adapt gender-specific activities in the
supported value chains.

= Within the framework of value chain promotion, in many fields, such as input supply
and marketing, sustainability can only be achieved if the women involved join together in
formal organisations (e.g. production, processing and marketing cooperatives). A central
element of value chain promotion should therefore be to support the formation and
strengthening of women’s organisations within the value chains and, where appropriate,
beyond, with the aim of effectively and sustainably securing their social, economic and
political interests. In view of the existing institutional conditions, the respective field of
activity should initially be limited (e.g. input provision or marketing, as it is partly practiced
in Benin) in order to avoid overburdening the organisation to be established. The promotion
of young women and men who can carry on and further develop the VC in the future should
also be included in measures such as organisational development (Rosenberg 2025a).

- Mixed-gender structures, which in many situations are a good alternative to women-only
organisations, should take into account existing gender roles that restrict women and
contrast them with alternatives. “Gender-neutral” cooperative, trade union or other forms of
association structures are often not sufficient for the women involved, even if they make the
majority of members, because without new role models it may well be that traditional gender
roles quickly push female members into the background. Therefore, the aim should be to
achieve at least equal representation in hierarchical structures, whereby culturally entrenched
gender roles must be taken into account without necessarily having to accept them. At the
very least — as the smallest possible solution, as it is already successfully practiced (and largely
culturally accepted) in many West African countries — women should at least be given
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financial responsibility for an organisation, as is the case, for example, with school meal
committees in Benin (Gaesing et al. 2023).

= Although gender quotas are not a panacea, there may be situations (even beyond the
field of value chain support) where they are necessary. Quotas are useful and can bring about
a change of thinking when men would otherwise be the preferred candidates for a job or
participation (Gaesing 2025c). This applies above all to contexts in which the exercise of social
functions and, in particular, the assumption of leadership responsibilities is still reserved to
men. Here, regulations such as the mandatory appointment of a woman to the position of
deputy chair of a cooperative, with equal representation of men and women on the entire
board, can at least provide a real opportunity for substantial participation in decision-making.
However, it is important to ensure that the nominated women are actually suitable or are
enabled to meet the requirements of the positions they hold through appropriate capacity
building, for example in the fields of leadership skills or financial management (Rosenberg
2025a).

Quotas must not, however, continue to serve as a substitute for not having found
transformative approaches/indicators in the project concept or for dispensing with them, due
to the greater complexity of development cooperation measures this would entail, as has so
often been the case in the past. An indicator such as “30% of participants in training measures
are women” is meaningless in terms of gender equality if the women are unable to apply the
content they have learned (without additional, but unplanned, funding). A positive indicator
here would be to measure the implementation or impact of the training.

3.3 Institutional Approaches on the Donor Side

In Germany, development cooperation geared towards gender-transformative effects
involves intensive engagement with the institutional prerequisites for the respective
cooperation, both within government cooperation and on the part of the NGO landscape. This
includes both the conditions on the donor side and those on the part of governmental and
non-governmental partners. In the field of donor organisations and their practical set-up for
planning, implementation and M+E, the following points should be much more focused on
than has been the case to date:

= A policy consistently geared towards gender equality as a cross-cutting task in a
development cooperation measure and/or in a development policy planning process also
requires consistent personnel. Anyone who seriously wants to achieve gender-
transformative effects within the framework of country packages or individual measures
would be well advised to provide for this centrally in the quantity structure, i.e. also and
especially in the field of human resources. In doing so, urgent attention should be paid to the
qualifications of the specialists to be deployed. The often overlooked bias of “gender
competence = female” should be avoided at all costs. In the specific gender context, attention
should also be paid to the socio-cultural competence of national and international specialists.

Gender focal persons in technical cooperation at country, programme and project level,
who have often been allocated little time or have worked additionally to their “actual” job,
should be given significantly more consideration in their job descriptions with regard to
gender-related tasks and the corresponding amount of time allocated to them. At country
level, with the exception of justified cases, only full-time positions for gender focal persons
should be planned so that, in addition to their internal advisory tasks, they can also engage in
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dialogue with the partner side and within the donor community and set the agenda, which is
so important for gender-transformative work. In this regard, consideration should also be
given to a similar possibility of political influence in the financial cooperation.

When performing the cross-cutting task of gender focal person, it is important not to fall
back into old patterns of always associating gender with women. Rather, good qualifications
for their substantive tasks and good communication skills are the primary criteria for filling
the position. In particular, the participation of men who meet these criteria can lead to thought
processes on aspects of gender justice within partner structures.

= Good socio-cultural competence is essential for implementing gender-transformative

approaches, not only in countries with rather restrictive models of gender justice. Eveni n
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To be able to implement these approaches, the employment of religious, cultural, and social
scientists, experts in communication, and even education, certainly in psychology makes
sense, all coupled with considerable knowledge of the country, before entering into dialogue
— and then accompanying it throughout. At least a basic knowledge of the respective lingua
franca (e.g. Arabic, Kiswahili or possibly Hausa/Dioula) should also be taught during country
preparation and be used as an additional recruitment criterion.

An important task for socio-culturally experienced specialists would be to engage in
appropriate dialogue with the most important actors on issues of gender equality. The aim is
to find a “language” (also in a figurative sense) that does not immediately make the other side
shut down. Topics should be identified that could also be of interest to the discussion partners,
at least in terms of their willingness to listen.

- The comprehensive expertise of German development cooperation on gender issues
should be made publicly available. The gender analyses carried out by German government
development cooperation, some of which are excellent in terms of content and are currently
being produced in particular for the planning of new projects or their extension, should
always be made public, so that they are generally available to German and international
development cooperation. More recent analyses that are already available should also be
retrospectively posted on the open Internet. Given the many duplications of analysis sections
that have occurred to date, often due to a lack of knowledge of the existing material, this can
help to save the resources needed for selective in-depth gender analyses. The same should
apply to any socio-cultural country and/or regional analyses that may be available.

The approach taken in Madagascar, for example, of combining the individual GIZ gender
analyses previously produced on a project-by-project basis into a Stratégie genre de la GIZ a
Madagascar (GIZ gender strategy in Madagascar) is also a welcome way of preventing
duplication. This also allows for common qualitative indicators to be formulated for all
individual projects, which would of course have to be supplemented by sectoral indicators in
the respective project planning matrices. However, such country strategies should definitely
seek coherence with the strategies, action plans and other policy papers of the partner side
and not just be based on German conceptual guidelines.
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Furthermore, these country strategies, which must inevitably be kept general, cannot contain
in-depth analyses of specific priorities (e.g. gender and renewable energies or gender and
financial governance), which would have to be prepared separately. The country example of
Madagascar also shows that, at the latest during the project reorganisation (start, new phase),
regional specifics should be examined more closely, e.g. because an ethnic group/the
population of a region may differ significantly from the national majority on certain gender
issues.

Finally, with regard to taking into account the intersectionality of discrimination
characteristics in the context of gender and target group analyses, there is often still a need for
action to ensure that specific, even seemingly subordinate (gender) inequalities are not
overlooked and, in the worst case, aggravated by development cooperation measures.

Box 4: Institutional Support and Transformative Indicators

Currently, various international planning matrices include indicators designed to measure
women’s participation in the work of associations, cooperatives or municipal administration
committees. Formulations such as “involvement of women in local water supply management
structures” are still common here. In practice, this often results in the formation of local water
committees with men on the board (even though they have little to do with the provision of
drinking water to households) and one or two women on the committee responsible for the
cleanliness of the tap or hand pump. An indicator such as “At least 50% of the board members
of local water committees are women” would be much more transformative. The indicator
“Women are trained for leadership positions in water committees” is also not very
transformative. A good alternative would be to add “... and generally occupy half of the board
positions”.

3.4 Institutional Approaches on the Partner Side

With regard to the partner side, a transformative gender policy focuses primarily on
strengthening women’s organisations and civil society structures in general. This applies in
particular to organisations that have had to remain “invisible” due to discrimination against
the ethnic, social or religious minorities that support them and because of a lack of resources
for public visibility. A number of measures are already being implemented by development
cooperation to this end, but in many cases they would need to be significantly strengthened
in order to achieve sustainable effects:

- More power and visibility for women and other marginalised groups through self-
organisation. When women organise themselves, this usually has several gender-
transformative effects. In addition to shared access to farmland, the most important means of
production in rural areas, the self-organisation of women farmers by formal cooperatives can
facilitate access to loans as well as inputs and sales promotion. This, combined with good
agricultural business-oriented advice, provides the conditions for substantial increases in
yields and thus income. Successful agriculture in the hands of women often increases their
prestige, which has a significant impact on the use of income in the household almost
everywhere, at least in terms of their social status, depending on cultural conditions
(Rosenberg 2025a). Even belonging to an informal group can lead to slight improvements in
social status, which is why support should begin at this informal level.
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- Support for civil society structures, especially women’s organisations, must not be
limited to secondary contributions in the context of development cooperation measures
with a different main focus. Civil society organisations in partner countries at all levels
should not primarily be seen as a potential source of services, as it is still the case in the work
of German NGOs. They represent an important social participation structure in decisions
affecting society as a whole in a country and defend the interests of disadvantaged social
groups vis-a-vis governments and influential economic, social, and religious elites. Engaging
them as services providers for the implementation of development cooperation projects can
weaken their lobbying function. Effective women’s rights organisations in particular are thus
repeatedly becoming contract education agencies for women, increasingly losing their core
function of fighting for women’s rights. On the contrary, their more independent and flexible
action should be supported and secured in terms of budget.

- Grassroots organisations and interest groups representing disadvantaged social groups
need significantly more support that is geared towards the longer term. Conversely,
grassroots organisations representing poor and extremely poor people need external support,
as do civil society institutions that represent these people at the regional and national level.
This applies in particular to women’s organisations at all three levels: local, regional, and
national. Very often, these organisations do not even have the most basic resources to meet,
discuss and jointly plan beyond village boundaries, for example. At the national level there is
a lack of resources and, in addition to the working infrastructure (office space, technical
equipment), there is a particular shortage of experts who can effectively represent their
interests towards the state.

Support for civil society structures, especially those of women (and girls, disadvantaged
social groups/ethnic minorities, etc.), should therefore not, or at least not primarily, be
provided in development cooperation contexts with a different primary objective (e.g. water
supply, health and education promotion, resource management, etc.). Instead, these
important actors of sustainable development should be directly supported within the
framework of specific and long-term development cooperation contributions. This applies to
German government development cooperation as well as to publicly co-financed NGOs.

When selecting organisations to be supported, priority should be given to those that are
both legitimate and representative (i.e. have many members beyond the executive board) at
their working level. It should be noted that women’s organisations are often less visible than
“professional NGOs” which are predominantly run by men.

3.5 Methodological Approaches to Changing Discriminatory Norms at
Target Group Level

Gender-transformative development cooperation aims to overcome discriminatory norms,
gender roles and stereotypes and thus to bring about social change. In order to achieve
sustainable changes of norms and behaviour we make the following priority
recommendations:

- Without the targeted involvement of male actors, measures to promote gender equality
run the risk of only superficially changing existing power relations or even reinforcing
resistance. Sustainable change of deeply entrenched social norms that create and perpetuate
gender inequalities can only be achieved if processes of change are understood and shaped as
a task for society as a whole. Instead of addressing only women and girls in all their diversity
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as a target group, projects that aim to achieve gender-transformative effects must therefore
also specifically target men and boys as allies at an early stage and actively involve them.

In addition to peer-based or role model-oriented formats such as “men for men” groups,
which enable participants to question notions of masculinity within a protected environment,
measures that open up spaces for cross-gender dialogue, critical reflection on current role
perceptions, for example, and joint learning are also important. These approaches not only
promote individual changes of attitudes and behaviour but also create a collective sense of
responsibility, especially at the household and community levels. A good-practice example in
this regard is the Gender Model Family Approach, as used by Welthungerhilfe in Sierra Leone,
among other places. The approach sees the family as the central unit of social change: married
couples are sensitised to gender equality, to reflecting on traditional gender roles and to taking
on a role model function in their communities (Rosenberg 2025b). The training of so-called
gender champions, as practiced in Zambia as part of the GIZ global project “Food and
Nutrition Security, Enhanced Resilience”, also creates specific female and male role models
who are intended to encourage others in their communities to abandon gender stereotypes
and adopt positive ways of behaviours.

= Sustainable changes of norms and behaviour require not only appropriate content and
methods but also, to considerable extent, credible mediators. Empirical findings from
various development cooperation projects show that gender-transformative messages are
more likely to be accepted and passed on within the target group if the implementing partner
has an established relationship of trust with the local population. Such legitimacy can be
attributed to civil society organisations, for example through their long-standing local
presence, successful previous cooperation or broad social anchoring, but less so to “business-
oriented” development NGOs.

Equally crucial, however, is the mobilisation of religious or political traditional authorities
which in many contexts act as socially recognised role models as well as norm setters and
guardians. Churches — such as the Catholic Church in parts of sub-Saharan Africa — not only
have an institutionalised structure and a widespread presence even in remote villages but also
enjoy a high degree of trust due to their moral authority and close involvement in people’s
everyday lives. Religious dignitaries such as priests, catechists or parish committees are
regarded as credible and influential voices that are capable of challenging existing norms and
of opening up new spaces for thought and action (Gaesing 2025b).

Traditional decision-makers such as predominantly male “kings”, chiefs, village leaders or
councils of elders also play a central role in the normative systems of many societies. Through
their authority in local governance structures they cannot only contribute to the impact of
gender-transformative messages through public statements but also institutionally secure
change in a targeted manner, by passing informal legal provisions (so-called by-laws).

Development cooperation projects that aim at bringing about gender-transformative
change should identify structures that still enjoy a relatively high degree of trust and
legitimacy today and should specifically involve them as agents of change. However, it is
important to carefully consider whichl ocal, religious andpetnadiotri on
processest roafnssfooaimatt iiosn i mportant to identify thost
of authority but do not bel ong to the most re
circumstances they can be 1inv-eétmeedtpiraotc elsesaesst igar aoc
to arrive at transformative approaches in the me
way of dialogue.
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- The acceptance of gender-transformative measures can be significantly increased if they
are linked to project components that are relevant for everyday life and directly relevant
for the target group. Approaches to changing social norms aim at questioning and changing
deeply entrenched role models, values and power relations. In strongly patriarchal contexts
in particular, this can be met with reluctance, scepticism or resistance on the part of the target
group. In order to increase the willingness to engage with gender issues, an integrated
methodological approach has proven successful, linking transformative gender goals with
project goals such as improving nutrition, health or agricultural productivity —i.e. issues that
are directly relevant and potentially more tangible for the target groups (Rosenberg 2025b).
Such project components can act as “door openers”: they reduce entry barriers, create a
positive perception of the project and thus promote the willingness to address more sensitive
issues such as role perceptions, intra-family power relations or gender stereotypes within the
overall programme.

At the same time, such an integrated approach takes into account the fact that no topic or
project activity can be considered “gender-neutral”. Health, nutrition and agricultural
development are always shaped by gender-specific norms and power relations that influence
who has access to resources, knowledge and decision-making structures. Systematically
embedding gender issues in sectoral project components makes these interactions visible.

The conditions and methodological approaches outlined here also apply to priority fields
that are typically assigned to the financial cooperation, such as the development of economic
and social infrastructure, the energy sector and, in particular, urban water management.

Box 5: Simulation Games from Sparkassenstiftung

The German Sparkassenstiftung fiir internationale Zusammenarbeit (German
Sparkassenstiftung for International Cooperation) is active in Central Asian Uzbekistan,
among other places, working closely with national priorities on job creation to prepare young
women and men for entry into self-employed business areas. This includes simulation games
such as the Micro Business Game which introduces participants to business planning,
accompanied by the Savings Game to prepare them for accessing loans, and the Farmers
Business Game for the important agricultural sector. Both games playfully prepare participants
for loan applications which must be prepared as “homework” and then presented at the bank
counter in a practical simulation. The Microfinance Institution (MFI) Management Game serves
for helping bank employees on the other side of the counter to better assess risk, i.e. to
motivate them to grant more targeted loans, especially in the agricultural sector.

In addition, the foundation had already enabled a Pocket Money Game to be played nationwide
in Uzbekistan for more than 5,000 school classes by 2022. However, whether this has led to
young women and men today combining most loan applications with remarkable savings
would have to be investigated separately (Bliss 2023).
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- Creative, visual and playful methods in combination with concrete everyday examples
are particularly well suited for highlighting gender-specific inequalities and for initiating
reflection processes. Gender inequalities are deeply rooted in socio-cultural norms and
values. They often appear to be self-evident and therefore remain difficult for many people to
grasp, which means that existing inequalities are rarely questioned. In order to initiate
processes of change in the first place, gender-transformative approaches are therefore faced
with the challenge of at first making these hidden structures visible.

In addition to creative tools such as theatre performances, methodological approaches
based on visualisation and playful learning have proven effective for this purpose. For
example, creating daily activity profiles for each member of the household and discussing
them together can help to realistically assess the workload of individuals for the first time and,
as a result, distribute tasks more fairly (Rosenberg 2025b). Playful training approaches such
as the Gender Game developed by GIZ in Zambia, which is based on the well-known Snakes
and Ladders game, are also rated by participants as particularly accessible and appealing
(Rosenberg 2025a). The playful, interactive approach makes it easier to deal with complex and
often sensitive topics such as power relations, gender roles and social expectations. The
reference to specific everyday situations also promotes the practical application of what has
been learned.

3.6 Further Implementation Proposals for Greater Gender Equality

During the first and second phases of the research project, a number of gender-relevant topics
were addressed in which the subject of investigation was not primarily focused on gender
impacts. However, the field surveys for these studies also yielded important findings that are
directly relevant for projects aimed at gender-transformative effects. Three important fields
will be briefly discussed below and recommendations will be made:

= Guaranteed school meals are the most important prerequisite for girls from extremely
poor households to be able to attend school. Studies from the second phase of the AVE
project (2020-2023) on school meals with local procurement have demonstrated the
importance of providing at least one free hot meal a day in the context of school education for
girls” enrolment and, in particular, their continued school attendance. For Madagascar, the
introduction of school meals would massively reduce the significant gap of around one third
of all girls (and many boys) who currently have no chance of attending school. Even if
substantial government commitment is hardly to be expected here, all stakeholders surveyed
believe that school meals would be the most important contribution of all to a structural
change towards greater gender equality in the long term.

As an additional benefit, the organisation of school meals can help to support the local
economy, particularly female agriculture (in the “home-grown” variant, e.g. vegetable
growing and poultry farming) and help to break down traditional gender roles at schools
themselves. At some schools in Cambodia and Benin, children of all sexes were explicitly
assigned to auxiliary tasks in the kitchen, serving meals and washing up in the same way
(Bliss 2024a and 2024b, Gaesing et al. 2023).

- Access to loans can make it easier for women farmers and entrepreneurs in the secondary
and tertiary sectors to start, continue and expand their business activities, and in many cases
it is even a basic prerequisite for doing so. However, debt can also pose significant risks for
female borrowers if they are not familiar with finance and are unable to adequately assess
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business risks. Furthermore, saving is often not seen as an issue directly related to loans.
Accordingly, financial literacy for women is an important contribution to promoting economic
autonomy. On the other hand, representatives of the financial sector must also be made more
aware of the opportunities offered by agricultural financing and lending to businesswomen
and, above all, they must be trained in agricultural economic issues. In contrast to lending
practices in the commercial sector, many MFIs and commercial banks still have considerable
ground to make up in this field.

= Contributions to social security are necessary where there is no basis for supporting
economic activities. An initial analysis and recommendation paper from the AVE research
project already drew attention to the need for much greater commitment on the part of
German government development cooperation and NGOs with regard to social security
contributions (Bliss 2020). As our latest research on Madagascar has shown, especially among
the poorest countries, there are countries, that have so far almost completely neglected the
support of their extremely poor populations. Where these people have no capacity for gainful
employment (too old, too young, disabled, chronically ill, etc.), measures to increase
agricultural production or protect the environment in the broadest sense cannot help in any
way. In order to preserve a minimum of human dignity for the people affected, only
unconditional cash payments can have any effect here.
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4 .Conclusion and Further Challe

Due to our focus on agriculture and nutrition apart from school meals, our research paid little
attention to the two very important and gender-relevant field of (drinking) water supply and
the provision of firewood for cooking, and in some cases also for commercial use and heating.
However, it must be explicitly pointed out that in the countries we considered both fields are
predominantly the responsibility of women and girls. Policies aimed at greater gender
equality should therefore also devote considerably more attention to both of these fields.
Particularly in the energy sector and with regard to renewable energies there is still
considerable scope for improving the economic and social position of women (Bode 2025).

Our recommendations for action focus primarily on the six fields summarised in Figure 2.
Based on land as the most important resource and thus the basis of life in rural areas, our
recommendations primarily revolve around improving long-term, secure access to land for
women and agricultural production conditions for women farmers. Building on this,
structural improvements in agriculture should be accompanied by support for those value
chains in which women play a major role and whose involvement in value chains supports
not only their economic empowerment but also their social and political empowerment.
Where economic empowerment alone does not bring about gender-transformative change,
targeted measures to change social norms should be introduced.

Institutional improvements are of great importance for achieving gender-transformative
effects, both on the donor side and in local partner structures. Serious consideration of socio-
cultural and gender-related factors plays a key role in all planning stages of development
cooperation, whether in the selection of personnel, the appointment and equipping of gender
focal persons, the implementation and provision of gender analyses, or the formulation of
indicators related to gender impacts. In this context, cooperation with local civil society
organisations and NGOs could also go beyond the project context and support these
organisations with pursuing their own goals and activities.



Gender-Transformative Approaches in Development Cooperation

Figure 2: Recommendations for action to implement gender-transformative approaches (authors’
own representation).

Land as the most important

resource

Supporting the implementation of gender-equitable land law by way of information and further
education

Support of land titles for married couples, with the obligation of counter-signature in case of land
transaction

Finding local solutions for traditional land laws

Support of agro-ecological and climate-adapted cultivation methods

Supporting value chains where women are of great significance
Carrying out gender analyses at an early stage

Supporting women'’s organisations

Supporting the empowerment of women in case of mixed-gender organisations

Donor capacities

Deploying staff with gender and socio-cultural skills

Striving for gender focal persons as a full-time job

Making expert knowledge usable (e. g. gender analyses)

Determining effects indicators instead of participation indicators

Strengthening partner

structures

* Supporting gender skills at all administrative levels
* Strengthening self-organisation to achieve power, agenda, and visibility
* Supporting civil society structures as such and in the long run instead of just in the context of a project

Social norm change

* Inclusion of credible mediators, such as traditional and religious authorities, at an early stage
* Integrating the change of social norms into any project context

* Applying methods which are suitable for daily use, visualising, and playful

= Inclusion of male actors into all gender-related efforts

Further

recommendations

* Support of gender equality by way of school meals

* Making loans for women possible and adjusting them to their needs

* In case of restrictive societies: fixing quota for women, if necessary and possible
* Applying social security where the support of economic activities will not help
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Good-Practice-Series
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Rosenberg: Strengthening Women's Voice and Leadership:
Gender Impacts of Agricultural Cooperatives in Zambia. DOL:
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Handreichung zur Good-Practice-Reihe

KENIA: Mitunguu Smallholder Irrigation Project

KAMBODSCHA: Das Kommunale Landtitelprogramm fiir indigene

Bevolkerungsgruppen

KAMBODSCHA: Schulspeisung mit lokaler Beschaffung

KENIA: Der Selbsthilfegruppen-Ansatz in Kitui

KAMBODSCHA: Verbesserung der Erndhrungssicherung ehemals

landloser und landarmer Haushalte

CAMBODI A:
Fund”

Health Care for the

Poorest Thi

CAMBODIA: Who Are the Poorest in the Village? Experience with the

ID Poor Approach

KENIA: Hunger Safety Net Programme — Soziale Sicherung in Turkana
County im Norden Kenias

KENIA: Diversifizierung der Existenzgrundlage durch

Agropastoralismus

ETHIOPIA: Agricultural Production and Food Security in the Amhara

Region

ATHIOPIEN: Livelihoods for Transformation (LIFT) in der Oromiya

Region

BENIN: Wiederherstellung der Bodenfruchtbarkeit im Norden Benins

BENIN: Das Beispiel Soja. Die Férderung einer Wertschépfungskette in

Benin

ETHIOPIA: Sustainable Management of Natural Resources Reduces
Poverty and Vulnerability

B E NI N:

,Positive

Abwei chung”:

gesunde Kinder. Bekdmpfung der Mangelerndhrung

TSCHAD: Trinkwasserversorgung in Eigenregie der Bevolkerung

Ar me

ETHIOPIA: Social Security in Drought Areas. The Productive Safety Net

Programme

BURKINA FASO: Bodenverbesserung durch den Bau von Steinwillen

BURKINA FASO: The Building Resilience and Adaptation to Climate
Extremes and Disasters Programme (BRACED)

BURKINA FASO: Gut organisierte Frauenverbande zur

Karitéverarbeitung
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Good-Practice 23

Good-Practice 24*
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Good-Practice 26
Good-Practice 27

Good-Practice 28
Good-Practice 29
Good-Practice 30
Good-Practice 31
Good-Practice 32

Good-Practice 33

Good-Practice 34

BURKINA FASO: Férderung von Wertschépfungsketten — Das Beispiel
Mango

ETHIOPIA: The R4 Initiative as a Comprehensive Disaster Risk
Management Strategy to Build Rural Resilience in Tigray

VIETNAM: Forstprogramm Vietnam. Schutz von Waldern in
Verbindung mit nachhaltiger Armutsminderung

MADAGASKAR: Ganzheitliche Landwirtschaftsférderung im Rahmen
Technischer Zusammenarbeit

CAMBODIA: Agricultural Cooperatives and their Contribution to
Agricultural Finance

USBEKISTAN: Landliche Finanzierung

ETHIOPIA: Use of Land Titles as Collateral to Obtain Credit in Rural
Areas

ZAMBIA: Promotion of Agricultural Finance

ZAMBIA: Climate Risk Insurances

ZAMBIA: Promotion of Mechanisation

ETHIOPIA: Gender-transformative effects of landtitles for couples

MALAWTI: Gender-transformative effects through the implementation of
land rights for women

SIERRA LEONE: Transforming Gender Norms Through the Gender
Model Family Approach

GHANA: Gender impact of promoting the cashew value chain



