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 The Research for Development Impact Network 

 

The Research for Development Impact (RDI) Network is a collaboration between 
the Australian Council for International Development (ACFID) and Australian 
universities. It functions as a network of practitioners, researchers and evaluators 
working in international development and exists to foster collaboration between 
these stakeholders. The Network promotes high quality and ethical development 
research, supporting translation of that research as evidence to be applied in 
effective policy and practice.  

The RDI Network began in 2009 as a partnership between ACFID Member 
NGOs and Australian universities, and has formerly been known as the Universities 
Linkages Network and the ACFID University Network. In 2016 the Network 
launched under its current name and embarked on a new phase of activities focused 
on catalysing access to expertise and building a toolkit of resources for producing 
and communicating development research which is robust, ethical, accessible and 
policy relevant.  

Working in close partnership with the Australian Council for International 
Development (ACFID), the Network functions as a key cross-sectoral platform for 
shared learning and action in the international development sector. Strategic 
leadership and oversight of the Network is provided by the Research for Develop-
ment Impact Committee which consists of representative members of universities 
and NGOs equally. The Network is financially supported by the Australian 
Government—Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.   

The RDI Network has the following core objectives: 

1. Champion and provide leadership in effective development research, 
evidence and practice 

2. Strengthen cross-sector partnerships and linkages in Australia and with 
developing country research institutions, including stimulating and sup-
porting partnerships between ACFID members and Australian universities 

3. Improve sector capacity to undertake effective and ethical development 
research and education 

4. Improve uptake and use of research and expertise to inform policy, practice 
and discourse across the Australian development sector and more broadly 

The Network is free and open to all practitioners, academics, students, 
policymakers and evaluators working in international development. To get involved 
you can subscribe to receive our monthly newsletter by visiting the website 
https://acfid.asn.au/get-involved/join-rdi-network.  

The RDI Network Conference (formerly the ACFID University Network 
Conference) is the Network’s flagship biannual event and is recognised as one of 
the most anticipated events in the Australian development sector calendar. The 
Conference is a valuable forum for genuine cross-sectoral learning and collab-
oration. This Volume of the Development Bulletin has been produced utilising the 
content of the 5th ACFID University Network Conference held in June 2015 at 
Monash University with the title of Evidence and Practice in an Age of Inequality.  
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Reflecting on evidence and practice in an age of inequality 

Samanthi J. Gunawardana, Monash University

The reality of our work in development is to confront the 
unavoidable certitude of multiple manifestations of ine-
quality that have persisted and in some cases worsened over 
the past few decades, despite our best efforts. 

At the time of writing, we continue to face economic 
indicators that reveal persistent inequality. We are told that 
the world’s GDP has tripled since 1980, yet inequality is at 
historically high levels.1 As the UNDP noted at the end of 
2013, ‘The world is more unequal today than at any point 
since World War II’.2 Oxfam’s 2016 Davos Report stated 
that 62 people own the same as half the world3, while the 
World Bank has put forward that, ‘almost half of the 
world’s poor are expected to live in countries affected by 
fragility, conflict and violence by 2030’.4  

Beyond these numbers, we witness not only economic 
inequality, but other more ubiquitous, insidious interrelated 
forms of inequality such as access to vital resources 
including health, education, and justice. Moreover, unequal 
impacts of climate change, or every day experience of 
gender discrimination, disability, living with HIV and AIDS, 
age, sexual orientation, religion and ethnicity, are part and 
parcel of intersecting forms of inequality. More often than 
not, inequality is also about how we as a sector confront it, 
and who holds the power to drive development agendas.  

The experiences that confront us every day are forcing 
those in government, NGOs, academia, corporations, multi-
laterals and donors to rethink their role and purpose, while 
continuing to grapple with absolute poverty.  

Such challenges have led to a strengthening narrative 
and importance allocated to evidence with the promise of 
the ‘best available evidence’ to inform innovative responses 
to inequality. Claims to evidence-based policy and practice 
have become widespread, commonly accompanied by 
assumptions that research and evidence will demonstrate 
impact, and outcomes will be pro-poor, sound, or more 
rigorous.5 

It is within this context that Monash University and the 
Australian Council for International Development University 
Network, now known as the Research for Development 
Impact Network (RDI), convened the conference, Evidence 
and Practice in an Age of Inequality, held at Monash 
University in June 2015.  

We posed two broad questions to encourage critical 
debate and new ideas:  

 What do we know about inequality, and how do we know 
it?  

 What is evidence-based policy and practice and how does 
it work? 

This conference was a unique opportunity to bring 
together multidisciplinary academics, practitioners, policy 
makers, and local and international students. Development 

is often discussed and approached as both a discipline in and 
of itself but also a ‘catch all’ for many disciplines requiring 
different technical skills sets and expertise. As such, we 
sought to highlight and discuss new forms of cross-sector 
and interdisciplinary collaboration in responding to ine-
quality. For example: 

 How can universities, NGOs and other stakeholders work 
collaboratively to address inequality?  

 How can locally generated evidence be ensured and 
prioritised?  

The conference gave us the opportunity to question 
what we mean when we talk about ‘inequality’, to explore 
the relationship between sustainable development and 
poverty alleviation, and to debate whether we need new 
ways of thinking about and addressing inequality. More-
over, we were interested in understanding the elements of 
power and politics behind which evidence ‘counts’ and is 
ultimately used, as well as some of the ‘uses and abuses’ of 
this evidence. 

The papers included in this volume are a sample of 
discussions that were held. As Fenton Lutunatabua pointed 
out during his talk about Climate Warriors in the Pacific 
facing the unthinkable urgency of climate change, an 
incomplete narrative is also a form of inequality. The con-
versation started in the conference, and continued in this 
edition of the Development Bulletin, must continue, encap-
sulating the voices of our region, and we must ensure that 
they are heard to avoid further entrenchment of inequality.6 

Notes 
1 Dabla-Norris, ME, MK Kochhar, MN Suphaphiphat, MF 

Ricka, and E Tsounta, 2015, Causes and Consequences of 
Income Inequality: A global perspective, International 
Monetary Fund. 

2 UNDP 2013, Poverty Reduction. Humanity Divided: 
Confronting inequality in developing countries. 
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Poverty%20
Reduction/Inclusive%20development/Humanity%20Divide
d/HumanityDivided_Full-Report.pdf. 

3 Oxfam 2016, Briefing Paper 210, An Economy for the 1%. 
Accessed 5thMay 2016 < http://oxf.am/Znhx>. 

4 World Bank, Overview, Accessed July 3 2016 
<http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/fragilityconflictviolence
/overview>. 

5 du Toit, A, 2012, Making Sense of ‘Evidence’. Notes on the 
discursive politics of research and pro-poor policy making. 
http://www.plaas.org.za/sites/default/files/publications-
pdf/PLAAS_WorkingPaper21dutoit_0.pdf. 

6 The conference program is available online at 
http://acfid.asn.au/get-involved/join-rdi-network. This journal is 
available for free download on http:Crawford.anu.edu.au/-
rmap/devnet/dev-bulletin.php. 

http://acfid.asn.au/get-involved/join-rdi-network
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 Introduction 

Pamela Thomas, The Australian National University; and  
Gillian Fletcher, La Trobe University 

Evidence, practice and inequality 
The issues discussed in this Development Bulletin—evidence, practice, and 
inequality—are anything but new as previous publications in this series show. From 
the time of the Marshall Plan onwards, international development has struggled with 
how to generate change in levels of inequality and how to assess and build on 
changes that have occurred. 

This Development Bulletin presents work from some of the 150-plus prac-
titioners and academics who presented papers as part of the Evidence and Practice 
in an Age of Inequality conference held in Melbourne, Australia in 2015. Organised 
by the Australian Council for International Development University Network (an 
organisation now known as the Research for Development Impact Network, or RDI 
Network), the conference is widely recognised as one of Australasia’s most impor-
tant international development knowledge exchange events. 

One of the conference’s key achievements is to highlight the productive nature 
of collaboration between NGOs and academia, and strong evidence of that col-
laboration can be found within these pages. The 23 papers presented here come  
from representatives of Australian, American, New Zealand, Pacific Island and 
Vietnamese universities; major international non-governmental organisations; local 
non-governmental organisations; and advocacy groups. There are reports on 
research and practice from Aboriginal Australia, Cambodia, Cook Islands, India, 
Indonesia, Mozambique, New Zealand, Nigeria, Palestine, Papua New Guinea, the 
Philippines, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Uganda, Viet Nam and Vanuatu. 

Together, they consider issues of evidence, practice and inequality from a range 
of perspectives: economic; access to basic resources and services; the ability to have 
a voice in community and government affairs; and the effects of climate change. As 
in earlier issues of the Development Bulletin, several papers draw attention to issues 
of inequality as experienced by people with disability. 

Assessing poverty 
The journal’s starting point raises the question of how ‘poverty’ is assessed. As 
Martin Ravallion shows, there is more than one way to measure progress against 
poverty and different methods of measurement can achieve different results. Are 
the poor being left behind? Or, is the level of poverty changing and are the poor, in 
Ravallion’s words, ‘breaking through the lowest level of poverty’?  

While empirical research indicates considerable progress against poverty 
Ravallion suggests that if overall economic progress is not to leave the poorest 
behind then it must raise the lower bound of the distribution of permanent con-
sumption in society. The lower bound can be called the consumption floor and the 
numbers of poor people can fall without the floor rising. Ravallion states that ‘the 
most widely used poverty measure, the “head count index”, attaches no value to 
success in raising the lowest level of living’. He discusses social welfare and the 
attempts to raise the consumption floor within a nationally defined set of basic social 
security guarantees. He concludes that household surveys using the counting 
approach show considerable progress against poverty and that mean consumption 
per capita has been growing. However, he suggests there has been little absolute 
gain for the poorest. Most of the developing world’s progress against poverty has 
been in reducing the number of people living close to the consumption floor rather 
than raising the level of that floor. It can be said, therefore, that the poorest have 
indeed been left behind.  

In the second keynote paper, Yen Vo discusses inequality and disempowerment 
in Vietnam. As in many countries, in Vietnam, inequality is at its most extreme 
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among those with disability. A 2006 survey shows that 13 
million people or 15.3 per cent of the Vietnamese pop-
ulation had a disability and one-third of these lived below 
the poverty line. Less than five per cent of those with 
disability receive rehabilitation support and less than one 
quarter have access to education. While the Vietnamese 
government has introduced legislation to support those with 
disability it has had very limited implementation. Disability 
related policies are not widely circulated, people have no 
knowledge of where to get help, there are no financial mech-
anisms to assist those with disability, no monitoring tools or 
guidance to support people with disability and little collab-
oration between disability agencies and social organisations.  

Evidence and equity 
In this section, Lansley together with NGO and university 
colleagues, discuss the increasing pressure on development 
NGOs to provide evidence of the effectiveness of their 
work. Case studies from three major Australian NGOs dem-
onstrate the challenges NGOs face in an ‘evidence hungry 
age’ including the difficulty of producing relevant and 
useable evidence. As they note, ‘collecting effective evi-
dence has significant economic and workplace implications 
for how NGOs operate’ and does not necessarily mean better 
outcomes—how evidence is utilised is equally important. 
The greatest challenge is determining just what is needed to 
achieve better evidence. The authors found that:  

NGOs need to better communicate the realities of pro-
ducing better evidence…they need to be open…about the 
complex nature of development work, the risk of failure, 
and the constant presence of equivocal outcomes.  

Better evidence, they conclude, requires greater empha-
sis on the value of program outputs to primary stakeholders 
and communities in addition to the more usual focus on the 
aims of program designers and implementers.  

Wilson et al., whose work picks up on questions raised 
by Lansley et al. as to whose evidence counts note that 
‘people with disability have been routinely excluded from 
…evidence and knowledge production’. This applies in 
particular to the situation of children. Children with dis-
ability have been the subject of research rather than being 
involved in it. Taking a human rights approach, the authors 
maintain that to include children with disability in research 
they need to overcome the assumptions of parents, carers 
and teachers of the child’s incapacity to participate. In their 
Voices project they use a variety of data collection tools 
designed to enable children with disability to ‘self-report’ 
by offering alternative modes of communication—visual, 
audio and tactile which did not require literacy. The paper 
provides examples of evidence from children with disability 
including what they would like to do in the future, what jobs 
they would like to do. Overwhelmingly children expressed 
their wish for education. 

Carroll, Devine and colleagues continue the human 
rights theme considering the marginalisation of people with 
psychosocial disability. Discrimination and lack of under-
standing of psychosocial disability is, they state, a major 
factor contributing to their exclusion. Despite negative 

attitudes being widely acknowledged as a barrier to inclu-
sion, discrimination has been poorly documented. Existing 
research provides evidence of high levels of abuse against 
those with psychosocial disability. The authors outline the 
situation of those with psychosocial disability from a legis-
lative, economic and social context and present a case study 
of the W-DARE project—a three year participatory action 
research aimed at improving access of people with a 
psychosocial disability to quality sexual and reproductive 
health programs. 

Equality in access to safe water is included in the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. Grant et al. question 
whether private water enterprises in rural Vietnam reduce 
or increase inequalities. While private enterprises perform 
a critical role in increasing access to safe water in Vietnam, 
research undertaken by the authors found that poor house-
holds sometimes paid higher fees, connection fees were a 
barrier to accessing services, piecemeal coverage disad-
vantaged the poor and support mechanisms were unevenly 
applied. 

Evaluation experts Peersman and Rogers consider 
equity issues in monitoring and evaluation (M&E). They 
pose a number of questions that help determine the extent 
to which M&E can disadvantage the poor. These include 
whose values are taken into consideration in determining 
evaluative criteria and standards; who decides what success 
looks like; should ‘success’ be considered an overall 
improvement or a reduction in equity gaps; if a program is 
good for some people and harmful for others, how should it 
be judged overall? They recommend strengthening M&E 
capacity to help reduce inequality. 

While we believe that there is genuine interest and 
willingness in achieving equitable development results, 
M&E often fails to address equity issue in its findings and 
processes. In doing so, it fails to adequately inform effort 
to improve equity and, worse, can undermine them. 

Voice, choice and collectivity 
Kennedy raises the issue of the Indigenous voice amongst 
remote Australian communities and argues that without a 
voice in policy and service delivery, Indigenous people lack 
the capability to participate in discourse about what is 
important for their development making it impossible for 
them to influence decisions. The paper provides a case study 
among a small community in the remote Central Australian 
Desert during an Australian Government Intervention. The 
study found that during the Intervention Indigenous voices 
were silenced and the Western Aranda people spoke of their 
despair and frustration about not being heard and the inabil-
ity to have a voice in the events taking place. The study 
found that Indigenous voices are muted and silenced by our 
failure to understand and accommodate the conditions that 
permit remote peoples to have a real say in deliberations.  

Conn and colleagues note that:  

The health, wellbeing and socio-economic participation 
of youth from Auckland communities experiencing 
inequalities, including Maori, Pacific Island and refugee 
communities, is a particular concern.  
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The paper presents findings from a collaborative action 
research project in which academics and youth leaders 
started ‘a critical discussion’, which sought to promote 
youth participation and ownership. This was well-received 
by the youth leaders engaged in the project, but in the 
following paper, Hutchison presents compelling evidence 
of the ‘burdens and risks’ that development project partic-
ipation expectations can inflict on the poor. Using a case 
study from the Philippines, she demonstrates that ‘Their 
structural disadvantage means that poor people can find it 
hard to comply with the development aspirations of even 
their long-term allies and advocates’, and concludes that 
‘politically informed programming needs to take account of 
the poor by fully appreciating what is hard for them to 
forego under their current circumstances’. 

Gendered inequality 
Unsurprisingly, issues of participation are also raised in the 
papers related to gendered inequality. Fernandez, ‘under-
takes a systematic review of case studies of collectively 
owned and managed livelihoods initiatives in India, to 
investigate whether they offer women opportunities to 
improve their ability to re-negotiate gender inequalities 
and oppressive norms, and to control productive assets’.  

She found that, while gains were reported in the public 
sphere, ‘gender and caste-based barriers continue to con-
strain women’s ability to benefit from collective livelihood 
interventions’. Based on research in Papua New Guinea 
(PNG) Spark provides a different view of the intersections 
of class and gender. She acknowledges that PNG’s Business 
and Professional Women’s (BPW) Club functions ‘in the 
context of a society increasingly stratified in terms of class’, 
but argues that ‘my analysis of BPW provides evidence that 
being middle class in PNG does not necessarily involve 
shoring up individual privilege at the expense of the “grass 
roots”’. 

Cosijn examines the seven-year Sustainable Effective 
Economic Development (SEED) project in Mozambique 
which is implemented by CARE Canada and CARE 
Mozambique in partnership with IrishAid and the Inter-
national Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), in close collab-
oration with the Government of Mozambique. The project 
‘aimed to reduce poverty and to strengthen the agriculture 
sector through value-added chains that were sustainable and 
competitive’, with a focus on women’s economic empower-
ment and gender equality. The project, which Cosijn credits 
with having ‘a large impact on women’s empowerment’, 
used an adaptive learning process that used dialogue and 
reflection to guide adaptation throughout the project cycle. 
‘Without this learning process, it is unlikely that the project 
would have had the successes it had’, Cosijn states. 

A slightly different take on value chains is provided by 
Nicholas who reports on value chains and women’s eco-
nomic empowerment in Cambodia, Palestine and Uganda. 
Nicholas argues that ‘economic empowerment is more than 
a question of money’ and requires a ‘focus on power’. She 
states: 

Without considering issues of power, [there is the poten-
tial that] poor female farmers gain skills and increased 

production, but without control over income. Chain 
empowerment occurs when participants add value to their 
products and also increase their control over income, 
relationships and the processes involved in value creation. 

Nicholas reports on work to assist women to develop 
three forms of power: power within [themselves], power 
with [each other], and power to [act]. 

The final paper in this section addresses menstruation; 
a natural bodily act that has been subverted and judged in 
such ways that women across the world face, 

Taboos and socio-cultural practices include[ing] food 
restrictions, segregation from the household and… 
restrictions on daily activities such as washing, cooking 
and involvement in religious and social activities. 

Huggett and Macintyre argue that ‘Such beliefs and 
practices drive a culture of secrecy and silence and reinforce 
gender inequality’, and call for attention to be paid to ‘the 
gender inequality dimension of harmful practices in man-
aging menstruation’. This, they say, will require ‘gender, 
SRHR and WASH actors to challenge their traditional ways 
of working and co-develop joint ways of working and 
taking action’. 

Intersections of inequality 
The papers in this section examine the ways in which 
certain systems come together to compound inequality. 
James et al. examine the links between disability, poverty 
and inequality, ‘and the particular importance of collecting 
and using accurate data to better understand its impact and 
to guide good practice’. The authors argue for: 

…a sharper focus on evidence—not only in terms of 
collecting evidence on the interrelationships between 
disability, inequality and development to inform practice, 
but also in terms of evaluating and documenting the 
approaches and methods that are used to collect evidence.  

They offer a set of principles for disability inclusive 
data collection.  

Fletcher et al.’s paper provides a brief overview of 
‘research undertaken by the authors and sexual health and 
rights practitioners in a Southeast Asian country examining 
the intersections of gender, sexuality, disadvantage, and 
how that plays out in reality for practitioners’. It then 
describes and discusses the outputs of a workshop on the 
intersections of gender, sexuality and disadvantage as part 
of the 2015 conference. Workshop participants were asked 
to consider three questions:  

1.  Do you think using a more intersectional understanding  
of gender, sexuality and inequality might help us to help us 
tackle disadvantage more effectively? Why, or why not?  

2. What might a more intersectional approach look like? 
What could we change? and  

3. What are the challenges in taking a more intersectional 
approach? Would anything be lost by doing so?  

Responses to these questions reminded all present, once 
again, that ‘we function within systems that do not cope well 
with such complexity and intersection’. 
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Meribe examines the intersections between poverty 
and climate change in a rural Nigerian community, report-
ing on farmers’ lived experiences of climate change. He 
notes that: 

The people of the community continue to experience crop 
failure, dwindling income and hunger and generally lack 
the specialised knowledge needed to understand the 
changes they are experiencing to try and adapt.  

He argues that: 

…using new media in tandem with informal local com-
munication networks could engage rural communities to 
address this ‘poverty’ of communication and allow rural 
farmers to share knowledge to obtain better understanding 
of impacts such as climate change on their livelihoods. 

The aid industry 
The final section of this journal is intended as a provocation 
for all academics and practitioners engaged in international 
development. Medica raises questions regarding the allo-
cation of aid money and, specifically, whether or not the 
Australian Awards (AA) are ‘a sacred cow’ that are sup-
ported at the expense of other programs that have been well 
evaluated (for example, Australian Volunteers Interna-
tional). She concludes: 

The study of the AA program shows that while it is 
meeting output requirements, it is remiss in assuming the 
delivery of awards will in turn contribute to nation 
building. Issues such as a poor enabling environment 
appear to be largely ignored. 

Rhodes et al. focus on the practitioner level of inter-
national development, in a report of a conference workshop 
that asked attendees to consider: ‘What is our role? Why are 
we doing this?’ and, importantly, How do we cope? Themes 
arising from group work are reported as: Understanding 
one’s own values, beliefs and strengths; emotional resil-
ience and self-care; brokering, translating and interpreting 
between diverse worlds; balancing adeptness in complex 
and dynamic contexts; and leadership skills. During the 
workshop, participants spoke of tensions between their 
own, and organisational or industry values; the emotional 

challenges of these tensions; the pressure of dealing with 
change within non-adaptive systems; and the struggle to 
lead. In conclusion, Rhodes et al. note: 

The experience of the workshop leads us to ask whether 
the current development system is the right one to address 
the complex reality of inequality, particularly if it is not 
reflecting and accommodating the lived experiences of 
those who navigate this work every day. 

All of the above needs to be considered in relation to 
the context provided by Gilbert and Spratt, in the journal’s 
final article. Written as an opinion piece, the article sets out 
the current Australian aid environment as one of uncertainty 
and change, which ‘is unsettling for those of us who identify 
as part of the sector, and feel that the ways of working 
established over this last decade of growth are under threat’. 
Drawing as they do on the plenary session at the 2015 
conference (titled ‘Creating a healthy environment for 
Australian aid in times of inequality and austerity’), as 
well as outcomes of discussion sessions held with prac-
titioners in 2013 and 2014, Gilbert and Spratt suggest that 
there is a: 

…fundamental tension between the values to which both 
individual professionals and organisations subscribe, and 
the extent to which these values are compromised in 
practice by organisational imperatives. 

They call for the establishment of a professional asso-
ciation for development workers, and suggest a primary 
task for such an association as articulation of ‘principles of 
practice’ and that this, in turn, ‘would give us greater capa-
city to challenge poor practice and decision making in the 
organisations in which we work’. 

They conclude: 

…a profession that seeks such radical change is never 
going to be an easy one. We are responsible for shaping 
our sector and our identity as professionals, so we need to 
take responsibility for the health of our sector and the 
integrity of our practice. 

We trust that Gilbert and Spratt, along with all of the 
contributors to this journal, have given readers something 
to think about. 
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 Counting the poor versus monitoring the floor: 
Understanding alternative perceptions of 

progress against poverty 

Martin Ravallion, Georgetown University, Washington DC 

Introduction 
One hears very different views within the development community on the question 
as to whether the world’s poorest are participating in the benefits of economic 
growth.1 One view is reflected in John F Kennedy’s famous aphorisms that ‘a rising 
tide lifts all boats,’ or claims that ‘growth is good for the poor’ (Dollar and Kraay 
2002) and that the poor are ‘breaking through from the bottom’ (Radelet 2015). 
However, other observers appear to tell a very different story. For example, on 
launching the Millennium Goals Report (United Nations 2011) UN Secretary-
General Ban Ki-moon said that: ‘The poorest of the world are being left behind. We 
need to reach out and lift them into our lifeboat.’ Something like this alternative view 
is heard often in the development community.2 

So we appear to have two very different perceptions on progress against 
poverty. Ostensibly it would seem that truth is closer to the former view. Empirical 
research has indicated considerable progress against poverty when one counts the 
numbers of people living below a wide range of poverty lines, including lines well 
below the international line of $US1.25 per person per day in 2005 prices. Figure 1 
gives the percentage of the population of the developing world living below various 
poverty lines over a 30-year period from 1981 (each line is fixed in real value over 
time and across countries.) The evidence indicates falling incidence and depth of 
absolute poverty in the developing world over recent decades. And the extent of that 
progress is correlated with overall growth rates (Ravallion 2016). Nor is it clear 
what research findings can be identified to support the view that the poorest are 
being left behind. Where is the evidence? One hears such claims so often that one 
might be tempted to suspect that this is a case of proof by repeated assertion. 
However, it would be overly hasty to conclude that those who think that the poorest 
are being left behind are simply ill-informed. We also need to acknowledge that 
something important is missing from the numbers generated by counting poor 
people over time, as in Figure. If overall economic progress is not to ‘leave the 
poorest behind’ then it must, in due course, raise the lower bound to the distribution 
of permanent consumption in society. That lower bound can be called the 
consumption floor. The counts of poor people can fall without the floor rising. 

Figure 1: Percentage of the population of the developing world living below 
each line 
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The most widely-used poverty measure, the ‘headcount 
index’ attaches no value to success in raising the lowest 
level of living. Those with the lower observed consumption 
or income are given higher weight in assessing an indiv-
idual’s deprivation for the subset of poverty measures that 
penalise inequality among the poor. These are also cases of 
the counting approach, whereby one counts individual 
deprivations. There is no assurance that any of the measures 
using the counting approach give adequate weight to pro-
gress in raising the floor. Indeed, in most measures, the 
weight on the individual deprivation measure is the cor-
responding population density, which may well be quite 
low for the poorest.  

Figure 2 below illustrates the difference. Each panel 
gives two cumulative distribution functions (CDFs).3

 In 
each case, the upper CDF is the initial one and the lower 
CDF is for a later date. As drawn, no standard measure of 
poverty will show an increase. The drop in the incidence of 
poverty at the indicated poverty line is similar in panels (a) 
and (b). In (a), the counting approach can reasonably claim 
that many of the poorest have been reached even though the 
floor has not risen, so some people still remain living at the 
same very low level. In panel (b), the same reduction in the 
poverty rate has come with a rising floor—implying that the 
poorest are not left behind. 

The following section reviews the arguments that can 
be made for focusing more on the level of the consumption 
floor in assessing progress against poverty. The paper then 
provides an overview of the findings from my recent 
research attempting to measure the level of the floor and its 
evolution over time. 

Arguments for focusing on the consumption 
floor 
Moral philosophers have long argued that justice is only 
served when every individual is covered by its precepts—
none are left behind. An application to distributive justice 

assesses a society’s economic progress by its ability to 
enhance the economic welfare of the least advantaged, 
following the two principles of justice proposed by Rawls 
(1971). First, each person should have an equal right to  
the most extensive set of liberties compatible with the  
same rights for all. Second, subject to that constraint, social 
choices should only permit inequality if it is efficient to do 
so—that a difference is only allowed if both parties are better 
off as a result; this is what Rawls called the ‘difference 
principle’. Rawls’s difference principle is often interpreted 
as ‘maximin’—to maximise the minimum level of welfare. 
Hammond (1976) showed that a generalised lexicographic 
version of maximin (dubbed leximin in the literature) can 
be derived from a set of axioms including a requirement that 
reducing the disparities in welfare between the rich and the 
poor is socially preferred, other things being equal.4 

The idea of raising the consumption floor also has deep 
roots in thinking about development and social policy. In a 
famous example, in 1948 Mahatma Gandhi (1958) was 
asked: ‘How can I know that the decisions I am making are 
the best I can make?’ He answered: 

I will give you a talisman. Whenever you are in doubt, 
or when the self becomes too much with you, apply the 
following test. Recall the face of the poorest and the 
weakest man whom you may have seen, and ask yourself 
if the step you contemplate is going to be of any use to 
him. Will he gain anything by it? 

The spirit of Gandhi’s talisman was echoed (in some-
what dryer terms) 65 years later in a report initiated by the 
UN on setting new development goals, which argued that: 
‘The indicators that track them should be disaggregated to 
ensure no one is left behind and targets should only be 
considered “achieved” if they are met for all relevant 
income and social groups.’ Endorsing this view in the UN 
report, Kevin Watkins (2013) refers explicitly to Gandhi’s 
talisman, and argues that ‘As a guide to international 
cooperation on development, that’s tough to top’.

Figure 2: Same reduction in the poverty count but different implications for the poorest 
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(a) Poorest left behind (b) Same reduction in the incidence of poverty but without leaving 
the poorest behind 

Source: Ravallion (2016b) 
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The widespread concerns that a growing economy will 
leave the poorest behind have led to social policies that 
strived to support consumption levels above the biological 
minimum. Indeed, this has long been a guiding principle  
in rich and poor countries alike. One motivation for the  
laws establishing statutory minimum wage rates that first 
appeared in the late 19th century is that they raise the 
consumption floor.5 Social policies have often aimed to 
guarantee a minimum income. An early example was the 
Speenhamland System of 1795 introduced by the justices  
of Berkshire, which guaranteed local working-class resi-
dents a basic income indexed to the price of bread.6 There 
have also been advocates of the idea of a ‘basic-income 
guarantee’—a fixed cash transfer to every adult person; see, 
for example, Van Parijs (1995) and Raventós (2007). The 
International Labor Organization (2012) has recommended 
a comprehensive ‘Social Protection Floor’, comprising 
‘nationally defined sets of basic social security guarantees’ 
spanning health, schooling and income security. One of the 
UN’s recently ratified Sustainable Development Goals is to: 

Implement nationally appropriate social protection 
systems and measures for all, including floors, and by 
2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and the 
vulnerable. 

This is more than wishful thinking. In the new 
millennium, mainstream development policies across the 
developing world have come to embrace a range of direct 
interventions, variously called antipoverty programs, social 
safety nets, and social assistance; here I call them social 
safety nets (SSN’s).7 A good working definition is: ‘Social 
safety nets are non-contributory transfers designed to provide 
regular and predictable support to targeted poor and vul-
nerable people’ (World Bank 2014:xii). Their common 
feature is the use of direct income transfers to poor families. 
While this was rare in the developing world prior to the mid-
1990s, today almost every country has at least one SSN 
program (ibid). The new SSN programs have mainly been in 
the form of conditional cash transfers and workfare schemes 
(ibid). The compilation of survey-based estimates of SSN 
coverage spanning 2000–10 in the World Bank’s ASPIRE 
database indicates that the share of the population receiving 
help from SSN programs is growing rapidly. The term safety 
net even evokes (at least implicitly) the idea of a floor. 

Raising the consumption floor is a common explicit 
motivation for SSN programs; examples include the two 
largest programs to date in population coverage, namely 
China’s Di Bao program and India’s National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Scheme. The Di Bao program makes transfers 
aiming to bring all urban residents up to locally determined Di 
Bao lines (Ravallion 2014b). The Rural Employment Guar-
antee Scheme in India aims to guarantee up to 100 days of 
work per household per year doing unskilled manual labor at 
stipulated minimum wage rates (see, for example, Dutta et al. 
2014). The latter program can be interpreted as an attempt to 
enforce the minimum wage rate in an informal economy. 

The fact that SSN coverage is expanding gives hope 
that the floor is rising. Of course, whether this is happening 
in practice is another matter. To assess whether we are 
seeing progress against poverty consistently with the 
Rawlsian approach, one needs to define and measure the 

consumption floor. It is widely acknowledged that there is 
a need to focus on more than the growth rate of the overall 
mean, and descriptive tools such as the growth incidence 
curve of Ravallion and Chen (2003) have clearly helped. 
However, there has been little effort to study the growth rate 
of the lower bound of the distribution of levels of living, 
even though that lower bound has received much attention 
in social policy discussions, social choice theory and moral 
philosophy. The next section will summarise findings from 
the first attempt to measure the consumption floor in 
Ravallion (2016a). 

The concept of the floor has played a role in positive 
economics. Early ideas in classical economics of the 
subsistence wage can be interpreted as the wage rate 
required to assure that the biological floor is reached for a 
typical family. Famously, Malthus (1806) argued that the 
economic dynamics of population growth assures that the 
unskilled wage rate stays at the subsistence level; any temp-
orary increase (decrease) in the consumption of working-
class families in a neighbourhood of the floor would induce 
population growth (contraction), which will return con-
sumption to the level of the floor. The idea of a floor has 
been a feature of development models since Lewis (1954). 

The idea has continued to play a role in modern 
economics. It has been built into demand models, such as 
the widely-used linear expenditure system. The idea is found 
in modern theoretical treatments of the problem of deter-
mining the optimal population size. For example, Blackorby 
and Donaldson (1984) proposed that social welfare increases 
with a larger population if and only if the extra people have a 
level of consumption above a critical minimum. 

The idea is also found in modern dynamic models, as 
discussed in Azariadis (1996) and Ben-David (1998). There 
are also arguments on the production side, whereby the 
existence of a floor generates a low-level non-convexity in 
production possibility sets. Various theoretical arguments 
have been made along these lines. The essential idea is that 
worker productivity and/or access to credit (given default 
chances) suffer when a person’s consumption is close to the 
floor, as in the models found in Mirrlees (1975) and Banerjee 
and Newman (1994). 

Under certain conditions, low-level non-convexities 
(such as from thresholds) can also generate dynamics with 
multiple equilibria in which the low-level attractor among a 
set of stead- state equilibria is identified as a overty trap, as 
in Galor and Zeira (1993). For example, unless nutritional 
intakes rise above basal metabolic rate it will be impossible 
to maintain any physical work effort. The existence of such 
thresholds can explain why some people may be stuck at the 
floor; the dynamic adjustment in response to small transient 
gains will push them back to the floor in due course. It can 
also explain why limited coverage and low transfers can 
entail that SSN programs are ineffective in raising the floor. 
Only with a sufficiently large gain will the poorest be able 
to attain a growth path toward their preferred long-run 
equilibrium. By the same token, even someone living 
comfortably at their preferred stable equilibrium can end up 
destitute after a sufficiently large negative shock. Thus there 
can be large social returns to a sufficiently comprehensive 
social protection policy. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
http://datatopics.worldbank.org/aspire/indicator_glance
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Assessing progress for the poorest 
Given the prominence of the idea of a consumption floor in 
moral philosophy, social policy and economics, it is of 
interest to see how one might make the idea operational 
with the available data—to quantify the expected level of 
the floor and how it has evolved over time, as a complement 
to prevailing counting approaches. 

Estimating the level of the consumption floor is not easy. 
I have proposed a method of doing so in Ravallion (2016a), 
which can be implemented with readily available data. The 
approach is conceptually distinct from the received count-
ing approach to poverty measurement. Here the counting 
approach includes the ‘higher-order’ measures that have  
been developed in the literature, such as the Foster-Greer-
Thorbecke (FGT) (1984) class of measures. These are 
essentially counting approaches where poorer people get 
higher weight in the counts.8 

The proposed approach to estimating the level of the 
floor recognises that there are transient consumption effects 
in the observed survey data. However, the data are assumed 
to be reliable enough to assure that it is more likely that the 
person with the lower observed consumption is living at the 
floor than anyone else. The key assumption is that the 
probability of being the poorest person falls as a power 
function. Then the expected value of the floor can be 
derived as a function of standard poverty measures. For 
example, if the probability falls linearly up to the upper 
bound then the ratio of the squared poverty gap to the 
poverty gap relative to that bound—two readily-available 
FGT measures of poverty—emerges as the key (inverse) 
indicator for assessing progress in raising the floor. This 
method implies that the consumption floor today that is 

about half of the international poverty line of $1.25 a day. 
This is probably close to the consumption of essential foods 
for those living around $1.25 a day. 

My principal empirical finding is that, while the 
counting approach shows huge progress for poor people, the 
Rawlsian approach of focusing on the floor does not. The 
distribution of the gains amongst the poor has meant that 
the expected value of the consumption floor has risen very 
little over the last 30 years. Figure 3 gives my preferred 
estimate over time for the developing world as a whole. It is 
evident that there has been very little progress in raising the 
floor despite the progress (accelerating since 2000) in raising 
the overall mean consumption. 

Another perspective on the issue is found in Figure 4. 
Here I give the absolute gain in measured consumption in the 
developing world over 1981–2011 by percentile, from the 
poorest (on the left) to the richest (right). Consistently with 
the lack of progress in raising the floor we see that the gains 
are close to zero for the poorest, but rising to quite high levels. 
This is also consistent with what we know about rising 
absolute inequality in the developing world, as discussed in 
Ravallion (2014a). (Absolute inequality refers to the absolute 
differences in the chosen welfare metric while relative ine-
quality refers to the proportionate differences—the ratios). 

While policy makers would be ill-advised, in my 
view, to look solely at the level of the floor in a given 
society, it can be acknowledged that this has normative 
significance independently of attainments in reducing the 
numbers of people living near that floor. The argument 
here is not that progress against poverty should be judged 
solely by the level of the consumption floor, but only that 
the latter should not be ignored as we think about 
development goals and social policies going forward. 

Figure 3: Mean consumptions for the developing world 
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Figure 4: Absolute gains by percentile 1981–2011 
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Conclusions 
The popularity and influence of the view that the poorest are 
left behind in growing developing economies begs for an 
empirical assessment of its validity. Prevailing ‘counting 
approaches’ to measuring poverty appear to tell a very 
different story. However, as this paper has argued, falling 
poverty measures assessed by the counting approach can be 
perfectly consistent with the poorest being left behind. 

It is not the contention of this paper that traditional 
approaches should be abandoned in favour of an approach 
that assesses progress solely by how much the poorest person 
is gaining. But there is a case for believing that the counting 
approach misses something important. There are ethical 
foundations for this claim in moral philosophy. And the idea 
is found in the rationales for social policies. 

Indeed, for a long time, and across countries at very 
different levels of development, social policies have often 
claimed that they aim to ensure a minimum level of living 
above any biological floor required for mere survival. 
Negative income tax schemes and (formally-equivalent) 
basic-income guarantees financed by progressive income 
taxes aim to raise society’s consumption floor above the 
biological minimum. And such efforts are not confined to 
rich countries; indeed, the two largest anti-poverty pro-
grams in the world today (in China and India) aim to raise 
the floor. In forming their views, casual observers may well 
focus on the observed level of living of those they deem to 
be the poorest. The evidence found in the literature does not 
appear to be consistent with this view. However, there is an 
important conceptual difference between focusing on 
counts of poor people versus focusing on the level of living 
of the poorest, in the spirit of Gandhi’s talisman or the 

Rawlsian difference principle. Both perspectives are evident 
in past thinking and policy discussions. Both have been 
advocated as development goals, although the counting 
approach, as implemented in various poverty measures,  
has dominated the attention of economists and statisticians 
monitoring progress against poverty. Only when we 
recognise this conceptual difference in the approaches taken 
to measuring poverty can we understand why we hear very 
different answers to the question of whether the poorest 
have been left behind. 

Success in assuring that ‘no-one is left behind’ can be 
monitored from existing data sources under certain 
assumptions. The approach used here recognises that there 
are transient consumption effects in the observed survey data, 
but it assumes that the data are reliable enough to assure that 
it is more likely that the person with the lower observed con-
sumption is living at the floor than anyone else. 

Drawing on the results from household surveys for 
developing countries spanning 1981–2011, one finds consid-
erable progress against poverty using the counting approach. 
Whatever poverty line one uses over a wide range one finds 
an unambiguous reduction in absolute poverty by the count-
ing approach. Mean consumption per capita in the devel-
oping world has been growing at around two per cent per 
annum over this period, and four per cent since 2000. 

However, there appears to have been very little absolute 
gain for the poorest. The estimate of the mean value of the 
consumption floor is around half of the $1.25 international 
poverty line. The bulk of the developing world’s progress 
against poverty has been in reducing the number of people 
living close to the consumption floor, rather than raising the 
level of that floor. In this sense, it can be said that the poorest 
have indeed been left behind. 
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Notes 
1  An overview of these debates, with an historical perspective, 

can be found in Ravallion (2016b, Ch. 2 and Ch. 8). 
2  Other examples can be found in Ravallion (2016, Ch.8). 
3  The CDF gives (on the vertical axis) the percentage of the 

population living below each income level on the horizontal 
axis. So if the point on the horizontal axis is the poverty line 
then the point on the CDF is the poverty rate, sometimes 
called the headcount index of poverty. 

4  This idea is developed further in Fleurbaey and Maniquet 
(2011). 

5  There are also well-known efficiency arguments, notably in 
non-competitive labour markets; for further discussion see 
Ravallion (2016b). 

6  For further discussion of this and subsequent policies see 
Ravallion (2016b, Ch. 10). 

7  Barrientos (2013) provides a good overview of this class of 
policies. 

8  Note that the limiting case of the FGT index as their 
inequality aversion parameter goes to infinity is the lowest 
value level in the data. This is only the floor, as measured 
here, if one is certain that the lowest observed value is the 
lower bound to permanent consumption. It is argued below 
that this is questionable. 

References 
Azariadis, Costas 1996, ‘The economics of poverty traps. Part 

One: Complete markets’, Journal of Economic Growth, 1, 
449–86. 

Banerjee, Abhijit and Andrew Newman 1994, ‘Poverty, 
incentives and development’, American Economic Review, 
84(2), 211–15. 

Barrientos, Armando 2013, Social Assistance in Developing 
Countries, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Ben-David, Dan 1998, ‘Convergence clubs and subsistence 
economies’, Journal of Development Economics, 55, 153–59. 

Blackorby, Charles and David Donaldson 1984, ‘Social criteria 
for evaluating population change’, Journal of Public 
Economics, 25, 13–33. 

Dutta, Puja, Rinku Murgai, Martin Ravallion and Dominique van 
de Walle 2014, Right-to-Work? Assessing India’s 
Employment Guarantee Scheme in Bihar, World Bank. 

Dollar, David and Aart Kraay 2002, ‘Growth is good for the 
poor’, Journal of Economic Growth, 7(3), 195–225. 

Fleurbaey, Marc and François Maniquet 2011, A Theory of 
Fairness and Social Welfare, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 

Foster, James, J Greer and Erik Thorbecke 1984, ‘A class of 
decomposable poverty measures’, Econometrica, 52, 761–65. 

Galor, Oded and Joseph Zeira 1993, ‘Income distribution and 
macroeconomics’, Review of Economic Studies, 60(1), 35–52. 

Gandhi, Mahatma 1958, The Last Phase, Volume II, Navajivan 
Publishing House, Ahmedabad. 

Hammond, Peter 1976, ‘Equity, Arrow’s Conditions and Rawls’ 
Difference Principle’, Econometrica, 44, 793–804. 

International Labor Organization 2012, ‘R202: Social Protection 
Floors Recommendation’, Recommendation concerning 
National Floors of Social Protection Adoption, Geneva, 
101st ILC session (14 June 2012). 

Lewis, Arthur 1954, ‘Economic development with unlimited 
supplies of labor’, Manchester School of Economic and 
Social Studies, 22, 139–91. 

Malthus, Thomas Robert 1806, An Essay on the Principle  
of Population, 1890 Edition, Ward, Lock and Co,  
London. 

Mencher, Samuel 1967, Poor Law to Poverty Program: 
Economic security policy in Britain and the United States, 
University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh. 

Mirrlees, James 1975, ‘A pure theory of underdeveloped 
economies’, LG Reynolds (ed.), Agriculture in Development 
Theory, Yale University Press, New Haven. 

Radelet, Steven 2015, The Great Surge: The unprecedented 
economic and political transformation of developing 
countries around the World, Simon & Schuster. 

Ravallion, Martin 2014a, ‘Income inequality in the developing 
world’, Science, 344, 851–55.  

Ravallion, Martin, 2014b, ‘An emerging new form of social 
protection in 21st century China’, Shenggen Fan, Ravi 
Kanbur, Shang-jin Wei, Xiaobo Zhang (eds), Oxford 
Companion to the Economics of China, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford. 

Ravallion, Martin 2016a, ‘Are the World’s poorest being  
left behind?’, Journal of Economic Growth, forthcoming. 

Ravallion, Martin 2016b, The Economics of Poverty. History, 
Measurement and Policy, Oxford University Press, New 
York. 

Ravallion, Martin and Shaohua Chen 2003, ‘Measuring pro-poor 
growth’, Economics Letters, 78(1), 93–99. 

Raventós, Daniel 2007, Basic Income: The material conditions of 
freedom, Pluto Press, London. 

Rawls, John 1971, A Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge MA. 

United Nations 2011, The Millennium Development Goals 
Report, United Nations Secretariat, New York. 

Van Parijs, Philippe 1995, Real Freedom for All: What (if 
anything) can justify capitalism? Oxford University Press, 
Oxford. 

Watkins, Kevin 2013, ‘Leaving no-one behind: An equity agenda 
for the post-2015 goals’, Overseas Development Institute, 
London. 

World Bank 2014, The State of Social Safety Nets 2014, World 
Bank, Washington DC. 

http://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm


August 2016 11 

Improving the situation of people with disability in Vietnam 

Yen Vo, Disability Research and Capacity Development Center, Vietnam

Disempowerment is characteristic of people with disability 
in developing countries. Not only are they the poorest of the 
poor but the most disadvantaged among the disadvantaged 
(UN Enable 2011). They suffer a variety of barriers to 
education, information, employment, transportation, health 
and welfare systems (Momin 2004). In Vietnam, poverty, 
together with an overall low level of economic development 
and cultural beliefs are significant hindrances to the full 
social participation of people with disability. Society does 
not expect people with disability to do the same work as 
others, and frequently discourage them by staring at them 
or treating them with sympathy and tolerance. As a result, 
while people with disability in developed nations can focus 
on promoting their rights at a more progressive level, most 
people with disability in Vietnam are struggling to survive. 
That is why many self-help groups focus on employment 
opportunities for their own members rather than on the 
rights of people with disability (Yoder 2002).  

Based on a review of studies on empowerment and 
disability in Vietnam and the writer’s working experience 
with the Disability Research and Capacity Development 
Center in Vietnam, this paper presents an overview of the 
disabling environment in Vietnam and explores some 
approaches that can positively change the life of people 
with disability. 

The facts: Poverty, employment and 
education 
A 2006 survey conducted by the General Department of 
Statistics shows that 13 million people or 15.3 per cent of 
the Vietnamese population has a disability. Data from the 
Ministry of Labor, Invalids and Social Affairs (2007) shows 
that 32.5 per cent of people with disability live below the 
poverty level (less than $US1/day); 65 per cent are living in 
temporary accommodation; 70 per cent are of working age 
while 30 per cent have stable incomes; and only 4.62 per 
cent of households or individuals with disability have 
received rehabilitation support and/or supportive devices.  

The education level of those with disability is low. Of 
one million children with disability 230,000 of 24.5 per cent 
are going to school (Ministry of Education and Training 
2007). Forty-one percent of people with disability over six 
years of age are illiterate, compared with less than 10 per 
cent of the general population. Only 19.5 per cent of people 
with disability have finished secondary school; 93.4 per 
cent over the age of 16 do not have professional qualif-
ications and only 6.5 per cent have vocational training 
certificates; 2.75 per cent have finished technical senior 
secondary schools or higher, and less than 0.1 per cent have 
finished higher education. Although many are capable of 
learning they cannot go to school due to poverty, attitudinal 
or physical barriers in the general environment and even 
within the schools they wish to attend. The lack of access to 

social services mean people with disability are among the 
least nourished, the least healthy, the least educated, the 
least employed, and as a result, the poorest people in 
Vietnam.  

Legislation and policies 
Despite a progressive legislative framework and strong 
commitment from Government there is still a large gap 
between policy and reality and very limited implement-
tation. Ministry of Labor, Invalids and Social Affairs’ 
analysis in the National Action Plan 2006-2010 indicates 
many reasons for this status quo: 

1. Information on agencies responsible for disability-related 
policies is not widely circulated, and so people with 
disability and their families have little knowledge of 
where to go for information or support.   

2. The Government budget to support people with disability 
is limited and there is no financial mechanism to allocate 
funds for disability programs or activities.  

3. There are no monitoring tools or guidance for agencies 
responsible for implementation of the law and policies to 
support people with disability.  

4. There is little collaboration among agencies and social 
organisations in implementing programs that could 
increase opportunities for the participation of people with 
disability.  

5. Authorities of provinces and cities do not assign enough 
staff to implement the policies and provide recom-
mendations for support of local people with disability. 
Thus, the majority of current social projects or programs 
for people with disability are limited to charity and 
medical models rather than the social model emphasised 
in the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities.  

Social and cultural attitudes 
Attitudes about disability are key barriers to inclusion (Le et 
al. 2009). Attitudes can vary, with ‘care and protection’ being 
a dominant theme in Vietnam. Most participants to the 
workshops held by the Disability Research and Capacity 
Development Center within the last five years repeatedly 
stress that people with disability in Vietnam have been 
neglected. They are often regarded as incapable, inadequate, 
pitiable, unhealthy, dependent on charity, costly for society 
to support and a drain on family resources. They are not 
considered able to take care of themselves, achieve in school, 
or contribute through work. Inclusion is not clearly under-
stood in society generally. Even when there is willingness to 
include more people with disability in education, work or 
society there is a knowledge gap as to how that might happen. 
Therefore, although new disability policies call for their full 
participation, people with disability are still acting as passive 
recipients of charitable programs created by good-hearted 
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helpers who have little knowledge of the desires and needs of 
people with disability. 

The disability movement 
The disability movement in Vietnam is quite weak and it is 
questionable whether ‘movement’ is at all a suitable word 
to use (Yoder 2002). Very few people with disability have 
political awareness and few have an understanding of their 
rights or think of themselves as a potential political force. 
Nor do they recognise the role that disabled people organ-
isations might play in the social developmental processes. 
Even well educated people with disability know little about 
concepts used in social models (DRD 2007–13). As this 
suggests, most disabled people organisations are mutually-
supported organisations; but they lack strategic, operational 
and financial planning and management, advocacy skills, 
participatory and leadership skills, and co-ordination among 
themselves and with other social organisations. Therefore, 
very few of these organisations play an advocacy role. If 
they are to become a collective and effective voice, they 
must first become strong representative organisations and 
aim to build a cohesive movement throughout the country 
to ensure that Government policies are implemented. 

Opportunities for empowerment 
According to community psychologists, empowerment 
enhances individual capability and self-image. This can 
help increase perceptions of personal control and as a result, 
directly affect life outcomes (Wallerstein 1992). Therefore, 
it is important to focus on increasing the personal power of 
people with disability (Emener 1991; Zimmerman et al. 
1992). The empowerment vision of Rowlands (1995:103) 
has three dimensions:  

 Personal: where empowerment is about developing a 
sense of self and individual confidence and capacity, and 
undoing the effects of internalised oppression. 

 Close relationships: where empowerment is about devel-
oping the ability to negotiate and influence the nature of 
relationships and decisions made within it. 

 Collective: where individuals work together to achieve a 
more extensive impact than each could have had alone. 
This includes involvement in political structures, but 
might also cover collective action based on cooperation 
rather than competition. Collective action may be locally 
focused, for example, at village or neighborhood level, or 
institutional, such as national or international networks. 

Empowerment thus consists of both personal and social 
growth. It is a process of assisting people with disability to 
identify their life values, and build their capacity to under-
stand the importance of social participation and of working 
with others for collective goals.   

The process of becoming personally empowered 
involves competence enhancement. Rifkin and Pridmore 
(2001:11) support this by stating that, ‘information 
(education) is power; people who lack information lack 
power and lack choices about how to improve their lives or 
control what happens to them’. Education is undoubtedly a 
powerful tool for empowerment of people with disability. 

Through either formal or informal training programs, 
people with disability can gain the knowledge and skills 
needed to perform functions, tasks or carry out some socio-
economic activities for personal and community devel-
opment. They also need information to know their rights, as 
well as government policies and programs that concern 
them. The capacity-building process helps develop the 
leadership of individuals with disability as advocates, 
beginning by facilitating the recognition of the types of 
barriers to community accessibility that individuals with 
disability confront, and then encouraging people with dis-
ability to become active members of the community 
(Balcazar et al. 1994). For that reason, to change the deep-
rooted perception that they are incapable and merely objects 
of charity actions, people with disability in Vietnam need 
supports such as information, training and counselling to 
help them understand the nature of their disability and their 
limitations, as well as their potential and the opportunities 
they have. They also need help to develop the confidence 
and skills to claim their rights.   

The social participation of people with disability should 
receive equal attention since self-help groups or community-
based organisations provide opportunities for their members 
to gain the skills and competencies required to move towards 
achieving more positive outcomes (Laverack 2001). This 
empowerment can be extended to include an individual’s 
connectedness with other people and their participation in 
groups and communities of interest which aim to gain more 
power with the intent of bringing about changes in their 
environment (Zimmerman and Rappaport 1988).  

As noted by the Japanese Society for Rehabilitation of 
Persons with Disabilities (1999): ‘It is not enough to be 
merely independent, but it is also necessary to have a group 
that supports and provides an empathetic relationship.’ Self-
help groups are important because they provide emotional 
support for people facing similar tough situations. Self-help 
groups allow people to share information and openly discuss 
their problems without judgment, to process their feelings 
and to hear others talk about their situation. Participation in 
these groups or community organisations can help people 
deal more effectively with their problems. Crucially, self-
help groups provide the feeling that you are not alone. In 
addition, a self-help group’s function is to democratically and 
accountably attain the collective goals of the group and play 
the role of representative for the integration of people with 
disability into the larger community.  

Conclusion 
People with disability in Vietnam can be considered the most 
disadvantaged group and need to be empowered to change 
their life. Empowerment is a helpful approach because it 
addresses issues at both an individual and organisational or 
community level. This approach focuses on increasing an 
individual’s control over his/her life, and equipping an indiv-
idual with more self-confidence, a better perception of one-
self and increased knowledge and skills. With such qualify-
cations the individual will be better able to identify the 
barriers which reduce self-realisation and control over his/her 
life (Askheim 2003). At the organisational level, empower-
ment enables collective action to improve the quality of life 
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in a community and also emphasises the importance of 
connections among community organisations (Perkins and 
Zimmerman 1995). In employing the empowerment 
approach, people with disability in Vietnam can gain the 
ability to achieve their highest personal and collective 
aspirations and goals.  
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 Data, information and insight: New challenges 
facing NGOs in an evidence hungry age 

David Lansley, Fred Hollows Foundation; Cynthia Mulenga,  
World Vision Australia; Jayne Pilkinton, Oxfam Australia;  

and Tari Turner, Monash University 

Introduction 
Development NGOs face increasing pressure to provide evidence of the effect-
iveness of their work. This pressure has been growing over time and arises from 
several basic features of the current NGO landscape, notably: 

 the amount of funding for development channelled through NGOs which has increased 
emphasis on outcomes and impacts; 

 the rise of alternatives to NGOs, particularly from the private sector; 
 the ‘new contours’ of aid, including the rise of non-DAC or BRICS donors (notably 

Saudi Arabia, The United Arab Emirates, Turkey and China); 
 the growth in non-UN multilateral organisations; and 
 the increasing inclusion of asylum seeker costs in aid budgets, all of which put 

pressure on NGO’s traditional sources of funding and their established activities.  

For their part, NGOs and the communities they work with recognise that it is often 
in their interest to produce more and higher quality evidence. Better evidence is 
essential for continued improvement in program design and increased impact of 
development work for all stakeholders. Advocacy to increase scale and impact 
requires robust evidence to win support. Convincing evidence is increasingly 
needed to attract partners and persuade new funders and governments, multilateral 
agencies, private donors and broader stakeholders need evidence of program effect-
iveness to be satisfied that resources are being well used. The rise of evaluation 
methods such as impact evaluations and randomised controlled trials is also both a 
result of, and a further driver for, a focus on improving the evidence base for NGO 
work. 

An increased focus on evidence, though, has some significant implications for 
how NGOs operate. Collection and analysis of greater amounts of data for evidence 
increases program costs. Data collection frequently involves making pragmatic 
decisions which affect the quality of the data collected and hence its usefulness in 
future programming and advocacy. Simply collecting evidence does not necessarily 
mean better outcomes—how it is utilised is equally important (Jones 2012). More 
challenging still, a greater reliance on evidence requires NGOs to be open with their 
supporters and the wider community about the complex nature of development work, 
the risk of failure, and the constant presence of equivocal outcomes.  

But perhaps the greatest challenge is determining just what is needed to achieve 
‘better’ evidence. From an NGO perspective, some of the prerequisites include:  

 an organisational culture that encourages and values the use of evidence;  
 access to externally produced research and statistics;  
 awareness of the need to collect, analyse and utilise information generated internally 

through program design, monitoring and evaluation; and 
 sufficient capacity (internal or through collaborations).  

Effective evidence also needs to be in a useable form, timely, and relevant to the 
purpose.  

So despite the demands for better evidence, the range of factors that influence 
evidence quantity or quality mean that genuine improvements are unlikely to be 
achieved easily or by simple actions repeated across different organisations or 
programming contexts. What needs to be done to produce better evidence will vary 
from situation to situation. 
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This paper explores the way three NGOs—The Fred 
Hollows Foundation, World Vision Australia, and Oxfam 
Australia—have approached the challenge of producing 
more relevant and useable evidence in widely different 
situations. The first study looks at the way The Fred 
Hollows Foundation approached improving data quality in 
the seemingly straight forward area of eye health, and some 
of the challenges it encountered. In the wider field of 
livelihoods programming, World Vision Australia tackled 
the challenge of better evidence by trialling Social Return 
on Investment methodology, a community driven approach 
to program evaluation. And to increase the impact of its 
programming evidence, Oxfam Australia explored evalu-
ative reporting across multiple programs to summarise 
outcomes and strategies. 

‘Better to light a candle than curse the 
darkness’: Improving data on global eye 
health spending  
Avoidable vision impairment and blindness is a significant 
problem with a long history. An estimated 285 million 
people globally are vision impaired, 39 million of whom are 
blind. Interventions to prevent avoidable blindness go back 
many centuries (Medscape nd). Around 80 per cent of 
visual impairment and blindness is avoidable, and is largely 
due to one of a small number of conditions. Reducing 
avoidable blindness is seen as a priority issue by the WHO, 
and the VISION 2020 goal of reducing the prevalence of 
avoidable visual impairment by 25 per cent by 2019 has 
broad global support.  

Despite this long history and international effort, 
information on eye health spending is surprisingly poor, 
particularly in low and middle income countries (LMICs). 
This is a problem for at least four reasons: 

 Without a good estimate of current expenditure, we do not 
know the size of the gap between actual spending and the 
spending needed to achieve some desired outcome. 

 Estimating total expenditure is likely to involve collecting 
a variety of data, thus building a more detailed picture of 
eye health. 

 Better data on the allocation of spending improves 
assessments of effectiveness and value for money, and 
aids calculation of cost/benefit ratios.  

 And from a policy perspective, a better understanding of 
the relative importance of the sources of eye health 
spending—public, private, health insurance and out-of-
pocket—contributes to developing more equitable and 
efficient funding mixes (Novignon et al. 2012). 

Striking a match  
To reduce this information gap and improve the evidence 
base for eye health interventions, The Fred Hollows Found-
ation in 2013 commissioned PricewaterhouseCoopers and 
Three Rivers Consulting (PwC/3R 2013) to produce a 
comprehensive global estimate of spending on eye health. 
PwC/3R measured both current spending and the additional 
investment required to eliminate avoidable blindness by 
2020 (an earlier version of the VISION 2020 goal).  

To do this, PwC/3R disaggregated eye health spending 
into three elements and estimated each separately:  

 The primary eye health system (the first level of contact 
where eye health problems ideally are identified and 
treated).  

 The secondary eye health system (which provides more 
complex eye health services, often in a hospital context).  

 Eliminating the backlog of avoidable blindness and visual 
impairment by 2020.  

Data limitations were soon encountered, necessitating 
the use of a range of approaches. For example, for estimates 
of the recurrent spending in both the primary and second 
ary health systems in LMICs, PwC/3R took a high level 
approach. An average of eye health spending as a share of 
total health spending was calculated for three countries 
(Peru, Paraguay, and Nepal) where data was available. The 
resultant ratios were then applied to estimates of other 
countries’ total health expenditure. 

To estimate how much the primary and secondary eye 
health systems needed to expand to meet the 2020 target, 
PwC/3R used estimates of the increase needed in the eye 
health workforce—including general practitioners, optom-
etrists and allied health professionals, and ophthalmologists. 
And to estimate the cost of eliminating the backlog of 
avoidable blindness cases, PwC/3R estimated the number of 
procedures of each type required over the period and 
multiplied them by a representative cost for each type of 
procedure. Complicating this, costs not only varied con-
siderably between low, middle, and high income countries, 
but also within countries. 

Light and shade 
The resulting estimates provide the most comprehensive 
picture of both current spending on eye health and the 
spending gap that needs to be closed to eliminate avoidable 
blindness. But the numerous data gaps and the range of 
methodological approaches that had to be employed high-
light the scale of the task to produce better evidence. Further, 
filling the gaps is a laborious process. For example, a study 
of 19 countries to improve data on cataract surgical rates in 
Latin America took three years (Lansingh et al. 2010). And 
while Rapid Assessment of Avoidable Blindness surveys can 
collect a range of data on the prevalence and causes of 
avoidable visual impairment in older people relatively 
quickly, they do not provide a comprehensive picture of eye 
disease prevalence (Kuper et al. 2006). In short, despite a 
lengthy history of public and private involvement, acquiring 
better evidence about interventions to reduce avoidable 
blindness still faces significant challenges. 

‘All life is an experiment’: Using SROI to 
evaluate an economic development project 
in Indonesia 
The need for robust evidence of effectiveness is particularly 
acute in the complex area of economic development and 
livelihoods programming. Funders increasingly require the 
development sector to reliably confirm the benefits that 
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arise from its investment in development programming. For 
development NGOs, determining and communicating the 
non-economic effects of development programs is par-
ticularly challenging. World Vision Australia (WVA) was 
keen to develop a method that could reliably (and, ideally, 
simply) demonstrate the results of its development pro-
gramming. To do this it would need to not only adequately 
deal with the complexity of program context and design, but 
also measure both economic and non-economic outcomes. 

The Social Return on Investment (SROI) approach 
expresses returns, including social and environmental bene-
fits, as monetary values. Importantly, SROI also relies on 
participants to identify outcomes of importance to them, 
and guide the determination of the financial values of those 
outcomes. The SROI approach has the potential to provide 
rich and reliable evidence of the effects of programs and 
particularly to value non-economic outcomes that support 
human development.  

The potential benefits of adopting an SROI approach 
include:  

 outcomes are those of the primary stakeholders rather than 
the program providers; 

 primary stakeholders are heavily involved in ranking the 
monetary values attached to outcomes;  

 the methodology engages with complexity and context; 
 the approach can create compelling and credible evidence 

of change; 
 methods, analysis and results can be externally validated; 

and 
 results have potential to serve both program reflection 

AND donor/investor needs. 

However, the challenges to undertaking an SROI in a 
development context and to utilising its results should not 
be underestimated.  

SROI in the field: rewards and challenges 
As part of a trial of the SROI approach WVA undertook an 
SROI evaluation of a Local Value Chain Development 
project with 1,500 households in 16 villages on Flores Island, 
Indonesia. Essentially this consisted of six main steps.  

1. Establishing project scope, identifying stakeholders and 
ensuring their active involvement. 

2. Mapping outcomes, defining how inputs produce outputs, 
and outputs produce outcomes. 

3. Providing evidence of the outcomes and giving them a 
value. 

4. Identifying the project’s impact and discounting external 
factors that may be influential. 

5. Calculating the SROI using monetary estimates of inputs 
and adjusted outputs. 

6. Reporting, using and embedding findings. 

The SROI process proved to be extremely time and 
resource demanding, for both the evaluator and the parti-
cipants in the community. It took more than 12 months to 
complete. It required two visits to the community by the 
evaluator. It also consumed many hours of community 

members’ time, above and beyond the investment in the 
standard evaluation of effectiveness that was also required 
as an input to the SROI.  

While the SROI methodology is becoming well estab-
lished in many settings, its application to development 
programming and LMICs is relatively new. As a result, 
WVA also needed to progressively develop and adapt SROI 
methods for the Flores setting. Some of the methodological 
challenges were fundamental. For example, it was under-
standably difficult for the participants to comprehend how 
outcomes that do not have an established market value 
could be monetised. Community members found it con-
ceptually very challenging to attach a monetary value to the 
improved health and better education for their children. 
This is a substantive barrier both to conducting the SROI, 
and to meaningfully interpreting the results.  

A lack of pre-existing data that could be used to value 
outcomes (for example the cost of health insurance) was 
also a significant challenge to conducting the SROI. While 
this data is easily available in the settings in which SROI 
methods were developed, there are often substantial gaps in 
LMICs. This means that some of the outcomes cannot be 
measured leading to inaccuracy and a potential under-
valuing of the project impact. 

Better evidence, but use with care  
While the SROI process generated a great deal of nuanced 
analysis of the project’s impact, the SROI ratio was 
frequently perceived as the most important finding. The 
apparent precision of this finding means that it can easily, 
and potentially dangerously, be used independently of the 
rest of the story of the project. In the Flores case, the SROI 
ratio was 4.41, meaning that for every dollar invested in the 
project, approximately 4.41 dollars of social and economic 
value was created. Potentially just as important, but much 
less frequently communicated, was the information about 
the social capital that was created, for example through the 
redirection of income to nutritious food.  

There is also a risk that the SROI ratio may be used to 
compare projects. No matter how similar the projects are, 
though, this disregards the many contextually-dependent 
assumptions that underpin each SROI analysis, resulting in 
temptingly quick but potentially misleading assessments of 
comparative effectiveness. 

Oxfam Australia’s Outcomes Report  
Aggregate evidence from complex programs that use a range 
of strategies in a variety of contexts is particularly powerful, 
but is a significant undertaking. If evaluating a single 
program is challenging, then credibly analysing the effect-
iveness of many programs with context specific outcomes 
and strategies is particularly difficult and complex.  

The Outcomes Reporting approach 
In 2014 Oxfam Australia’s Board and Management Team 
signed off on a new Strategic Plan that included a com-
mitment to Outcomes Reporting—a way to better under-
stand how program strategies worked to contribute to 
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outcomes. Early in the process the Program Performance 
Unit (the manager of Outcomes Reporting) worked with 
program staff to develop conceptual frameworks for each of 
the Strategic Plan goals prioritised for Outcomes Reporting 
analysis. Similar to the use of program logics to develop 
monitoring and evaluation frameworks, the conceptual 
frameworks were used to identify the Outcomes Reporting 
evaluation questions.  

Fundamental to Outcomes Reporting was that it should 
complement rather than add to existing expectations on staff 
to manage and produce program evaluations and reports. 
Guided by this principle, the Outcomes Report analysis was 
substantially based on existing program evaluations and 
reports, supplemented by select interviews with program 
staff.  

External consultants were employed to review program 
data against the Outcomes Report questions. This introduced 
an external point of view, and assessed Oxfam’s assumptions 
about effective program strategies against good practice in 
the sector. To capitalise on internal thematic and technical 
expertise, advisory staff and senior management provided 
feedback on the consultant’s draft reports.  

The Outcomes Report was presented as a narrative 
analysis for each of the prioritised Strategic Plan goals. The 
narrative was substantially qualitative, but included some 
quantitative data including financial and beneficiary data. 
Among the challenges was how to usefully present the 
analysis to a diverse audience ranging from the Board 
through fund raising and operations, to program manage-
ment and implementation staff.  

The Outcomes Report 
Lessons: 
The Outcomes Report has increased Oxfam Australia’s capa-
city to summarise outcomes across programs in particular 
thematic areas. This has strengthened Oxfam Australia’s 
capacity to communicate program achievements to external 
audiences, particularly DFAT. However, arguably the most 
important outcome has been the analysis of the strengths and 
gaps in program strategies. For example:  

 The Outcomes Report suggested that programs are consis-
tently supporting individuals and communities to increase 
their confidence and capacity to influence decisions that 
affect their lives. The analysis also confirmed that most 
programs are supporting increased civil society capacity 
to influence at the local level, but less so at a local govern-
ment, regional or national level. Outcomes at the local 
level are important but given Oxfam’s commitment to 
national policy and practice change as a way to benefit more 
people, Oxfam Australia has recently completed case 
studies of programs that support individuals, communities 
and civil society to build momentum and support to achieve 
national level policy change. These will be used to facilitate 
learning about effective approaches to national policy 
influencing and to support program design processes.  

 The Outcomes Report found evidence that Oxfam pro-
grams contributed to changes in government policies that 
benefit people and communities we work with. A 
common feature across these programs was sustained 
Oxfam support, often for more than 10 years. While this 

finding is not new, it reinforced awareness that deep and 
lasting change in complex and often shifting political 
environments frequently depends on developing long-
term stakeholder relationships. This is informing Oxfam 
Australia’s decisions about when and how to support 
long-term program investment strategies.  

 The analysis of Gender Justice programs suggested they 
could more clearly describe and analyse the changes in 
norms and attitudes required to reduce acceptance of 
violence against women and girls. More consistent use of 
good practice monitoring and evaluation methods would 
improve understanding of changes in attitudes and norms 
during program implementation. Oxfam Australia will 
develop and roll out guidance for staff on good practice 
approaches to monitoring and evaluating changes in 
norms and attitudes. 

Challenges: 
The Outcomes Report analysed 61 long term development, 
campaigns and advocacy programs and nine humanitarian 
responses. Some of the challenges to conducting the Out-
comes Reporting analysis across many programs included:  

 Relying on program evaluations and reports to provide an 
overview and analysis of program outcomes and strat-
egies. Generally program documentation does not reflect 
the full breadth of program achievements or include 
detailed analysis of how outcomes have been achieved.  

 Quality of the evidence summarised in program evalu-
ations and reports. While Oxfam program evaluations are 
generally the best single source of program analysis, a 
common limitation includes insufficient explanation of 
the evaluation approach and methodology including 
information about sampling, data collection and the evi-
dence base for the findings and recommendations. 
Related to this is that some program evaluations do not 
assess outcomes against a baseline meaning that it is 
difficult to assess the amount and quality of change and 
Oxfam’s contribution.  

 Meaningfully aggregating achievements across many pro-
grams that aim for similar outcomes but in very different 
contexts. This raises the question of how to assess and value 
outcomes between contexts where the rates of, and pos-
sibilities for change are different. Oxfam’s development 
approach also does not lend itself to global indicators which 
would more easily allow aggregation across programs.  

Next steps  
The Outcomes Reporting approach has provided a useful 
summary of contributions to outcomes across multiple 
programs, and contributed to decision making on program 
investments, themes and strategies. However, the invest-
ment required to analyse and summarise program outcomes 
and effectiveness at an organisational level was significant. 
Based on learning from the Outcomes Reporting process, 
Oxfam Australia is looking at options to streamline the 
process. This could include a summary of program perform-
ance for each goal and using self-assessment against agreed 
criteria supplemented by a detailed analysis of outcomes and 
effectiveness for one or two prioritised thematic areas. Other 
products likely to support the development of a Strategic Plan 
Report include thematic conceptual frameworks and projects 
analysing and documenting good program practice.  
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Conclusion  
The requirement for more robust and compelling evidence 
of program effectiveness is now a permanent feature of the 
NGO landscape. NGOs must become more sophisticated 
regarding the types and amount of evidence they collect in 
order to open the way to more varied and compelling proof 
of programming effectiveness. Evidence collection needs to 
be designed in, not added on. 

Equally important, NGOs need to better communicate 
the realities of producing better evidence. As the three case 
studies considered here have shown, better evidence takes a 
variety of forms. While this is not surprising in terms of the 
wider discussion of evidence—gold standard medical evi-
dence has always been very different to strong evidence for 
historians—we believe these differences have not been as 
well understood in the development context. Not least from 
an NGO perspective, better evidence is likely to require 
greater emphasis on the value of program outcomes to 
primary stakeholders and communities in addition to the 
more usual focus on the aims of program designers and 
implementers. World Vision Australia’s SROI evaluation is 
a step in this direction.  

Also as the case studies make clear, collecting and 
utilising more compelling evidence is profoundly influ-
enced by context—particularly the type of program and the 
physical and social context it occurs in. Context can 
influence evidence in numerous ways. As the Oxfam case 
study showed, better evidence may take the form of aggre-
gating the outcomes of similar programs across diverse 
physical and social contexts to assess trends, gaps and risks. 
Context in terms of the type of program may dictate that 
better evidence is achieved by new approaches to evalu-
ation. WVA’s use of SROI to complement evidence from 
traditional evaluation approaches provided a more compre-
hensive view of the outcomes of a complex economic 
development program. And better NGO evidence may not 
always be the domain of NGOs. As The Fred Hollows 
Foundations experience of collecting better eye health data 
showed, improvements in data may depend on national and 
global health agencies more than NGOs on the ground.  

The way ahead for NGOs is clear but not straight-
forward to navigate: embrace the demands for better 
evidence while simultaneously making clear that the better 
evidence needed to progress further along the path from 
data to insight takes a variety of forms, can be time, skill 
and resource intensive, and will not happen overnight.  

Notes 
1  For example see Beek Center Funding for Results: How 

Governments Can Pay for Outcomes 
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/54418805e4b015161ccb
0b27/t/55ad047de4b0eff766fb1420/1437402274532/May+20
15+Funding+for+Results.pdf. 

2  On the changing pattern of aid, see for example Robin 
Davies ‘Too important to flail: Effective incentives for public 
and private humanitarian action’ http://devpolicy.org/too-
important-to-flail-effective-incentives-for-public-and-private-
humanitarian-action-20160226/; Robin Davies ‘Aid’s new 
contours: who gave and who got in 2014’ 
http://devpolicy.org/aids-new-contours-gave-got-2014- 
20150401/; and Robin Davies ‘Aid’s new contours: The 
distribution of aid to countries and organisations’ 
http://devpolicy.org/aids-new- contours-distribution- aid-
countries- organisations-20160405/. 

3  For example, the assumptions for the cost of a cataract 
procedure ranged from $US19 in a low income country to 
$US962 in a middle income country, and $US2,743 in a high 
income country. For glaucoma, the respective costs were 
$US1, $US1,285 and $US2,569. And for trachoma, the range 
as even wider: $US1, $US2,570 and $US5,138. (PwC et al. 
2013:37–38). 
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Legitimising children’s evidence: Inclusive participatory research with 
children with disability 

Erin Wilson, Robert Campain, Elena Jenkin, Kevin Murfitt  
and Matthew Clarke, Deakin University

Introduction 
Achieving human rights is at the core of development 
outcomes, and the achievement of positive development 
outcomes increasingly relies on evidence-based policy and 
practice. However, people with disability have been rou-
tinely excluded from research evidence and knowledge 
production, both due to a lack of interest in their issues (Yeo 
and Moore, 2003) and through an over-reliance on research 
design that does not address barriers to their participation as 
research respondents (Wilson et al. 2013). Children with 
disability are even more marginalised from participation in 
knowledge production processes and have been passively 
subjected to research being conducted on or about them, 
rather than with them (Gray and Winter 2011a). This exclu-
sion is even more evident in developing countries of the 
global south though with some rare exceptions (Kembhavi 
and Wirz, 2009; Singal, 2010; Wickenden and Kembhavi-
Tam, 2014; Don et al, 2015; Nguyen et al, 2015). This paper 
reports on the ‘Voices of Pacific Children with Disability’ 
project (hereafter referred to as the Voices project) which, 
drawing on the broader field of child participatory research, 
developed a method for children with disability to com-
petently provide evidence about their needs, aspirations and 
human rights priorities. Eighty-nine children with disability 
living in rural and urban areas of Vanuatu and Papua New 
Guinea (PNG) participated, using a suite of data collection 
‘tools’ designed to support children to express their life 
priorities and human rights’ needs. In this paper we examine 
a sub-set of this data related to children’s future priorities, 
the primary one being employment, and explore the utility 
of such evidence for governments, NGOs and other stake-
holders, in shaping policy and service delivery in line with 
the rights of children with disability. Such data is important 
when working in an evidence informed way as often these 
organisations have limited data on the needs and values of 
the groups they serve. 

Exclusion of people with disability from 
evidence production  
The exclusion of evidence from and about people with 
disability in international development is a significant issue 
(Yeo and Moore 2003; Groce et al. 2011). Despite increased 
attention to this area, partly due to the ratification of the 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD) (UN 2006), there remains a need for a larger 
evidence base, including ‘both quantitative surveys and in-
depth ethnographic interviews’ with people with disability 
to explore experiences and meanings of key issues ‘at the 
level of the individual, the household, the community and 
broader society’ (Groce et al. 2011:1509). Kroll argues that 
‘if people are systematically excluded from participation in 

research their needs, experiences, perspectives are ren 
dered invisible’ which skews the evidence base affecting 
evidence-based practice (Kroll 2011:67). This ‘may bias the 
choice of outcomes, … and ultimately the adoption of “best 
practices” and intervention guidelines’ (Kroll 2011:67). 
Similarly, Groce et al. (2011) make a case for the import-
ance of disability-inclusive evidence to effective inter-
vention in international development contexts arguing that 
without such evidence, researchers, service providers and 
governments remain uninformed about the complex factors 
affecting the experience of disability. Without opportunities 
to provide evidence, people with disability remain dis-
enfranchised and their rights under the CRPD in jeopardy.  

A core element of disability-inclusive evidence is the 
opportunity for people with disability to self-report, or 
communicate directly, about their own views and this is the 
assertion (now endorsed in the CRPD) that experiences. 
Underpinning perspectives of people with a disability, 
including those with cognitive impairments, are ‘credible 
and valuable’ (Mactavish, Mahon and Lutfiyya 2000:217). 
There is a growing body of literature that reports on barriers 
to self-reporting for people with a disability as well as the 
research design strategies that can be employed to over-
come these issues. Common barriers for people with intel-
lectual or cognitive disabilities are reported to be cognitive 
issues such as lack of a concrete frame of reference, 
difficulty with abstract concepts, difficulty with temporal 
concepts, limited literacy and vocabulary, communication 
barriers including unresponsiveness and inarticulateness, 
limited attention span, and fatigue (see Wilson et al. 2013). 
Equally, people with a broad range of physical, sensory and 
motor impairments may be excluded from research through 
a variety of mechanisms including the data collection 
methods (such as the use of various instruments) that may 
be inaccessible for people with these disabilities (Kroll 
2011). Overall, researchers argue that the research design 
must be based on a clear understanding of the preferred 
communicative modes and optimal participation environ-
ments of respondents (Owens 2007). Failure to implement 
strategies to overcome exclusions, can be understood as a 
breach of human research ethics as well as a breach of 
human rights (Office of the Commissioner for Human 
Rights 2010). 

Hearing children’s voices as a human right 
Children’s right to communicate their views and make 
decisions is affirmed by the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the CRPD. A current 
body of child research is focused on participatory methods 
that allow children to self-report, however, commentators 
have noted the absence of children with disability’s voices 
in research and program design and have argued that ‘to 
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avoid or to neglect listening to the voice of disabled children 
is to discriminate and to disempower them’ (Carpenter and 
McConkey 2012:258). Mitchell (2010) and Wright (2008) 
note that children with intellectual disability and/or com-
plex communication needs are the most marginalised within 
the disability population. As a result they are the least 
researched, most vulnerable and excluded. Additionally, 
children with disability living in the global south ‘are 
arguably more excluded and disadvantaged’ (Wickenden and 
Kembhavi-Tam 2014:403) and remain hidden and ‘simply 
forgotten’ (Wickenden and Kembhavi-Tam 2014: 403), 
further compounding their significant and continuing disad-
vantage in all areas of life (World Health Organization 2011).  

To achieve inclusion of children with disability in 
research, a range of barriers need to be overcome including 
assumptions from parents, carers, and teachers of a child’s 
incapacity to participate (Wickenden and Kembhavi-Tam 
2014); barriers to participation related to particular impair-
ments and environments; and passive or tokenistic par-
ticipation opportunities (Gray and Winter 2011b). To this 
end, a significant focus of inclusive child-participatory 
approaches is the development of ‘child-friendly’ methods 
or tools of engagement to enable children with disability to 
self-report in ways suitable to their interests, knowledge and 
abilities (see Jenkin et al. 2015).  

The research approach of the ‘Voices’ project 
The above considerations informed the research design of 
the Voices project, undertaken between 2013–15 by Deakin 
University in partnership with Save the Children, the PNG 
Assembly of Disabled Persons and the Vanuatu Disability 
Promotion and Advocacy Association. A suite of data col-
lection tools was designed to enable children with disability 
in PNG and Vanuatu to self-report their human rights 
priorities. These tools offered alternative modes of com-
municating via visual, audio and tactile means. The explicit 
focus was on tools that did not require literacy given the low 
percentage of children with disability who attend school in 
developing countries (see Jenkin et al. 2015 for full expla-
nation of tools). We adopted a participatory focus through 
involvement of local adults with disability who undertook 
roles as consultants and researchers on the project, assisting 
in the development of tools, undertaking data collection and 
dissemination of results in their respective countries, as well 
as through maximising the active participation of children 
with disability.  

Children were asked three questions about the important 
elements in their lives now and their aspirations for the 
future: 

1. What is important to you in your life? 
2. What are your hopes and dreams? 
3. What would make your life better or happier? 

Data was analysed against Articles 5-30 of the CRPD, 
with the identification of sub themes in relation to relevant 
Articles.  

Eighty-nine children with diverse disabilities aged 5–
18 years living in rural and urban areas participated (43 in 

Vanuatu, 46 in PNG). Recruitment processes of children 
and families relied upon the local DPOs who ensured local 
researchers used community protocols to access children 
and their families who were then introduced to the local 
researchers by a trusted and known person within the 
community. In order to be consistent with children’s 
rights, the recruitment strategy and data collection were 
also underpinned by a clear set of ethical protocols and 
inclusive research principles for researching with children 
with disability (see Jenkin et al., 2015). Ethical approval 
was sought and provided by Deakin University’s Human 
Research Ethics Committee. 

Disability categories were identified by parents using 
an adapted version of the Short Set of Questions on 
Disability (Washington Group 2010). In Papua New Guinea, 
the most predominant impairment types were commun-
ication (52 per cent), physical (50 per cent) and cognitive (50 
per cent) with 72 per cent of children with multiple impair-
ments and 72 per cent with a severe impairment and 35 per 
cent having more than one severe disability. In Vanuatu, the 
most predominant impairment types were cognitive (58 per 
cent), physical (47 per cent) and communication (44 per 
cent), with 58 per cent of children with multiple disabilities, 
88 per cent with a severe disability and 44 per cent having 
more than one severe disability. 

Table 1: Disability type for children with disability1 

 Cognitive Commun-
ication 

Physical Hearing Vision Multiple Severe 
disability 

PNG 
46 
children 

 
23 

(50%) 

 
24 

(52%) 

 
23 

(50%) 

 
12 

(26%) 

 
8  

(17%) 

 
33 

(72%) 

 
33 

(72%) 

Vanuatu 
43 
children 

 
25 

(58%) 

 
19 

(44%) 

 
20 

(47%) 

 
15 

(35%) 

 
16 

(37%) 

 
25 

(58%) 

 
38 

(88%) 

Total 
89 
children 

 
48 

(54%) 

 
43 

(48%) 

 
43 

(48%) 

 
27 

(30%) 

 
24 

(27%) 

 
58 

(65%) 

 
71 

(80%) 

Evidence from children with disability: An 
example 
Data analysis of these answers to the second question on 
hopes and dreams for the future revealed results relevant to 
policy direction in relation to children with disability and 
international development, in particular evidencing an over-
whelming concern with employment in both the informal 
and formal sectors (related to Article 27 Work and Employ-
ment of the CRPD). This is an area that is currently under-
developed within policy or aid planning for children with 
disability. The results are summarised briefly below. 

Children with diverse disabilities (hearing, vision, 
physical and cognitive) in both Vanuatu and PNG aspired 
to a diverse range of jobs spread across the formal and 
informal sectors. In Vanuatu, this included forklift driver, 
teacher, scientist, pilot, doctor, carpenter, policeman, office 
worker, plumber, house-girl, sports-person and having their 
own business (sewing, beading, trucking, farmer, gato). 
Thirty-one children (72 per cent) with a disability in 
Vanuatu indicated a desire to work in the future: 
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I really want to be a teacher because I want to help other 
children. I want to have a job so I can help my parents and 
so when my parents are not able to look after me I can 
survive on my own. (Ioane is 9 years old and has physical, 
hearing and communication disabilities.) 
I want to own my own truck business one day so that I can 
help my family and my community.  I really think that if 
I earn money my family will be happy and that their lives 
will be easier. (Erika is 9 years old and has hearing, 
physical and cognitive disabilities.) 

Similarly, twenty-five children (54 per cent) with 
diverse disabilities (hearing, vision, physical and cognitive) 
in PNG aspired to a similar range of jobs including police-
man, bus or truck driver, pilot, coffee plantation owner, 
cook, restaurant owner, store worker, plumber, teacher, 
doctor and musician. 

I want to become a PTC [PNG Telecom and Commun-
ications] worker like my elder brother. I want to stay away 
then be able to go for an operation. (Kat is 18 years old from 
home working like my brother, earning money and and  
has physical, cognitive and communication disabilities.) 

I want to have a coffee plantation like my father. I want to 
harvest the coffee beans, sell them, and build a big house 
for my parents and me. (Mellisah is 5 years old and has 
hearing and cognitive disabilities.) 

Children’s data emphasised the importance of edu-
cation to employment outcomes, with 28 per cent in 
Vanuatu and 19 per cent in PNG rating completing edu-
cation as a priority. Children identified their view of 
education as a means to employment, income generation 
and independence. On one level, this affirms inclusive 
education as a significant focus for government and aid 
policy, where much attention is directed towards the ade-
quacy of resourcing, accessible infrastructure, teaching 
training and increasing rates of enrolment of children with 
disability. While this focus is warranted, little focus is 
given to the ‘ends’ of inclusive education, i.e. preparation 
for employment, as opposed to the ‘means’ of imple-
menting inclusive education. Comments from two PNG 
children, below, explore this theme: 

I want to go to school, read as many books as I can and I 
will go to higher school. From there I will become a 
policeman to control the bigheaded people in…town. 
(Rudol is 8 years old and has a physical disability. Rudol 
does not go to school as he cannot walk there due to his 
disability, nor sit or hold things for long periods. Rudol 
does not have any equipment to support his needs.) 

I would like to complete school and work in a store as I 
have seen a young girl with a hearing aid working in a 
store serving ice cream. (Dee is 6 years old and has 
hearing and communication disabilities. Dee signs to 
communicate.) 

Similar views of the relationship between education 
and employment were expressed by children in Vanuatu: 

I want to become a scientist so I am studying hard 
especially in science and mathematics so that I can fulfil 
the dream for my successful future. (Katherine is 16 years 
old and had a physical disability.) 

Children strongly identified that employment was crit-
ical to financial security, for both them and their family. 
Children articulated their aspiration to support and con-
tribute to their family and community, providing benefits 
through employment and income generation. Contribution 
was a strong theme across both countries, as exemplified by 
one girl’s comment from Vanuatu: 

I really want to be a primary school teacher because my 
parents are making so much effort to make sure I have a 
good education. If I become a teacher I can earn a living 
and help my parents and support them financially and also 
I can help my community to become well educated in the 
future. I want to finish my education. (Vailea is 8 years 
old and has cognitive and communication disabilities. Her 
parents are worried about Valiea’s safety attending school 
when she doesn’t understand all the instructions.) 

As these examples show for many children, an addi-
tional goal related to employment was to hold a valued role 
in their community through which they could work to 
benefit their community more broadly. Another child from 
Vanuatu expressed this as follows: 

My dream is to become a driver of heavy machines that 
repair roads, so that one day I can help to fix the roads 
from south Santo to Luganville because some people have 
to travel on those rough roads from work and reach home 
very late at night and then early in the morning they will 
go back on that same road to town. (Samson is 9 years old 
and has an intellectual disability.) 

Employment is the primary means by which to 
contribute to both family and community, and children 
evidenced clear and, for the most part, reasonable goals in 
terms of their job or income-earning aspirations. However, 
these aspirations remained challenged by a range of barriers 
identified by children and their families including barriers to 
education, lack of communication supports, lack of assistive 
technology and health care, and discrimination and stigma. 

The utility of data from children with 
disability for policy  
Data from children with disability, such as the short 
example provided provides both a direction for policy as 
well as a way to concretise policy intentions into relevant 
program planning. Such data, despite its small sample size, 
has utility in a range of ways, for existing Australian aid 
policy frameworks. 

A snapshot of policy related to this area, particularly to 
PNG, Vanuatu and Australia’s role in international devel-
opment in these countries, provides an example of policy 
focus which does not fully encompass the articulated needs 
of children with disability. Australia’s Development for All 
2015–2020: Strategy for strengthening disability-inclusive 
development in Australia’s aid program (Commonwealth 
of Australia 2015) provides a strategic framework of policy 
intention in relation to disability-inclusive development. In 
relation to employment, the document broadly identifies the 
need for increased employment of people with disability, 
linking this to both accessible infrastructure and inclusive 
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education. The focus on employment is via ‘skills devel-
opment … responding to work force demands and linking to 
industry’ (p.21). This focus on skills development for the 
formal sector is echoed at a country level in the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade aid investment plans for both 
PNG and Vanuatu (Commonwealth of Australia, n.d. a and 
b). Both plans place emphasis on vocational training ‘res-
ponding to businesses’ and government’s need for more 
skilled employees’ (Commonwealth of Australia n.d b: 6) 
along with a focus on working with the private sector to 
increase employment opportunities. Overall, there is mini-
mal to no policy attention on employment in the informal 
sector, supports for this, or on the specific supports required 
for people with disability to overcome barriers to employ-
ment in the formal sector.  

The data offers utility to policy in several ways. First it 
requires a sharpening of attention on the employment 
futures of children with disability. These children aspire to 
jobs and income generation activities through involvement 
in the informal sector, and have clearly named these occu-
pations. This sharpening of focus places attention on self-
employment, micro enterprises and small business as 
employers, providing a necessary additional layer to the 
dominant policy focus on large scale industry and trade 
development which is likely to continue to exclude people 
with disability if implemented without attention to other 
strategies. Primary data of this sort enables triangulation 
with other research evidence. Such data confirms that the 
‘vast majority’ of people with disability in developing 
countries are self-employed (Groce et al. 2011:1505) and 
that economic policy continues to overlook the dominance 
of the informal sector in most developing countries (Gilbert 
2013). This evidence then opens up links to broader 
research knowledge, namely how best to support people 
with disability into employment via micro finance and other 
strategies (Groce et al. 2011; ILO n.d.), including via 
innovative uses of technical vocational education and 
training (TVET) (Gilbert 2013). Connecting this research 
evidence offers an immediate sharpening of strategy towards 
actions that are more likely to be relevant and effective. 

Secondly, the data places a firm focus on readying 
children for employment and self-employment at both the 
level of primary and secondary education, as well as via 
TVET. Given that many children with disability do not 
complete secondary school, and children as young as five 
are identifying their employment aspirations, the focus  
for their employment futures needs to be more strongly 
included in primary and early secondary education, as well 
as alternative forms and stages of TVET offered, building 
on innovative models such as that operating for people with 
disability in Vanuatu (Gilbert 2013). Thirdly, the data 
makes clear that children with disability are actively con-
sidering their employment futures and require a range of 
targeted and early supports in this process including suitable 
assistive technology, community education, financial and 
other supports for participation in the formal and informal 
sectors. The example of two older children highlights this 
focus. The barrier preventing employment for one female 
teenager was the lack of finances to purchase a sewing 
machine, and in the second case, the ongoing barrier 

remained the need for occasional physical support to under-
take the work task (i.e. pick up or pass beads where the child 
could not physically do so). A ‘skills development’ focus of 
policy will not address these employment barriers, and 
needs to be paired with concrete support provision. 

Conclusion 
Given the increasing focus on evidence-based policy and 
practice advocated by governments, donors and NGOs, it is 
imperative that such evidence includes hearing from those 
who are the intended beneficiaries. Children with disability 
are frequently excluded from research which means that 
their voices do not contribute to evidence—a denial of their 
human rights. The Voices project provides an example of a 
research method that enables children with disability to 
provide evidence of value to international development. 
Through examining a small sub-set of data related to 
children’s self-report aspirations around employment, it is 
apparent that such evidence offers valuable direction and 
detail to aid policy and programming. This evidence sug-
gests a greater focus on preparation for employment in the 
informal sector, along with increased attention to employ-
ment related skills development at all educational levels. 
Children with disability clearly see themselves as pro-
ductive and valuable members of families and communities, 
and stronger policy and programming efforts are required 
to enable them to achieve this goal and their related human 
rights. This example exemplifies how evidence generated 
through inclusive research design has significant utility as 
an essential mechanism by which to further target policy 
and to concretise it into detailed, relevant and more 
effective program actions.  

Note 
1  Impairment type (Table 1) was identified by using an amended 

version of the Washington Group ‘Short Set of Questions on 
Disability’ (Washington Group 2010) ascertaining disability 
according to function and level of difficulty. Researchers at 
Deakin University interpreted these questions into impairment 
categories—intellectual, communication, physical, hearing, 
vision—and also determined those experiencing ‘severe’ 
functional limitation related to their impairment. 
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Background 
In the last decade there has been growing recognition of 
people with psychosocial disability as a marginalised group 
who have experienced sustained human rights violations. 
People with psychosocial disability have historically also 
been excluded from the disability and development move-
ments and health agendas of most low and middle income 
countries (LAMIC). The most significant barrier to inclusion 
is the pervasive negative attitudes and discrimination towards 
psychosocial disability, which along with other barriers 
(physical, accessibility of information, socio-economic, 
legislative) results in exclusion across all areas of develop-
ment including health; education and livelihoods; social 
inclusion; legal capacity; and restriction of civil and political 
rights, including participation in mental health policy 
development (Drew et al. 2011; Kleintjes et al. 2013).  

Psychosocial disability has been conceptualised in 
different ways: from a continuum of tension, stress and 
distress, to a biomedical understanding associated with 
mental health conditions including schizophrenia, bipolar 
disorder, depression and substance misuse. In this paper, the 
term ‘psychosocial disability’ has been used to refer to 
people who self-identify and/or have received a diagnosis 
of a mental health condition and who have experienced 
negative social effects including prejudice and discrimin-
ation and, in many cases, negative impacts from interactions 
with health and justice systems. Discrimination and sub-
sequent exclusion is often embedded in widespread debate 
around the cause of mental impairment and unjustified 
assumptions regarding the capacity and potential of people 
with psychosocial disability (World Health Organization 
2011).  

Mental health conditions can differ in duration, are 
often relapsing and remitting in nature, so varying in the 
degree of disability they cause at any point in time. It is 
important to note that not everybody who has a diagnosis of 
a mental health condition would be considered to have a 
psychosocial disability, identify as having a disability, or 
subscribe to a medical model of mental illness or impairment. 
Many countries do not have accurate information on the 
prevalence of disability in general, and countries which 
have conducted census surveys inclusive of disability may 
not have appropriately or effectively collected information 
on psychosocial disability if at all. This limits the capacity 
of governments and development actors to address the 
needs of, and to measure, the inclusion of people with 
psychosocial disability (Goujon et al. 2014).  

International development actors are increasingly 
recognising the need for targeted action to address 

discrimination and other barriers to ensure people with 
psychosocial disability are included in, and able to benefit 
from, development programs (WHO 2010; Hann et al. 
2015). The aim of this paper is to examine factors which 
influence the inclusion of people with psychosocial dis-
ability in development and promote understanding as to 
why and how development actors can improve inclusion. 
This paper draws on available English-language literature 
on the inclusion of people with psychosocial disability in 
development programs, as well as preliminary experiences 
drawn from the W-DARE project (Women with Disability 
taking Action on REproductive and sexual health) project. 
This is supplemented with examples from individuals and 
organisations with experience in psychosocial disability 
and/or development.  

Factors influencing inclusion of people with 
psychosocial disability in development 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disability (CRPD) was the ‘first comprehensive and 
legally binding international framework for psychosocial 
disability,’ (Drew et al. 2011:2) which provided a platform 
for analysing barriers and enablers to inclusion of people 
with psychosocial disability within development policy and 
programming. Whilst the situation in some countries has 
improved since the adoption of the CRPD, there are a 
number of factors which continue to challenge the inclusion 
of people with psychosocial disability in development.  

Discrimination and exclusion from community  
Discrimination and lack of understanding of psychosocial 
disability is a major factor contributing to exclusion. Human 
rights abuses experienced by people with psychosocial 
disability include neglect during time of distress/crisis, as 
well as detention against their will within their homes, 
communities and/or in institutions (Drew et al. 2011). 
Conditions in settings of detention are often squalid and 
poorly monitored, exposing people to health risks, neglect 
and abuse. In addition to this, forced/involuntary treat-
ment, whether medical or traditional practices, is prevalent 
in both communities and institutions. The severity and 
nature of abuse varies across cultures (Kakuma et al. 2010).  

Despite negative attitudes being widely acknowledged 
as the major barrier to inclusion of people with psychosocial 
disability, evaluation of strategies for attitude change and 
reducing discrimination and exclusion have been less well 
documented (WHO 2010; Kakuma et al. 2010). There is a 
call for greater international attention to this issue, with one 
important review highlighting that the most common 
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human rights violations reported by research participants 
were experienced in ‘community settings in everyday life’ 
(Drew et al. 2011:3). This suggests that social inclusion will 
only occur when societal attitudes change.  

Legislative context  
In many settings policies and laws continue to contradict the 
rights outlined by the CRPD. In some instances, mental 
health legislation may actually undermine the rights of 
people with psychosocial disability (Pan African Network 
of People with Psychosocial Disabilities 2011). The Office 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights found that in most countries it surveyed, people with 
psychosocial disabilities continue to be deprived of their 
right to vote on the basis of constitutional or legal pro-
visions that link their political rights to legal capacity (UN 
2011). In India for example, a person who is perceived as 
having a mental impairment is automatically deemed to be 
under ‘legal incapacity’ and may not only lose their right to 
vote, but under family laws can lose their right to marry, 
stay married, choose to have a baby or terminate a 
pregnancy, inherit land or make a will. Without ‘legal 
capacity’, people may be denied their right to ‘associate’, 
creating barriers to the establishment of self-help groups, 
and in some circumstances creating an environment 
whereby people are too afraid to speak out or advocate for 
themselves due to the fear of legal repercussions (Davar 
2012). 

In many settings, women with disability, particularly 
women with psychosocial and/or intellectual disability,  
are more likely to experience violence, including sexual 
violence, when compared to women without disability or 
men with disability. Despite this, women with disability are 
often not considered in the design and implementation of 
SRH programs. 

Individual and collective voice of people with 
psychosocial disability  
Development programs are increasingly seeking to engage 
with Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs) to support 
inclusion. DPOs often provide a platform for the individual 
and collective voice of people with disability to be mean-
ingfully represented. Yet within cross-disability DPOs, 
people with psychosocial disability are often excluded and 
their views not represented. Exclusion from DPOs is 
usually due to lack of awareness and recognition of dis-
abilities that are seen as ‘hidden’, and DPO members’ often 
fear that being associated with more ‘stigmatised’ types of 
disability will have negative consequences for their own 
inclusion in the community (WHO 2010; IDC 2014).  

Globally, the views of people with psychosocial 
disability have until recently been largely filtered through 
service providers and family members. The lack of organ-
isations of people with psychosocial disability in many 
contexts has been identified as one reason for continuing 
human rights violations (WHO 2010). This includes social 
isolation which can make it difficult to identify champions 
for inclusion within research and development programs. In 
turn this can place significant pressure on the limited 

numbers of people who do speak out and inhibit collective 
advocacy.  

Economic exclusion 
Persistent exclusion places people with psychosocial 
disability at a higher risk of poverty. Conversely, poverty, 
conflict, poor access to health and social care, and social 
inequity increase the risk of poor mental health and  
the vulnerability of people with psychosocial disability. 
Employment rates vary for people with different types of 
disability, with people with psychosocial and/or intellectual 
disability experiencing the lowest employment rates. Early 
research found 90 per cent of people with psychosocial 
disability were unemployed compared to other people with 
disability. This may be indicative of the level of dis-
empowerment and discrimination experienced by people 
with psychosocial disability. Likewise, the social isolation 
experienced by many people with psychosocial disability 
limits access to social networks which might help facilitate 
employment (WHO and World Bank 2011).  

Lack of quality community mental health programs 
Although there is increasing recognition of mental health as 
an essential part of a person’s health and development, it 
remains a neglected area within development practice. 
National budgets of LAMIC s continue to place low priority 
on mental health services, making up less than one per cent 
of health budgets. Resources that do exist are often 
channelled into hospital-based services at the expense of 
community-based programs (Saxena et al. 2007). Much of 
the abuse experienced by people with psychosocial dis-
ability is experienced in institutions such as prisons and 
mental health facilities. This is particularly pertinent for 
countries where the absence of community-based psycho-
social support systems is resulting in the growth of ware-
housing type of institutions. Such institutions are difficult 
to monitor or safeguard the rights of people inside, let alone 
ensure peoples’ right to live independently in the com-
munity (in-line with Article 19 of the CRPD), or support 
their inclusion in development programs in-line with 
Article 32 of the CRPD (World Network Users and 
Survivors of Psychiatry et al. 2015).  

Given the complex and varying nature of barriers to 
people with psychosocial disability it is important for 
development programs to include adequate contextual 
analysis to inform design of subsequent activities. The 
following case study provides information gathered dur-
ing the W-DARE project and some of the actions taken to 
include women with psychosocial disability in sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH) programming. 

The W-DARE project—a case study 

W-DARE is a three year participatory action research project 
aimed at improving access to quality SRH, including 
protection from violence for women with disability in the 
Philippines. The project was conducted in Quezon City in 
Metro Manila and in Ligao City in Albay Province. Phase  
one  of  the  project  included  collection  of  extensive  local 
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quantitative and qualitative data to better understand the 
experience of women with disability, including their SRH 
needs and factors which prevent their access to compre-
hensive SRH information and services. This informed the 
development and support for a range of pilot activities aimed 
at improving access to SRH information and services in 
Phase two. Phase three involves the evaluation of the pilot 
activities to help develop disability-inclusive, gender-
sensitive guidelines for the provision of SRH services for 
women with disability (Vaughan et al. 2015).  

W-DARE did intend to include women with all forms of 
disability, however about one year into the project it was 
recognised that women with psychosocial disability were 
under-represented within the research team and as 
research participants. There are numerous factors which 
may have contributed to this. Information and understanding 
of psychosocial disability in the Philippines is limited, with 
limited representation of people with psychosocial disability 
within the disability movement. While there is at least one 
advocacy organisation, Psychosocial-Disability Inclusive 
Philippines, in the country, negative attitudes towards 
people with psychosocial disability, including within some 
aspects of the disability movement, made it difficult in the 
initial phases of the project to identify women with psycho-
social disability for inclusion in the research team.  

Because of this and a broader lack of understanding of 
psychosocial disability there was a subsequent under-
representation of women with psychosocial disability as 
research participants as well. Phase one findings may 
therefore not have adequately reflected the specific SRH 
needs and priorities of women with psychosocial disability.  

Promoting our understanding of the SRH needs of 
women with psychosocial disability 
To address this, the W-DARE team supported a small 
qualitative sub-study to gather data specific to women with 
psychosocial disability. A researcher with lived experience 
of psychosocial disability was engaged to conduct the study 
during July–August 2015. Five women with psychosocial 
disability were purposively recruited from the networks of  
the researcher to participate in an in-depth interview. 
Participants were asked about their understanding of SRH, 
their sources of information on SRH, access to services 
including barriers and enablers to accessing appropriate 
SRH information and services, perceptions on violence 
perpetrated towards women with psychosocial disability, 
and, what they feel are the needs and priorities that should 
be addressed to improve SRH for women with psychosocial 
disability. 

The findings highlight a number of similarities to women 
with other kinds of disability (Vaughan et al. 2015). These 
include that many women with psychosocial disability, 
particularly those who are poor, do not have sufficient 
knowledge about SRH; about how to access appropriate 
services including violence prevention and response 
services; and on their rights to quality SRH. Yet for women 
with psychosocial disability, the inter-connectedness bet-
ween experiences of violence and participants’ mental 
health was a far more prominent finding compared to women 
with other kinds of disability. Most of the women interviewed 
in the sub-study highlighted experiences of violence and 
abuse  and  described the negative impact  this had on their  

mental health, exacerbating their pre-existing condition as 
well as causing new difficulties. This was further com-
pounded by barriers to accessing justice and support 
services.  

A key finding from the W-DARE project was of the need 
to improve access to violence response services, including 
access to justice, for women with all disabilities, especially 
for those who are also experiencing poverty. The need to 
provide better support for women with psychosocial dis-
ability to also access general health and wellbeing services 
to support optimum mental health was consistently high-
lighted. To achieve this, service providers and the general 
community require much better understanding of how to 
support women with psychosocial disability to access the 
services they require. This is especially so when accessing 
services in response to violence, where the impact of 
violence can exacerbate mental health conditions.  

Achieving better understanding of how to support 
women with psychosocial disability access quality SRH 
programming, including in response to violence, requires 
disability inclusive development research actors to better 
ensure people with psychosocial disability are meaningfully 
included in both research processes and benefits.  

Promoting awareness of psychosocial disability  
The W-DARE team has been actively creating opportunities 
to promote inclusion of women with psychosocial disability, 
ensuring better representation and involvement in sub-
sequent project activities. These include: 

• Ensuring development of women with psychosocial disability in 
training for service providers and development partners. 

• Developing promotional material to improve knowledge on the 
rights of women with psychosocial disability to access quality 
SRH information and services.  

• Whilst not specific to psychosocial disability, W-DARE have 
developed a series of short videos emphasising the strengths 
and capacities of all women with disability, for dissemination 
through social media. 

Whilst challenges remain to mainstreaming psychosocial 
disability within development in the Philippines, Psycho-
social-Disability Inclusive Philippines continues to positively 
collaborate with a number of cross-disability organisations 
and government agencies relevant to disability to promote 
the rights of people with psychosocial disability. 

Improving inclusion of people with psycho 
social disabilities in development programs 
Inclusion in International Agreements 
UN conventions and the processes which support their 
implementation can be a powerful catalyst for change, and 
the CRPD has prompted recognition of the need for better 
inclusion of disability in the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) (UN 2015). The global disability movement 
was a part of this process, becoming increasingly visible 
during public consultations by the UN Development 
Programme on the development of the SDGs. Yet more 
could be done to ensure psychosocial disability is better 
incorporated in the implementation of such international 
frameworks. 
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Specifically for the Asia–Pacific region, the Incheon 
Strategy (IS) is recognised as an important framework to 
support the inclusion of people with psychosocial disability 
within the context of the SDGs, as it provides a platform for 
the collective voice of people with psychosocial disability 
to be heard. Particularly in relation to advocating for IS 
Goal 2 (participation of persons with disabilities in the 
political process and in decision-making) and Goal 9 
(harmonise national legislation with the CRPD) which are 
often compromised due to the denial of the right to vote and 
citizenship (WNUSP et al. 2015).  

Supporting legislative change 
Inclusion of people with psychosocial disability in local 
policy development and analysis is essential, so that 
specific needs and contributions are not lost. Barriers to this 
level of inclusion, particularly in relation to legislative 
environments and the right to political participation need to 
be addressed. In order to ensure people can exercise their 
right to political participation on an equal basis with others, 
States Parties to the CRPD are required ‘to take appropriate 
measures “to provide access by persons with disabilities to 
the support they may require in exercising their legal 
capacity” Art 12(3)’. In many countries people with 
psychosocial and/or intellectual disability continue to be 
deprived of their right to vote on the basis of constitutional 
or legal provisions that link their political rights to ‘legal 
capacity’.  

Many countries in the Asia–Pacific region are in the 
process of developing mental health laws. It is important 
that such laws do not create new barriers to inclusion. This 
requires such laws to comply with the CRPD, particularly 
in relation to Article 12 (equal recognition before the law). 
Removal of legal barriers to association and exercising 
political rights will support people to individually and 
collectively advocate for their rights and provide a clear 
message that people with psychosocial disability have the 
same rights to be heard as others (Davar 2012). Other key 
Articles relevant to international development include 
Article 14 (liberty and security of the person); Article 19 
(living independently and being included in the com-
munity); and Article 25 (the right to health). 

Promoting inclusion of people with psycho- 
social disabilities within their communities 
Inclusion of people with psychosocial disability within 
development programs is essential in supporting one of  
the most marginalised groups of people to attain their 
human rights, and makes a very important public statement 
acknowledging these rights, encouraging the view that they 
are equal members of society. Any approach to inclusion 
requires the promotion of positive attitudes and beliefs 
about the capacity of people with psychosocial disability. 
Prejudice and discrimination are crucial barriers, and chal-
lenging these can result in empowerment and greater 
inclusion.  

Strategies for empowerment include approaches to 
build individual confidence, and providing opportunities for 

meaningful participation in community consultations and 
DPO decision-making forums. Existing representative 
groups recommend efforts to include people with psycho-
social disability by making reasonable accommodations; 
for example, accepting that communication and rapport-
building processes may be interrupted if a person is exper-
iencing distress. Sharing stories of the lived experience  
of disability is both empowering for the individual and 
known to reduce negative attitudes of others. One author 
highlighted her experiences of empowering people with 
psychosocial disability when involved with Youth Champs 
for Mental Health. The organisation found intentional 
strategies were effective to support people with psycho-
social disability to participate in community and political 
life, through the use of media, family support, and creating 
safe spaces for self-expression (Devine et al. 2014).  

The number of organisations of people with psycho-
social disability, including regional networks, is increasing. 
Where they do exist, there are positive examples of suc-
cessful cross-disability networks, for example in Asia, 
which have collaborated across disability organisations to 
address inclusion. One author reported from her experience 
in India, cross-disability inclusion was the most effective 
strategy available for giving voice to human rights of people 
with psychosocial disability (Bapu Trust 2014). Developing 
more opportunities for the collaboration between organis-
ations of people with psychosocial disability and cross-
disability organisations may therefore play an important 
role. Similarly, encouraging multi-stakeholder engagement 
within development programs and mental health advocacy 
networks, which are inclusive of people with psychosocial, 
may also support greater inclusion (Hann et al. 2015).  

Positive family and wider community support play an 
important part in the process of empowerment. Support is 
needed for these and other comprehensive community-
based approaches to mental health and wellbeing, ensuring 
meaningful participation in the planning, decision-making 
and implementation of programs. This includes advocating 
for increased dedicated funding from health budgets to 
community-based mental health service development.  

Access to appropriate health and develop- 
ment programs 
Interventions addressing the social determinants of poverty 
and health are likely to have a positive impact on the mental 
health of populations. Likewise, interventions supporting 
mental health and providing psychosocial support may 
improve the capacity of populations to respond to the 
complex problems that create barriers to development 
(Eaton et al. 2014; Lund et al. 2011).  

Development programs play a crucial role in promoting 
access to mental health support and social determinants for 
populations, and need to provide a greater role in ensuring 
access for people with psychosocial disability, including 
access to community-based care and violence prevention 
and response programs. The WHO Mental Health Action 
Plan 2013–2020 outlines a central role for the provision of 
community-based care and greater emphasis on human 
rights to better align mental health programming with the 
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CRPD. It emphasises the importance of the notion of 
recovery, and addresses the need for income generation and 
educational opportunities, and other social determinants of 
mental health such as violence prevention, housing and 
social services (WHO 2010; WHO 2013). It also highlights 
the growing recognition of international agencies of the 
need to actively ensure the participation of people with 
psychosocial disability in relevant processes.  

The World Report on Disability specifically describes 
strategies for development of ‘enabling environments’ as 
those fostering support service infrastructure; ensuring con-
sumer choice and control; supporting families as support and 
service providers; increasing training and capacity building; 
and improving the quality of services (WHO and WB 2011). 
A focus on ‘providing a wide array of services, developed in 
consultation with user/survivor organisations, which may 
include peer support, crisis hostels and places of safe respite, 
and advocacy’ is also needed (WNUSP 2008: 20). Central to 
this is the right to refuse treatment, the right to information, 
and freedom from coercion in consent mechanisms for 
treatment, as provided for in Article 25 of the CRPD. 

Community Based Rehabilitation (CBR)—increasingly 
referred to as Community-based Inclusive Development—is 
one such strategy that has been revised from an individual-
focused approach, to be more community-oriented and 
implemented using a rights-based approach, including 
equalisation of opportunity, poverty reduction and social 
inclusion of people with disability (WHO 2010b). 

Linked to this is the need to focus on cultural accept-
ability of many mainstream treatments, which are generally 
developed in high income countries with vastly different 
cultural contexts to most LAMIC. Programs need to indiv-
idually tailor services using a diverse range of culturally 
appropriate and acceptable options. An example of this is the 
Bapu Trust for Research on Mind and Discourse in Pune, 
India, which has developed psychosocial elements of com-
munity mental health using Eastern healing techniques. They 
utilise the culturally significant roles of informal cadres 
within urban slum communities, integrated with professional 
psychological and medical support services (Bapu Trust 
2014; Transforming Communities for Inclusion 2016; Jain 
nd; Mendenhall et al. 2014). 

Economic empowerment 
Given the relationship between poverty and disability and 
high rates of unemployment for people with psychosocial 
disability, their inclusion in education, income generation, 
skills development and economic empowerment programs is 
vital. Mental health programs should be made available 
within educational settings, supporting children with mental 
health conditions to remain engaged in education and 
reduce the likelihood or severity of ongoing psychosocial 
disability. These could include programs such as anti-
bullying, stress management and life skills programs 
(World Bank Group 2016). This could in turn increase  
the number of children completing education, further 
enhancing work opportunities and improving economic 
development of communities as a whole.  

Responsibility of governments and 
international development organisations  
Governments and international development organisations 
have a responsibility to ensure the inclusion of people with 
psychosocial disability in all development programs. This 
could be supported by high-level recognition and advocacy 
of psychosocial disability as a key development issue, 
particularly in the implementation of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Other opportunities include promoting 
inclusion of people with psychosocial disability in research, 
policy development and programing (UN 2013). If people 
with psychosocial disability are excluded from develop-
ment research processes and in the collection of data, they 
are more likely to be excluded from subsequent develop-
ment programs. Our experience with W-DARE has shown 
that efforts do need to be made to ensure people with 
psychosocial disability are appropriately represented in 
research, as their specific needs and priorities with SRH 
need to be understood in order to be addressed within 
development programs. Now is the time for the develop-
ment community to work alongside people with psycho-
social disability, to change the pattern of past injustices, and 
prevent these being repeated in the future.  

Note 
The development of this paper was made possible through 
the support of the Australian Government’s Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade. However the views presented in 
this paper may not be shared by the Australian Government. 
We would like to acknowledge experts in the field, including 
people with the lived experience of psychosocial disability 
who supported the conceptualisation and development of this 
paper. 
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Reducing or increasing inequalities?  
The role of private water enterprises in rural Viet Nam 

Melita Grant, Elsa Dominish and Naomi Carrard, University of Technology Sydney; Ly Bui, Hue Ha and Tuyen 
Nghiem, Vietnam National University, Ha Noi; and Juliet Willetts, University of Technology, Sydney

Safe water, clean water everyone wants to use; however, 
we are too poor to get access to a water connection. We 
hope there will be a preferential policy to allow poor 
people to access safe water 

Householder from Vinh Binh Commune,  
Ben Tre Province. 

Introduction 
Extreme inequalities are recognised as being detrimental to 
human rights and economic development (Stiglitz 2012), 
and in response, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment has explicitly included addressing inequalities as one 
of the 17 Global Goals. In order to reduce inequalities an 
integrated approach across multiple dimensions of human 
development is required, including access to safe water.  

This research investigated stakeholder perceptions of 
rural piped water services in Viet Nam to better understand 
issues of equality, access and affordability. It asked the 
question: can poor households access piped water services 
provided by small scale private enterprises in rural Viet 
Nam? This question is important because little is known 
about whether or not poor households access piped water 
services, related issues of affordability of connection fees 
and tariffs, and other potential barriers. It is also important 
because private enterprises are increasingly providing piped 
water services in Viet Nam, supported by incentives from 
Government and international donors including some civil 
society organisations (CSOs).1  

This study focused exclusively on piped water because 
research shows that it is less likely to be contaminated than 
other water supply types at both the source and in household 
water storages (Bain et al. 2014; Shields et al. 2015). 

Private sector participation: Are the poor reached?  
The Viet Nam Government reported in 2013 that 43 per cent 
of the rural population had access to clean water based on 
standards set by the Ministry of Health,2 and in 2011, nine 
per cent had household connections (ILSSA 2013; World 
Bank 2014). While access to safe water is increasing in Viet 
Nam, data shows that the highest wealth quintile are gaining 
access to piped water supplies at a faster rate than other 
wealth quintiles, and the poorest quintile have a very low 
level (six per cent) of piped water connections (MICS 2014). 
This trend is matched globally, with recent monitoring 
indicating a persistent gap in rates of access to improved 
water sources between the poor and non-poor (JMP 2015).  

While enterprises are performing a critical role in 
increasing access to safe water in Viet Nam (Kumar et al. 
2014), the impact of increased private sector participation on 
rates of access for the poorest is not known. This research 

begins to fill this gap, providing a much needed evidence 
base to understand the extent to which poor people are being 
reached by small water enterprises, and what this means for 
government policy and the role of CSOs and donors.  

Literature review 
The risk of increasing inequalities through private sector 
engagement in the water supply sector has predominantly 
been explored in literature focused on large scale schemes 
and in particular, privatisation of urban systems (Bakker 
2014; Marin 2009; Hailu et al. 2012). Privatisation is 
considered by many scholars as being at odds with broader 
goals of universal access to safe water given the monopoly 
status of water supply services, profit motives, and under-
lying theoretical problems associated with lack of compete-
tion and governance deficits (Tan 2012; Hall and Lobina 
2004). The user pays and cost-recovery principles of pri-
vately owned and managed water supply systems can be 
seen to sit uncomfortably alongside human rights prin-
ciples, and yet the hegemonic discourse on the human right 
to water is inclusive of market based approaches within the 
context of the state remaining the primary duty bearer (UN 
2010; Baer and Gerlak 2015; de Alburquerque 2012).  

From big things, little things grow 
The scale of private investment in water services has dropped 
significantly since 2000 as a result of international pressure 
from civil society challenging large scale privatisation 
schemes, shrinking investments in the water services sector 
due to unrealised profits and contractual conflicts (Lobina et 
al. 2014; World Bank 2015). Simultaneously, the inter-
national development community has shifted its focus to 
small to medium enterprises (SMEs) engaged in Water, 
Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), and the existing and 
potential role for the domestic private sector (Anderson 
2011). These enterprises are wide ranging, and include water 
kiosk operators, bottled water and water tanker vendors, 
construction contractors, and small-medium piped water 
owners and operators (Gero et al. 2013; Mason et al. 2015). 

Research on piped water SMEs has provided insights 
on the effectiveness of different business models and 
contract types (Ameyaw et al. 2014; Sy and Warner 2014), 
risks to be managed by government and private sector 
actors (Ameyaw and Chan 2015; Chan et al. 2015), and 
models of Public Private Partnerships (Devkar et al. 2013). 
Opportunities and barriers for small scale private sector 
operators have recently been explored, identifying that high 
capital costs associated with piped water systems for 
treatment and distribution are a barrier to entry, while those 
that are operating largely remain ineffectively regulated by 
governments (Gero and Willetts 2014). 
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What do we know about poor people’s access to 
privatised water services?   
Despite increased support for the domestic private water 
services sector, evidence on whether or not the poorest 
quintile are reached by these schemes is scant. A systematic 
review of current evidence on enterprise engagement in 
water and sanitation concluded that there was relatively 
limited evidence in the literature on outcomes for the poor 
(Gero et al. 2013).  

One area of research that has received some attention 
with mixed findings, is whether or not ‘pro-poor’ policies 
have been realised, or even implemented, since the poor were 
added to the privatisation discourse in the late 1990s (Castro 
2007). Gerlach and Franceys (2010) found through case 
study analysis that pro-poor outcomes were constrained by 
inadequate regulatory frameworks and the failure of univer-
sal service obligations to be within the explicit responsibility 
of policy makers. Conversely, Norman and Parker (2011) 
found that government contracts with the private sector has 
improved access for the poor in Kenya. Cases where 
inequalities were exacerbated by private sector involvement 
in water services have been documented. In a systematic 
review of water services in developing countries, Devkar et 
al. (2013) found that involvement of the private sector was 
often followed by an increase in connection fees and tariffs 
which adversely affect poorer sections of society, and  
that non-payment of bills had led to disconnections at a 
higher rate than for government managed water services. 
Additionally, rural, remote and unplanned congested envir-
onments are often unattractive to the formal private sector, 
which are often the environments that have a large proportion 
of poor residents (Maranon 2005 in Devkar et al. 2013). 
Research conducted in 2007 looking at case studies in 
Argentina, Mexico, and England and Wales found that 
private sector participation in water and sanitation services 
had ‘actually reinforced existing inequalities’ (Castro 
2007:765). 

Methodology 
The research was undertaken in 61 communes in Viet Nam 
(the third level administrative division of government) 
across eight provinces. The primarily qualitative study was 
based on semi-structured interviews with 316 householders 
(101 held poverty certificates), government representatives 
(61 commune leaders and two district leaders) and water 
service providers (35 private enterprises and 32 other 
service providers including government and community 
managed systems). In total, 446 interviews were conducted 
to inform this research.  

Based on the location and socio-political status of the 
provinces, interviews were categorised into two regions: 
Region 1 (the Mekong Delta of South Viet Nam) consisting 
of Tien Giang, Dong Thap, Ben Tre, An Giang and Long 
An; and Region 2 (North and South Central area) com-
prising Ha Nam, Thai Binh and Binh Dinh provinces.  

The research compared equity provisions of private 
enterprises with other types of water service providers 
(including government and various forms of community 
provision); hence service providers were classified as either 

‘private’ or ‘other’. Service providers were asked about the 
number of households they served, important factors in 
deciding who was served by a water system and who 
influenced this decision, the connection fee and tariffs and 
the existence of mechanisms for supporting poor house-
holds. Similar questions were asked of the relevant district 
and commune leaders. Households were interviewed to 
determine if they were connected to a piped water service, 
if any support was available, how much they paid and how 
affordable it was for them. Those not connected were asked 
about the reasons why, if they knew about support mech-
anisms, and how much they would be willing to pay to 
connect. The responses were compared to reveal variations 
across the interview types, and between different stake-
holders within a water service area. 

A systematic approach to data collection was employed, 
however, it is important to note key limitations including:  

 Data quality issues related to inconsistency of in depth of 
questioning and note taking given the large team of field 
researchers required to collect the volume of data.  

 Difficulty sourcing official data on service provision and 
rates of access.  

 The official Government of Viet Nam definition of a ‘poor 
household’ was used in the absence of more reliable 
measures, but this approach underestimates the number of 
disadvantaged households, as those classified as ‘near 
poor’ would fit within the international standard of 
poverty (income of less than $US1 per day). 

 Private enterprises interviewed varied in size and manage-
ment structure, ranging from 100 per cent privately owned 
and operated, to 50 per cent owned by government and 
privately managed. Other service provider types were 
grouped together but included a wide range of manage-
ment models. This presents a limitation to drawing 
general conclusions given the diversity in management 
models encountered in the research.  

 It was beyond of the scope of this research to assess the 
affordability of connection fees and water tariffs in light 
of overall household income and expenses, and other 
support systems made available to the poor through social 
security programs.  

These limitations were taken into account during the 
analysis process. Findings were cross-checked across 
informant types and instances where data was partial or 
unclear were excluded from the analysis. Findings were 
also further validated by a subsequent in-depth quantitative 
research process, though the content of this paper focuses 
on the key qualitative findings related to perspectives on 
access to piped water services.  

Findings on inequality of access 
The research found that inequality of access to water 
services is an issue in rural Viet Nam, with poor households 
experiencing disadvantage in four key ways:  

 poor householders sometimes paid higher fees;  
 connection fees were a barrier to accessing services; 
 piecemeal service coverage disadvantaged the poor; and 
 support mechanisms were unevenly applied.  



August 2016 33 

Poor households sometimes paid more 
The research revealed several instances where poor house-
holds paid more than non-poor households for connection 
to piped water services, thereby potentially contributing to 
inequalities in some communes. This was not specific to 
any particular type of service provider. Poor and near-poor 
householders served by ‘other’ providers (community 
owned and government schemes) in Region 1 paid higher 
median connection fees than non-poor households, whereas 
poor households in Region 2 served by private enterprises 
paid the highest median connection fees than non-poor 
households, possibly as a result of being further away from 
the main network, and/or interest paid for some repayment 
schemes implemented in Region 2 (see Figures 1 and 2). 

Figure 1: Region 1. Connection fees paid by 
householders to connect to other types of schemes 

 

Figure 2: Region 2. Median connection fees paid by 
households to connect to private enterprises 

 

Connection fees are a barrier  
Poverty was a clear barrier preventing access to piped 
water, with ‘not affordable’ cited by householders as the 
primary reason for not connecting to a piped water system 
in areas serviced by private enterprises (in Region 1 and 2) 
and by households in areas served by other service 
providers (in Region 1) as shown in Table 1. Further 
questioning revealed that affordability constraints related to 
the upfront connection fee specifically rather than ongoing 
tariff charges.  

Table 1: Householders: Reasons reported for not 
being connected to a piped water service (n=84). 

  Region 1 Region 2 

  Mekong Delta Ha Nam, Thai Binh, 
Binh Dinh  

 Service 
Provider 
Type 

Private 
enter-
prises 

Other 
service 
providers 

Private 
enter-
prises 

Other 
service 
providers 

 Number of 
inter-
viewees 

n=29 n=8 n=26 n=21 

Reason 
provided  
as to why 
household 
is not 
connected 
to piped 
water 

Not 
affordable 

93% 100% 85% 43% 

Satisfied 
with 
existing 
water 
arrangem
ents 

  15% 43% 

Think the 
piped 
water is 
polluted 

   5% 

Was not 
an option 
(i.e. the 
service 
wasn't 
offered) 

7%   10% 

 

Median connection fees ranged from approximately 
US$20 (VND450,000) to US$67 (VND1,500,000), with 
some householders paying up to US$135 (VND3 million). 
While some poor householders said they were willing to 
pay for connection, this was most often up to approximately 
US$22.  

Findings concerning median connection fees for pri-
vate versus other service providers varied between Regions 
1 and 2. Private enterprises charged a higher median con-
nection fee in Region 2 in comparison to other service 
provider types, but a lower median connection fee in 
comparison to other service provider types in Region 1. 
Table 2 shows that private enterprises in Region 2 had much 
higher (almost double) median connection fees compared 
with other types of service providers. The situation in 
Region 1 where private enterprises offered lower median 
connection fees was likely the result of a higher 
 
Table 2: Connection fees reported by households 
and water service providers in rural Viet Nam3 

Region 1:  Mekong Delta 
Median reported 
by 

Other service 
providers4 

Private 
enterprises  

Water service 
provider 

US$45  
(VND1,000,000)5 

US$33 
(VND750,000) 

Households6 US$31  
(VND700,000) 

US$20  
( VND450,000) 

Region 2:  Ha Nam, Thai Binh, Binh Dinh 
Water service 
provider 

US$29  
(VND650,000) 

US$67 
(VND1,500,000) 

Households7 US$41 
(VND918,000) 

US$65 
(VND1,450,000) 
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proportion of free and subsidised connections related to the 
implementation of a civil society output-based aid (OBA) 
program designed to facilitate private service provision 
(Kumar et al. 2014). The size of private enterprises may also 
be a factor, with those in Region 1 typically smaller and 
more embedded within the communities they serve com-
pared with those in Region 2. 

Variation in reported median connection fees by 
service providers and their customers demonstrated the 
inherent challenges in capturing accurate data on this issue 
in the Vietnamese context. The variation visible in Table 2 
is possibly explained by the fact that private enterprises 
would have been reporting the usual fee charged rather than 
the discounted rate or the waived fees. The higher rate 
reported by householders in Region 2 in areas served by 
other service providers warrants further research to reveal 
why householders reported paying more than the standard 
fees reported by utilities.  

Piecemeal water service area coverage dis-
advantages the poor 
Service coverage of piped water was piecemeal and services 
had often been developed organically in response to demand 
from community members as opposed to through long-term 
systematic master planning. This had implications for reach-
ing householders far away from the main pipe network, and 
may have resulted in constraining equitable cost sharing 
across communities. Some private enterprises reported strug-
gling with economies of scale, resulting in limited expansion 
of networks to remote locations.  

Support mechanisms were unevenly applied 
Support mechanisms for the poor were not consistently 
available or applied across providers. Often poor house-
holds did not access subsidies or exemptions, as they were 
not aware of their availability.   

Interviews with 35 private enterprises and 32 other 
types of service providers found that although private enter-
prises sometimes had higher connection fees and tariffs, 
amongst our sample, they were also more likely to offer 
support mechanisms to the poor than other types of service 
providers. These included:  

 Subsidies or exemptions for the connection fee: Private 
enterprises were more likely than other service providers 
to offer subsidies or exemptions for the connection fee, 
around 50 per cent compared to 20 per cent in Region 1, 
and 40 per cent compared to 13 per cent in Region 2. 

 Subsidies or exemptions for the tariff: Private enterprises 
were more likely than other service providers to offer 
subsidies or exemptions for the water tariff, particularly in 
Region 1 (around 70 per cent compared to 15 per cent). 

 Late payments: No major difference found between 
provider types. 

 Instalment payment plans: No major difference found 
between provider types. 

Private enterprises were more likely to offer support 
mechanisms on a case-by-case basis at the discretion of the 
owner because of their relatively high degree of autonomy 
from the government in decision-making processes, as 

compared with other service providers. For example, some 
private enterprises preferred to apply their own category-
isation of a ‘poor household’ rather than offering support to 
those with an official poverty certificate. It was also found 
that most private enterprises did not keep records on which 
households were poor in their service area.   

Some private enterprises were supported with funding 
from East Meets West Foundation (EMWF) with output-
based funding to connect households. Poor households were 
not specifically targeted as part of these programs, however, 
enterprises were provided funding to connect all house-
holders within the specified area in order to receive the 
payment. The presence of external support from EMWF 
was therefore another factor contributing to the incon-
sistency in the provision of pro-poor mechanisms among 
private enterprises, as only some enterprises included in the 
research were donor supported.  

Households were often unaware of available 
support mechanisms 
Among the private enterprises offering subsidies, targeting 
the poor was reported to be their priority. However, 
household interviews revealed a discrepancy between what 
water service providers stated they offered, and what was 
known to be available and accessed by households. 

Overall, most households interviewed did not know 
that subsidies or exemptions existed or how to access them. 
Almost all non-connected poor households served by 
private enterprises in Region 1 who reported affordability 
as the main barrier did not think that subsidies were 
available to them. Of those poor households who were 
connected, 90 per cent reported knowing that a subsidy or 
exemption was available, showing the impact these mech-
anisms can have on connection rates for poor households.  

Discussion  
Findings from this research show some alignment with the 
limited literature available on outcomes for the poor 
resulting from private sector engagement in water supply 
sector, in particular, cost being a barrier to connection and 
existing inequalities potentially being further entrenched.  

Cost is a barrier to connection  
Affordability issues are not exclusive to services provided 
by the private sector, but as noted by Devkar et al. (2013:74) 
a public authority is less likely to enact disconnections for 
non-payment than the private sector given the political 
consequences that may ensue. At the same time, afford-
ability issues for the community have been found to be 
present in both public and private water management 
systems (Hailu et al. 2012:2575). The present research 
supports this observation in that householders in both areas 
served by private enterprises and other types of service 
providers largely cited non-affordability as the reason they 
were not connected.  

The literature review identified studies exploring the 
tensions between business viability and affordability 
(Ameyaw 2014; UN 2010). This was clearly found in our 
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interviews with private enterprise owners, who expressed 
that geography was the biggest impediment to serving poor 
who often lived far away from the main service area. They 
also cited the inability of poor households to pay connection 
fees and tariffs, and the fact that poor householders use little 
water, as disincentives to promoting or prioritising con-
nections for the poor.  

Inequalities exacerbated 
Some studies concluded that privatisation has not helped the 
poor (Castro 20017; Bakker 2014; Lobina et al. 2014), but 
this research is predominantly focused on larger scale piped 
water systems. Nevertheless, given the fact that affordability 
was revealed to be a major barrier to poor householders in the 
present study, it can be inferred that these schemes have been 
of less benefit to poor than non-poor householders, and may 
have resulted in further disadvantage if less safe forms of 
water, and/or more expensive options such as bottled water 
are relied on instead of piped sources.  

Implications of findings to policy 
‘An effective private sector needs a strong public sector’ 
(Carter and Danert 2003:1069).  This research points to a 
range of important actions for the Government of Viet Nam 
and other stakeholders at national and provincial levels. 
Actions both to support appropriate and effective partic-
ipation of the private sector, as well as to support the overall 
rural water sector (including all types of service provider) 
are required if equality of access is to be achieved. 
Importantly, there must be a strong focus on sustainable 
business models for ongoing service delivery, and a pro-
active, transparent and consistent approach to supporting 
poor householders to connect to piped water schemes.  

As Gerlach and Franceys conclude, in order to facilitate 
pro-poor goals and the principle of universal access, 
regulators need to better understand the needs of the poor, 
the range of delivery service mechanisms, and creative 
ways to subsidise services (2010:1236). In line with this 
finding, this study recommends that government budget 
support mechanisms for private enterprises include a 
requirement that support mechanisms for connections are 
provided to the poor and near-poor, potentially imple-
mented using an output-based approach.  

Conclusion and future research 
The evidence available to date suggests that both private 
provision and other water services models can present risks 
to equality. Poor households can miss out on piped water 
services when measures to counteract barriers of affordability 
and inaccessibility are not taken. While the focus of the 
present research considered the impacts of private water 
provision, it is important to note that many of the findings 
also applied to government and community service pro-
viders, indicating a need to focus on reducing inequalities in 
piped water provision more generally. Yet with private 
service delivery increasing in line with national policies in 
Viet Nam and more generally in the global WASH sector, it 
is essential to consider the particularities of private service 
models and establish effective regulatory mechanisms to 

ensure the expansion of piped water systems does not 
increase and entrench existing inequalities. 

Future research could focus on questions emerging from 
this study. Other aspects of disadvantage such as gender 
inequality and disability discrimination were beyond the 
scope of this research but are important areas requiring 
further attention. Deeper analysis of pro-poor policy and 
program responses is also needed, in order to understand 
what the most appropriate and effective mechanisms of 
intervention could be to reduce inequalities in access to piped 
water. Finally, further research is warranted to better under-
stand why the poor in some cases are paying higher median 
connection fees than non-poor groups.  

The findings of this research provide an important 
evidence base for Viet Nam, and point to the need to urgently 
address inequalities in rural water supply, especially as the 
domestic private sector emerges as an increasingly important 
player. Access to water is one essential dimension of 
equality, and this research has demonstrated that without 
specific and evidence based measures, poor people are likely 
to be excluded from accessing improved water supply 
services.  

Notes 
We thank research participants in nine participating pro-
vinces of Viet Nam for their valuable time and contri-
butions. We also thank representatives from the many Viet 
Nam Government agencies who provided significant input. 
We thank our research partners from the Centre for Natural 
Resources and Environmental Studies at Viet Nam National 
University, East Meets West Foundation and the Institute 
for Water Resources Economics and Management.  

This research was led by the Institute for Sustainable 
Futures, University of Technology Sydney, and was funded 
by Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
through the Australian Development Research Awards 
Scheme. 
1  An example of which is the Viet Nam Government’s 2009 

policy (Decision 131/2009/QĐ-TTg) which provides 
financial incentives to encourage the investment and 
management of water supply schemes for rural areas. 
Similarly, Decree 15/2015/NĐ-CP on public-private 
partnerships (PPP) issued in February 2015 outlines the 
Government’s role in regulating, and facilitating PPPs.  

2  Standards are outlined in the ‘National Technical Regulation 
on Domestic Water Quality’ issued by the Viet Nam 
Government Circular: QCVN02/BYT. 

3  USD equivalents for connection fees have been provided 
based on current exchange rates for an international 
audience, however, these should be treated with caution since 
exchange rates have been variable over the relevant period. 

4  Please note that ‘other service providers’ consist of seven 
types of entities, each with different governance models, 
levels of financial assistance, and size of customer base. 

5  As of 1 April 2016, VND1,000,000 is equivalent to USD$45.  
6  Note that this includes free connections (zero paid) where 

this was reported by householders.  
7  Ibid.  
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Addressing equity issues in monitoring and evaluation 

Greet Peersman and Patricia Rogers, Better Evaluation, RMIT University

Introduction 
The ‘worst-off’ have been targeted in international develop-
ment interventions for decades, including the current push 
towards evaluating progress in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) using an equity-focused and 
gender-responsive lens (see, for example, Bamberger and 
Segone 2011; UNICEF 2011). Even in developed nations, 
the rhetoric of politicians, organisations and programs has 
often stated ‘leave no one behind’. However, while we believe 
that there is genuine interest and willingness in achieving 
equitable development results, monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) often fails to address equity issues in its findings and 
processes. In doing so, it fails to adequately inform efforts to 
improve equity and, worse, can undermine them.  

While it is heartening to see equity being increasingly 
emphasised, most address equity in M&E in terms of 
approaches for ‘increasing participation’ and ‘broadening 
measurement’ (Rogers 2016). There is an assumption that 
‘scaling up’ these approaches through strengthening 
national capacities will make a difference. We argue that 
this falls far short of what needs to be done.  

There is more to M&E than choosing indicators and 
data collection methods; every choice about evaluation 
processes and methods has potential equity implications. 
We have found it helpful to think through each of the tasks 
involved in M&E as outlined in the BetterEvaluation 
Rainbow Framework (betterevaluation.org), from develop-
ing a clear statement about what is being evaluated and how 
it is understood to work (its theory of change), to framing 
the evaluation in terms of its primary focus and value frame-
work, collecting and analysing data to answer descriptive, 
causal and evaluative questions, reporting findings and sup-
porting their use, and all the processes involved in man-
aging a single evaluation and an entire evaluation system 
including establishing standards for quality M&E and 
strengthening M&E capacity.  

Working through the Rainbow Framework makes it 
clear that many equity issues need to be taken into con-
sideration throughout the process of planning, managing, 
executing and using M&E (Rogers 2016). Those involved 
in M&E should be transparent about what was addressed or 
not and why, and, what the equity implications are for data 
collection, analysis and use. This chapter sets out what we 
see as the range of issues that need attention in order to 
address equity issues adequately and the implications for 
strengthening national M&E capacity. 

Whose theory of change? 
Many interventions are based implicitly or explicitly on a 
theory of change (ToC)—a statement about how the inter-
vention activities are understood to contribute to a chain of 

results that ultimately lead to intended longer-term out-
comes (or impact). Few, however, directly address equity 
issues in the ToC or in how it is developed and represented. 
Typically, outcomes refer to changes in the population—
not prioritising improvements for the most disadvantaged—
the change theory does not address how equity might be 
achieved, and the process for developing the ToC does not 
include those whose needs are supposedly being addressed 
(see, for example, http://www.csaf.net/impact/theory-of-
change/; http://gadnetwork.org/gadn-resources/2015/3/6/ 
untangling-gender-mainstreaming-a-theory-of-change-
based-on-experience-and-reflection). The result is a ToC 
with a generic approach to bringing about change (e.g. 
increasing skills and knowledge of participants) which  
does not address the very real possibility that the less-
disadvantaged will find it easier to access the program, 
staff will favour those whose needs are easier to meet, and 
overall improvements will mask that the most disad-
vantaged have fallen even further behind. 

Framing M&E—users, uses and questions 
M&E is about tracking progress of interventions towards 
intended goals, alerting to and understanding problems 
(including implementation challenges and unintended con-
sequences) and judging the performance and merit of 
interventions. Hence, clarifying the values on which these 
judgements will be made is crucial. However, different 
stakeholders most often have different values and whose 
values prevail, sets a particular course of action for M&E 
that may be hard to change later on. 

M&E is done for different reasons. Sometimes, merely 
to comply with a requirement, but usually it is for a 
particular purpose. Encouraging identification and priorit-
isation of primary intended users and uses is considered 
good practice (Quinn Patton 2008). However, the process 
itself risks increasing the powerlessness of the most dis-
advantaged when funders and/or managers of M&E do not 
consider the implications of privileging their own inform-
ation needs in designing the M&E system. Whose learning 
and what types of accountability is M&E intended to 
support? What processes are in place to ensure that the most 
powerful do not have total control of the M&E resources to 
bolster their position? 

Examples of evaluation questions that explicitly take 
equity issues into account are:  

 How was the United States Institute of Peace Evaluation 
(USIP) theory of change developed with regards to 
minorities in Iraq and how did it shift over the course of 
the work? How are the Alliance of Iraqi Minorities and 
the Caucus different from how they were initially 
envisioned and what were the key decisions that led to 
these changes? (USIP 2013). 

http://www.csaf.net/impact/theory-of-change/
http://www.csaf.net/impact/theory-of-change/
http://gadnetwork.org/gadn-resources/2015/3/6/%20untangling-gender-mainstreaming-a-theory-of-change-based-on-experience-and-reflection
http://gadnetwork.org/gadn-resources/2015/3/6/%20untangling-gender-mainstreaming-a-theory-of-change-based-on-experience-and-reflection
http://gadnetwork.org/gadn-resources/2015/3/6/%20untangling-gender-mainstreaming-a-theory-of-change-based-on-experience-and-reflection
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 To what extent have results contributed to decreased 
inequities between the best-off and the worst-off groups? 

Answering descriptive questions—going 
beyond the average effect 
Methods and processes for answering descriptive questions— 
factual statements about the way things are or were—must 
ensure that data from the most disadvantaged are included 
and analysis goes beyond looking at the average effect. This 
is a challenge when the disadvantaged are likely to be the 
hardest to reach and engage. 

Disaggregating data to look for patterns across groups 
is not an optional ‘nuance’ but an essential element of doing 
ethical M&E, as the following example from Westhorp 
(2008) makes clear. A review of early intervention pro-
grams for children in disadvantaged families found that 
some programs which were effective on average, were 
either ineffective or damaging for some, notably those who 
often had multiple and complex needs or were amongst the 
most disadvantaged families. In particular, the Early Head 
Start program was found to have unfavourable impacts on 
child development outcomes in families with multiple risk 
factors (Westhorp 2008; Mathematica Policy Research Inc. 
2002). The findings were reported in over-simplified ways 
and the reputable Brookings Institute, uncritically, recom-
mended its wider adoption because it was ‘evidence-based’ 
(see: http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Research/Files/ 
Papers/2008/9/early-programs-isaacs/09_early_programs_ 
brief2.PDF). 

Answering causal questions—implications 
of privileging certain research designs 
Causal questions such as why things are the way they are 
sometimes involve a counterfactual or an estimate of what 
would have happened in the absence of the intervention, 
but can also involve two other strategies: checking the data 
for consistency with the ToC and identifying and ruling 
out alternative explanations (see: http://betterevaluation.org/ 
plan/understandcauses). However, continuing paradigm wars 
have seen a privileging of particular designs which has 
equity implications. In particular, some influential appro-
aches to evidence-based policy, including the Coalition for 
Evidence-Based Policy (see: http://coalition4evidence.org/) 
and the Poverty Action Lab (https://www.povertyaction-
lab.org/) have argued for the use of the randomised 
controlled trial (RCT) as ‘the gold standard’—even to the 
point of only considering evidence as credible when studies 
have used this design. 

Such studies require the design to be fixed at the start, 
and the groups to be disaggregated identified at the start and 
taken into account when calculating sample sizes. Where 
new, unexpected issues arise, the design cannot accom-
modate them, and it is not possible to identify patterns of 
results for new groups which were not evident at the 
beginning. Also, these designs can only be used for inter-
ventions that are designed for a unit of analysis that can be 
randomised. Hence, it privileges interventions at the level 
of an individual person, a classroom, a school or a village 

which can be isolated from its control group ‘neighbours’ 
(see also Stern et al. 2012). By extension of the logic used 
by hardline RCT advocates, evaluations of interventions 
that cannot readily use a RCT design (e.g. interventions that 
are flexible and adaptive to changing needs or circum-
stances or that operate on the scale of a country, large region 
or service system) cannot provide evidence that can demon-
strate their effectiveness. 

Answering evaluative questions 
Answering evaluative questions (whether something is 
good or bad, better or worse, good or poor value) involves 
identifying evaluative criteria and standards, gathering 
relevant data, and synthesising these data through weighing 
or trading off different criteria. Important equity con-
siderations are:  

 whose values are taken into account when determining 
evaluative criteria, standards and synthesis?  

 who decides ‘what success looks like’?  
 should ‘success’ be considered an overall improvement or 

a reduction in equity gaps? Should it be equality of 
opportunity or of outcomes? 

 if a program is good for some people and harmful for 
others, how should it be judged overall? 

Reporting findings and supporting use 
The final and perhaps, the most important, stage of M&E 
also has equity implications. There can be issues in terms of 
who receives reports about the findings, and how accessible 
these are. In some cases, new forms of reporting, such as 
video reports, theatrical performances and individual con-
versations, can make findings accessible to a wider group  
of community members (see, for example: http://better-
evaluation.org/plan/reportandsupportuse/ report). The style 
of the report can also be important. Deficit-focused 
reporting can increase the stigma for a disadvantaged group 
or community (Gibney et al. 1999). One of the major 
challenges in understanding the effects of interventions, 
especially in the published literature, has been the lack of 
detail in reporting demographic and other relevant charac-
teristics of the participants (Peersman and Rugg 2004; 
Welch et al. 2016). This impedes making informed 
decisions about continuing or improving the intervention or 
judging its potential applicability for replication elsewhere.  

The increased availability of systematic reviews has 
provided important lessons that can be learned across 
different studies (Gough et al. 2012). However, the findings 
of an ‘effectiveness review’ have been shown to depend on 
how the review is done e.g. how studies were sought such 
as including of grey literature or studies reported in non-
English journals; what criteria where used to include  
studies such as particular study designs (see, for example, 
Peersman et al. 1999). Important improvements to review 
methods have been made over the years, for example, the 
integration of qualitative data and increased ‘consumer’ 
involvement (Oliver and Peersman 2001; Gough et al. 
2012). Most recently, a checklist of ‘preferred reporting 
items’ was published to promote a focus on health equity 

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Research/Files/%20Papers/2008/9/early-programs-isaacs/09_early_programs_%20brief2.PDF
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Research/Files/%20Papers/2008/9/early-programs-isaacs/09_early_programs_%20brief2.PDF
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Research/Files/%20Papers/2008/9/early-programs-isaacs/09_early_programs_%20brief2.PDF
http://betterevaluation.org/%20plan/understandcauses
http://betterevaluation.org/%20plan/understandcauses
http://coalition4evidence.org/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/
http://betterevaluation.org/plan/reportandsupportuse/%20report
http://betterevaluation.org/plan/reportandsupportuse/%20report
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(defined as ‘avoidable and unfair differences in health 
outcomes’) in systematic reviews (Welch et al. 2016). This 
provides a good starting point for increasing transparency 
and comprehensiveness in reporting differences in access, 
opportunity and outcomes between different groups. 

Managing M&E—who makes the decisions 
on whose values count? 
There are many decisions to be made in M&E. Control may 
be centralised in a dedicated manager, unit or committee or 
it may be shared by a working group or other entity 
involving representatives from many different stakeholders. 
It is important to describe clearly each actor’s role to avoid 
confusion, duplication of effort or things falling through the 
cracks. Important equity questions are:  

 Who makes decisions and what is their role—consulting, 
recommending, approving, is informed and how are 
decisions made—majority, consensus or hierarchical 
decision making?  

 Does the planning of M&E activities involve values 
clarification and negotiation between groups informed by 
a multitude of sources (such as individuals’ experiences 
and aspirations, research and comparative analysis)?  

 Who controls the resources for M&E?  
 Who decides on priority information needs or on what 

gets evaluated? 
 Who collects and analyses the data? Who makes the 

evaluative judgments?  
 What is the basis for judging the quality of an evaluation? 

Table 1 provides a summary overview of the equity 
issues discussed above, using the Rainbow Framework of 
M&E Tasks.  

Table 1. Equity issues across the range of M&E tasks 

Cluster of M&E Tasks Examples of equity 
considerations 

Define—Developing or 
obtaining a description of the 
intervention and how it is 
understood to work. 
•  What is the theory of 

change (ToC)? 
•  What are possible 

unintended results? 

°  Who decides what the intended 
results are? 

°  Does the ToC just look at average 
results? 

°  Does the ToC have a change 
theory for improving equity? 

°  Which groups are specifically 
addressed in the ToC? Which 
equity issues (if any) are identified? 

°  Who decides what are the 
unintended, positive/negative, 
noticed/ unnoticed results? 

Frame—Setting the para-
meters for M&E—the 
purposes, what to monitor and 
what to evaluate including key 
evaluation questions and 
information needs for 
decision-making about the 
intervention, and, the criteria 
and standards to be used. 

•  What are the key questions 
M&E needs to address?  

•  Who are the primary 
intended users of the M&E 
data? 

°  Do the M&E questions explicitly 
include equity considerations? 

°  Are staff, managers and policy-
makers claiming to act on behalf of 
those who are disadvantaged? Or 
those directly experiencing 
inequity? 

°  Are the power structures 
traditional, collaborative or 
devolved? 

°  Is the primary purpose account-
ability? Who is being held 
accountable for what and by 
whom? 

•  What are the primary 
intended uses of the M&E 
data? 

°  Is the primary purpose learning? 
Whose learning is being 
supported? Through what process? 
In terms of what functions? 

Describe—Collecting or 
collating data to answer 
descriptive questions about 
the intervention, the various 
results observed, and the 
context in which the 
intervention is implemented. 
•  What differences are 

described? How are they 
described? 

For example: 
°  Inputs: limited access to services; 

barriers such as cost 
°  Results:different health or 

employment outcomes for people 
from particular ethnic groups 

Understand causes—
Collecting and analysing data 
to answer causal questions 
about the extent to which the 
intervention produced 
observed results. 
•  What are the implications of 

the causal inference 
strategies used? 

°  Do the causal inference strategies 
allow for explanation of differential 
impacts? Do they skew findings to 
individual-level interventions? 

Synthesize—Combining data 
to form an overall assessment 
of the merit, worth and/or 
significance of an intervention, 
or to summarise evidence 
across several evaluations. 
•   How are evaluative criteria 

and standards decided (i.e., 
what does success looks 
like?)? 

 

°  Are interventions entirely 
structured around externally-set 
criteria and standards or the stated 
values of those experiencing 
inequity? 

°  Do M&E activities involve values 
clarification and negotiation 
between groups informed by a 
multitude of sources? 

°  Should the aim be equality of 
opportunity or equality of 
outcomes? What would be a 
reasonable trade-off between 
means and ends? 

°  If there are differential effects, how 
should these be synthesized? 

°  Should equity impacts become a 
‘hurdle’ requirement when 
assessing overall success? 

Report and support use—
Developing and presenting 
findings in ways that are 
useful for the primary intended 
users, and supporting them to 
make evidence-informed 
decisions. 

°  Do deficit-focused reports increase 
stigma and deficit focus? 

°  How accessible are reports in 
terms of language, style, format, 
type etc.? 

°  What support is provided to whom 
to apply or use the findings? 

Manage—The planning and 
management of the 
implementation of the M&E 
system, including who will 
make decisions about it, who 
will lead development and 
implementation and the roles 
and responsibilities of different 
actors. 
 

°  What gets evaluated? Welfare or 
subsidies? Short projects, ongoing 
programs or private sector 
products? 

°  How are the beneficiaries of the 
intervention engaged in decision 
making about M&E? Do they have 
both the opportunity and the 
capacity to be meaningfully and 
actively engaged? 

°  Who controls the resources for 
M&E?  

°  Who collects the data? Who 
analyses the data? Who makes the 
evaluative judgments? 

°  What is the basis for judging the 
quality of the evaluation? 

Source: Adapted from: Peersman G, P Rogers. Addressing equity 
issues in monitoring and evaluation. 5th ACFID University Network 
Conference, Melbourne 4–5 June 2015. 

Strengthening national M&E capacity to help 
reduce inequity 
The issues already discussed are relevant for individual 
M&E projects or products. We now discuss the implications 
for strengthening national M&E systems, which are import-
ant in evaluating the new SDGs. They are:  
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 the need for more thoughtful identification and use of 
equity categories;  

 ways to support genuine engagement of the less powerful 
in M&E processes; and, what can be learned from pre-
vious efforts to strengthen national M&E capacities as 
part of evaluating the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). We propose some minimum standards for what 
should be addressed in equity-focused M&E and what is 
required for effective M&E systems. 

How ‘equity’ and ‘gender’ are defined matters.  
Gender is a current ‘buzz word’ in international devel-
opment as well as the focus of many governments’ 
investments. Yet, gender-focused work tends to be based on 
apparently fixed male and female characteristics and 
assumed to be synonymous with ‘working with women’ 
(Fletcher 2015). Fletcher argues that ‘…to effectively 
address inequity and injustice, it [international develop-
ment] needs to move away from categories and pay more 
attention to the shifting and intersecting processes of under-
standing and judgement related to gender, sexuality, and 
other intersecting social hierarchies such as class/caste or 
race/ethnicity’ (Fletcher 2015: 1). Similarly, Bustelo et al. 
(2015:6) emphasises that activists and professionals need to 
pay attention to these inter-sectionalities and how they play 
out in terms of ’privileges and exclusions’ to the detriment 
of some individuals or groups. Given the significant 
potential to do more harm than good, we should set mini-
mum standards for interventions and their M&E to be called 
‘equity-focused’ and ‘gender-responsive’.  

The Gender Equality Continuum makes a distinction 
between gender blind (absence of any pro-active consider-
ation of the larger gender environment) and gender aware 
(deliberately examining and addressing gender in design 
and implementation). In the latter category, approaches can 
be classified as gender ‘exploitative’ (such as protection of 
the status quo), gender ‘accommodating’ (such as not 
challenging unequal relations of power) and gender 
‘transformative’ (explicitly engaging women and men to 
examine, question and change institutions and norms  
that reinforce gender inequalities) (Interagency Gender 
Working Group 2009; see http://www.igwg.org/training/ 
ProgrammaticGuidance/GenderContinuum.aspx for train 
ing materials, activities and other tools). To make a 
difference, we would say that anything other than gender 
transformative is not good enough. Then, calling out what 
is acceptable and what is not is necessary. Clarifying where 
interventions are at on a ‘continuum’ related to ‘gender’ and 
related to ‘equity’ will help to identify strategies for what 
needs to be done. Likewise, M&E questions (descriptive, 
causal, evaluative and action) need to help explore and 
challenge the status quo. In Addressing gender in impact 
evaluation, Fletcher (2015) provides good examples of 
evaluation questions that address gender in the design, 
delivery and assessment of interventions. For example: 

 What major gender stereotypes, norms and judgements 
existed among intervention staff and community mem-
bers at the start and at the end of the intervention in 
relation to the intervention topic, and, particularly, in 
relation to power and decision making? 

 Did these stereotypes and norms shift, or become less 
clearly attached to judgements of worth? Did the norms 
become less restrictive? (Fletcher 2015:13)  

Supporting meaningful engagement of the less 
powerful 
While we still need to convince and work with donors and 
governments, equity-focused M&E cannot be done only with 
a top-down approach. We need to understand and draw on 
the lived experiences of those who suffer forms of inequality, 
inequity and injustice. But, are we paying enough attention  
to creating both opportunity and capacity for potential 
intervention beneficiaries to be meaningfully and actively 
engaged in intervention design, delivery and M&E processes? 

Any evaluation intending to use participatory appro-
aches needs to clarify what value this will add to the 
evaluation itself as well as to the people who would be 
involved, but also considering potential risks of their par-
ticipation. (Guijt 2015) suggests that: three questions need 
to be answered in each situation: (1) What purpose will 
stakeholder participation serve? (2) Whose participation 
matters, when and why? and (3) When is participation 
feasible? The three questions are interlinked—answering 
them is iterative and depends on what is feasible. For 
example, a participatory process might seek to transform 
power relations, which often requires investing in building 
the capacity of less experienced stakeholders in evaluation 
and allowing more time than would be necessary if using a 
team of external evaluators. If these conditions cannot be 
met, however, then all three questions must be revisited” 
(Guijt 2015: 3–4).  

Strengthening national M&E capacity for the long 
term 
Evaluating the new SDGs provides a major impetus for 
addressing equity in M&E. In terms of strengthening national 
M&E capacity for data collection, analysis and reporting on 
the SDGs, lessons can be heeded from experience with 
evaluating the MDGs. In 2009, a special issue of the Journal 
of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndromes (JAIDS) was 
devoted to progress and challenges in global data collection 
and reporting on MDG 6 (‘halting and reversing the HIV 
epidemic by 2015’). These experiences are relevant to 
M&E of other areas of development and global health as the 
HIV response has been broad-based and multi-sectoral in 
nature (Warner-Smith et al. 2009).  

Strengths and weaknesses noted in relation to 
investments in national M&E systems: 

 global reporting catalysed the investments in basic 
national M&E systems but were inadequate to make these 
systems fully functional and sustainable; 

 data availability and quality improved but major gaps 
remained, especially on data related to the most 
vulnerable or marginalised; 

 insufficient attention was paid to evaluation. 

The global reporting process catalysed the development 
of national monitoring systems and concerted M&E 

http://www.igwg.org/training/%20ProgrammaticGuidance/GenderContinuum.aspx
http://www.igwg.org/training/%20ProgrammaticGuidance/GenderContinuum.aspx
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strengthening efforts with substantial financial investments 
resulted in a marked increase in the number of countries with 
basic M&E systems and human resources devoted to M&E. 
However, M&E expenditures were below the minimum 
needed to make M&E systems fully functional (including 
effective data use) and the lack of long-term funding com-
mitment by governments threatened the sustainability of the 
system in the long run (Peersman et al. 2009a).  

Overall, both data availability and quality improved 
over time, but major gaps remained in data on those most 
vulnerable or marginalised (such as men who have sex with 
men, sex workers, injecting drug users, migrants). This  
was due to a lack of ‘recognition’ of certain populations  
by governments or, worse, criminalisation of particular 
behaviours (Gruskin et al. 2009) and a lack of coordination 
between the data collection efforts of civil society organ-
isations working with these populations (Rugg et al. 2009). 

Several critical questions about the progress and effect-
iveness of national responses remained unanswered as 
insufficient attention was paid to funding and implementing 
evaluation studies (Rugg et al. 2009).  

Strengths and weaknesses noted in relation  
to increasing participation from civil society 
(including from ‘most-at-risk populations’): 

 opportunities were created for civil society to participate 
but there was still dissatisfaction with the’official’ reports 
submitted by governments; 

 an important barrier for civil society participation was 
lack of experience working with governments and inad-
equate technical support.  

Opportunities were created for civil society to monitor 
and challenge government commitments and action (Rugg 
et al. 2009). Civil society review of country progress reports 
indicated their dissatisfaction with the comprehensiveness 
of several reports, especially in relation to data on most-at-
risk population—some governments considered such data 
‘irrelevant’ to the epidemic. Dissatisfaction with the official 
reporting process and/or report was such that civil society 
groups in 33 countries submitted shadow reports in the 2006 
reporting round and 15 countries did so in the 2008 
reporting round—some of which focused on additional data 
considered necessary to understand the national response 
(Peersman et al. 2009b) 

Civil society participation was strongest when civil 
society groups took the initiative and organised themselves 
but an important barrier was their lack of experience with 
national level processes and low access to timely technical 
support (Peersman et al. 2009b).  

Implications for national M&E strengthening to 
evaluate the SDGs 
Firstly, we should develop and consistently apply ‘require-
ments’ for what counts as equity-focused and gender-
responsive M&E. This should include:  

 explicit attention and documented plans on how gender 
and equity issues will be addressed across all M&E tasks; 

 a comprehensive assessment of and explicit rationale for 
who should be involved in what M&E tasks; 

 adequate resources and time and innovative ways to 
support meaningful and active engagement of intended 
beneficiaries, especially those most disadvantaged, and 
appropriate M&E of these; 

 decision making processes that do not favour the most 
powerful, and appropriate M&E of these; 

 going beyond assessing average effects to collect and 
compare results for different sub-groups or sub-areas, 
explicitly addressing those most disadvantaged; 

 explicit definitions of ‘hurdle’ requirements for what is 
considered success in terms of gender and equity ‘trans-
formative’ processes and outcomes; 

 making the results of the above processes and outcomes 
public in a timely manner so they can contribute to cumu-
lative learning across countries and interventions. 

Secondly, we need to: 

 support long term planning for national systems including 
integration of M and E, clarifying roles and respons-
ibilities of different actors at national, sub-national and 
local levels of the M&E system; 

 help secure long term funding; 
 support for regular system assessments and prioritisation 

of system-strengthening activities using an asset-based 
approach. 

References 
Bamberger M, M Segone (2011). How to Design and Manage 

Equity-focused Evaluations. Evaluation Working Papers. 
New York: UNICEF Evaluation Office. 

Bustelo M, J Espinosa, A Faúndez, M Weinstein (2015). Guide 
to Including a Gender Perspective in VOPEs: Innovating to 
improve institutional capacities. RELAC, EES, IOCE, 
EvalPartners. 

Fletcher G (2015). Addressing Gender in Impact Evaluation. A 
Methods Lab publication. London: Overseas Development 
Institute & Melbourne: BetterEvaluation. 

Gibney L, R DiClemente, S Vermund (eds) (1999). Preventing 
HIV in Developing Countries: Biomedical and behavioural 
approaches. New York: Kluwer/Plenum. 

Gough D, S Oliver, J Thomas (2012). An Introduction to 
Systematic Reviews. London: Sage Publications Ltd. 

Gruskin S, L Ferguson, G Peersman, D Rugg (2009). ‘Human 
rights in the global response to HIV: Findings from the 2008 
United Nations General Assembly Special Session Reports’. 
JAIDS 52(2):S104–S110. 

Guijt I (2015). Participatory Approaches. Methodological Brief 
on Impact Evaluation, No 5. Florence: UNICEF Office of 
Research. 

Interagency Gender Working Group (2009). Gender Integration 
Continuum. Available from: http://www.igwg.org/igwg_media/ 
Training/FG_GendrIntegrContinuum.pdf (accessed 11 April 
2016). 

Mathematica Policy Research Inc (2002). Making a Difference in 
the Lives of Infants and Toddlers and Their Families: The 
impacts of Early Head Start. Volumes I–III: Final Technical 
Report [and] Appendixes [and] Local contributions to 
understanding the programs and their Impacts. Retrieved 
from http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED472186.pdf. 

http://www.igwg.org/igwg_media/
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED472186.pdf


42 Development Bulletin 77 

Oliver S, G Peersman (eds) (2001). Using Research for  
Effective Health Promotion. Buckingham: Open University 
Press. 

Peersman G, A Harden, S Oliver, A Oakley (1999). 
‘Discrepancies in findings from effectiveness reviews: The 
case of health promotion interventions to change cholesterol 
levels’. Health Education Journal 58:192–202. 

Peersman G, D Rugg (2004). ‘Intervention research and program 
evaluation: The need to move beyond monitoring’. In: Rugg 
D, G Peersman, M Carael (eds). Global Advances in 
HIV/AIDS Monitoring and Evaluation. New Directions for 
Evaluation 103:141–58. 

Peersman G, D Rugg, T Erkkola, E Kiwango, J Yang  
(2009a). ‘Are the investments in national HIV  
monitoring and evaluation systems paying off?’ JAIDS 
52(2):S87–S96. 

Peersman G, L Ferguson, MA Torres, S Smith, S Gruskin 
(2009b). ‘Increasing civil society participation in the national 
HIV response: The role of UNGASS reporting’. JAIDS 
52(2):S97–S103. 

Quinn Patton M (2008). Utilization-focused Evaluation (4th 
edition). Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications Inc. 

Rogers P (2016). ‘Understanding and supporting equity. 
Implications of methodological and procedural choices in 
equity-focused evaluations’. In Donaldson S, R Picciotto 
(eds).Evaluation for an Equitable Society. Charlotte: 
Information Age Publishing. Chpt 11: p. 199–213. 

Rugg D, H Marais, M Carael, P De Lay, M Warner-Smith 
(2009). ‘Are we on course for reporting on the Millenium 
Development Goals in 2015?’ JAIDS 52(2):S69–S76. 

Stern E, N Stame, J Mayne, K Forss, R Davies, B Befani (2012). 
Broadening the Range of Designs and Methods for Impact 
Evaluations. Report of a study commissioned by the 
Department for International Development (DFID) London: 
DFID, Working Paper 38. 

UNICEF (2011). Sharpening the Equity Focus. Selected 
innovations and lessons learned from UNICEF-assisted 
programmes 2009–2010. Policy and Practice. New York: 
UNICEF Information and Knowledge Management Unit. 

United States Institute of Peace Evaluation/USIP (2013).Request 
for Proposals of USIP Projects and Grants in Iraq June 21, 
2013. Available on: http://www.usip.org/sites/ 
default/files/IraqEvaluationsRfP.pdf. 

Warner-Smith M, D Rugg, L Frescura, S Moussavi (2009). 
‘Monitoring the 2001 Declaration of Commitment on 
HIV/AIDS’. JAIDS 52(2):S77–S86. 

Welch V, M Petticrew, J Petkovic, D Moher, E Waters, H White, 
P Tugwell, the PRISMA-Equity Bellagio group (2016). 
‘Extending the PRISMA statement to equity-focused 
systematic reviews (PRISMA-E 2012): Explanation and 
elaboration’. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology 70:68–89. 

Westhorp G (2008). ‘Development of realist evaluation models 
and methods for use in small-scale community based settings’. 
Doctoral dissertation. Nottingham: Trent University. 

http://www.usip.org/sites/%20default/files/IraqEvaluationsRfP.pdf
http://www.usip.org/sites/%20default/files/IraqEvaluationsRfP.pdf


August 2016 43 

 ‘What they gonna do to hear the outstation 
people?’: Inequality of voice in remote 

Indigenous Australia 

Annie Kennedy, Tjuwanpa Outstation Resource Centre  
Aboriginal Corporation 

Introduction 
When Australian governments talk about Indigenous inequality they provide 
statistical differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians 
against Council of Australian Government (COAG) development targets. Policy is 
pitched around closing these gaps, with the current emphasis on getting children into 
school and people into work. Missing in policy analysis and delivery of services to 
remote Indigenous Australians, however, is consideration of the inequality of voice. 
In this vacuum, policy has sought to control Indigenous choices and coerce their 
participation in the programs meant to benefit them. 

This paper argues that without a voice, Indigenous peoples lack the capability 
to participate in discourse about what is important for their development. Without 
voice it is impossible for Indigenous peoples to influence decisions about the design 
and delivery of development opportunities. While the importance of local voices is 
recognised in international development efforts through support for deliberative 
democracy and participatory development approaches, there is scant attention to 
this critical capability in the Australian Indigenous policy domain. 

The study context 
This paper elaborates the conditions for voice from the perspectives of a group of 
Western Aranda people living in Ntaria and on nearby outstations. Ntaria is a small 
Aboriginal township, originally established as a Lutheran Mission settlement, lying 
125 kilometres southwest of Alice Springs in the remote Central Australian Desert. 
Established during the 1970s as part of the return to country movement, the Western 
Aranda outstations are small kin-based settlements, which use Ntaria as their service 
hub. Altogether the Indigenous population for the area is approximately 700 people. 

The paper draws first from an ethnographic study. This was undertaken 
between 2007 and 2009 during the early years of the Northern Territory Emergency 
Response (NTER), which is more commonly known as the Northern Territory 
Intervention (Kennedy 2013). The study’s findings have since underpinned the 
implementation of a community-driven program delivered in Ntaria since early 
2014. The researcher involved in the original study is currently managing this 
initiative. Reflecting on how the study’s findings have been implemented in practice 
provides insights into how Indigenous capability for voice can be fostered in remote 
settings. 

The Intervention was announced in June 2007, following the release of the 
‘Little Children are Sacred’ report (Wild and Anderson 2007). At that time Prime 
Minister John Howard’s Liberal National Government exercised its powers over 
the Northern Territory and declared a national emergency in remote Aboriginal 
communities (Brough 2007). Stating it would act against high levels of dysfunction 
and child abuse, the Federal Government rapidly passed five bills. This package of 
legislation representing the most significant changes to Indigenous policy in over 
30 years.  

Among other measures, the reforms included the compulsory acquisition and 
effective takeover of Aboriginal townships on Aboriginal land; the banning of 
alcohol and pornography; the management of half of all Centrelink payments to 
Aboriginal clients, and the dismantling of the Community Development and 
Employment Programme. A barrage of troops, doctors and bureaucrats suddenly 
arrived in remote Northern Territory communities to save Aboriginal peoples from 
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themselves. Seeking to understand the notion of Indigenous 
engagement the Kennedy study made extensive use of 
Western Aranda outstation family narratives. These detailed 
people’s engagement with the reforms as they unfolded and 
as told from a Western Aranda experience of events.  

While the troops have gone the measures introduced in 
2007 remain, continued under the Closing the Gap and 
Stronger Futures policies of the incoming Labor Govern-
ments and the current Liberal National Government’s 
Indigenous Advancement Strategy. The Federal Govern-
ment’s most recent Closing the Gap report indicates that 
while the past decade has seen progress against some indi-
cators such as infant mortality, gains in employment and 
school attendance rates have stalled (Commonwealth of 
Australia 2016). 

Understanding how culture shapes 
Indigenous voice  
Australia prides itself as a democratic nation. Most 
Australians assume all citizens share the freedom to speak 
out. The Western Aranda study found that during the 
Intervention, however, Indigenous voices were silenced. 
Western Aranda people spoke again and again about their 
deep despair, anger and frustration at not being heard and 
their inability to have a voice in the events taking place 
under the Intervention. The study showed that the absence 
of voice is deeply embedded as a feature of remote 
Indigenous lives. The study also found that Indigenous 
voices are muted and silenced by our failure to understand 
and accommodate the conditions that permit remote peoples 
to have a real say in deliberations. 

While successive Australian governments have spoken 
of closing gaps and expanding Indigenous capabilities, the 
capability for voice and the conditions that give rise to it 
continue to be largely ignored. If this is to change, what do 
Indigenous people say needs to happen? Under what 
circumstances might they have a voice through which to 
decide on and influence the development opportunities the 
Australian government sees as critical to their futures?  

In the Western Aranda study people spoke to four key 
factors that influenced their engagement with the Inter-
vention. First was whether external initiatives reflected core 
Western Aranda values and aspirations for their futures. 
Second was their ability to comprehend the aim and scope of 
the reforms. Third was the influence of relational consider-
ations on their freedom to speak and articulate their position 
in the public domain. Fourth was whether decision-making 
processes used by the state were culturally appropriate. 

Indigenous aspirations and voice  
As the Intervention unfolded Western Aranda people con-
sistently viewed the reforms through the lens of how the 
changes impacted on their relationship with country and 
with each other. Perspectives on the impact of the reforms 
differed. But at the heart of Western Aranda concerns were 
the questions: Would their children be able to continue to 
exist as a Western Aranda person? Would they be able to 
continue to pursue life connected to their country and 

kinship groups? Central to Western Aranda social life and 
identity, Kennedy’s study found these core values influ-
enced Western Aranda choices and positions about their 
engagement in the reforms. The reforms were supported if 
they were assessed as enabling families to feel well, to be 
well, and act well as a Western Aranda person. People 
rejected the changes when they believed the reforms acted 
against these interests. 

Nobel Prize winning economist and mathematician 
Amartya Sen provides insights to this critical link between 
people’s values and development (Sen 1999). His capability 
approach situates wellbeing in an individual’s freedom to 
pursue valued ways of being. Freedom is derived from 
capability opportunities. These are the opportunities avail-
able to a person to generate outcomes that are valued by 
them. The aim of development should therefore be the 
expansion of freedoms through provision of opportunities, 
which promote the development of capabilities enabling 
people to pursue valued ways of being. Further, Sen sees 
culture as central in the formation and evolution of indiv-
idual and communal values. Culture shapes individual 
choices about how the ends and means of social and 
economic policy arrangements are viewed (Sen 2004). 

In Indigenous policy, the Australian government focuses 
on capability opportunities such as work, education or 
training. It ignores, however, the link between these capa-
bilities and the ways of being valued by Indigenous peoples. 
In doing so policy effectively ignores those values and 
aspirations giving development opportunities meaning to 
Indigenous peoples.  

Implicit in Sen’s capability approach is voice (Alkire 
2010). Voice has a direct link to inequality. Without voice it 
is impossible to understand the values, social functioning and 
local circumstances driving people’s choices. The ability to 
express oneself is therefore essential to the capacity to 
influence the environment within which capability oppor-
tunities are designed and delivered.  

Voice in the context of language differences 
Perhaps visitors to remote Indigenous communities in the 
Northern Territory should all carry passports and have them 
stamped when they enter Aboriginal lands. This would be a 
reminder they are in a different country, where English is not 
the first language and different norms govern the conduct of 
social relationships. This doesn’t happen of course. As a 
consequence visitors often fail to notice the impact language 
and culture have on people’s capability for voice. When 
Indigenous people are silenced they cannot be heard. They 
subsequently struggle to have their choices understood. 

For most Western Aranda people, English is a second, 
third or fourth language. Despite this, most visitors to Ntaria 
during the Intervention assumed English was understood; 
that conceptual understandings were shared; that a nod of a 
head signified agreement. Meetings were peppered with 
acronyms or terms like lease, trauma, intervention, or 
children’s development for which there is no Western 
Aranda equivalent. Yet an understanding of these concepts 
sat at the heart of agreements and programs that Indigenous 
peoples were expected to adhere to (Kennedy and Seemann 
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2012). Although English literacy and comprehension is 
often poor, almost every fact sheet, letter or verbal com-
munication used by governments and their visiting staff 
during the Intervention employed complex language, used 
small fonts, and assumed English proficiency.  

During the period of the study interpreters were rarely 
used. On the very few occasions when the need for an 
interpreter was thought necessary, someone considered to 
have good grasp of English was pulled in to help. On only 
one occasion was the person briefed prior to the meeting. 
Government staff assumed the interpreters shared the 
conceptual understandings of the speakers, had sufficient 
English fluency to convey the meaning of any Western 
Aranda response, and an understanding of specialist tech-
nical language (Eades 2009). While we might assume 
outsiders know how to use interpreters and do so, evidence 
suggests few do (Commonwealth Ombudsman 2011). For 
Western Aranda people today little has changed.  

Voice in the context of silence and shame 
When time poor outsiders visit remote communities they 
tend to ask a lot of questions. During the Intervention 
meetings were hastily called, people sat and listened, and at 
the end there would be a call for questions. The response 
was usually silence. Understanding silence is crucial. 
Meeting a stranger, Western Aranda workers would usually 
remain silent as Western Aranda people need time to under-
stand, or to get to know the speaker. They may also be silent 
in response to Western Aranda social etiquette governing 
the right to speak in particular situations. This shows respect 
for others’ authority or social standing (Eades 2007). As is 
the case for many Indigenous peoples in Australia, ques-
tions and answers are structured around perceptions of 
social relationships (Cass et al. 2002). Silence also provides 
an opportunity to consider a position.  

Silence can also be linked to shame—a feeling to be 
avoided. The dynamics of shame mutes or silences 
Aboriginal voices. Shame or shyness causes embarrassment 
or discomfort. It is characterised by ‘a hesitation to speak 
out’ (Myers 1991:123). It arises when meeting strangers or 
in unfamiliar situations. Here there is fear of making a 
mistake—of saying the wrong thing or conducting oneself 
outside the rules. Shame or the fear of shame therefore 
shapes an individual’s behaviours. 

Voice and the dynamics of relatedness in 
Indigenous decision making 
The study also found that these behaviours also reflected 
consideration of who had authority to represent a particular 
position within a recognised family group. Further, those 
speaking or representing had to be considered as being the 
right person for the job. Decision making was further com-
plicated by the consensual and family based nature of 
decision making. Authority, representation and decision 
making were therefore not one and the same.  

When a decision needs to be made, the study revealed 
it is common for Western Aranda to defer to individuals 
recognised as having particular expertise or knowledge 

relevant to the matter under discussion. These same people, 
however, may not be the people sitting at the table during 
externally-driven consultations or negotiations. In these 
kinds of contemporary environments, family groups may 
choose to put people at the table who have English pro-
ficiency or some understanding of how external systems 
and structures work.  

Outsiders traditionally focus their attention on involve-
ment of traditional owners and family elders in decision 
making. While these people are important it is critical to 
recognise the centrality of consensual processes of decision 
making within Indigenous family groups. Further, Western 
Aranda families during the study spoke to the need to seek 
the people with the right knowledge while also considering 
people who are respected, can listen, represent others’ 
views, and feedback ideas to and from families. In practice, 
representatives can be younger people, men or women.  

Underpinning the dynamics of talk, silence and social 
discourse of desert peoples is the relationship between 
oneself, others, objects and places. This is derived through 
people who share the knowledge and resources of place. 
Everyday life is centred on the sustenance and maintenance 
of these relationships. In describing the sociality of the 
Central Desert Pintupi, Myers uses the term relatedness. 
This describes the emphasis on, ‘extending one’s ties with 
others outward, on being able to lay claims by others, on 
showing sympathy and a willingness to negotiate’ (Myers 
1991:22). Relatedness is therefore primarily a function of 
kinship networks, forged over time through shared know-
ledge or exchange of material goods. 

The obligations of relatedness subsequently impact on 
local decision making and its perceived legitimacy. During 
the study, Western Aranda views on negotiations over the 
Ntaria township lease revealed there must be a recognised 
relationship between a kin group and the person repre-
senting an issue. In the case of the lease negotiations  
the government-appointed Western Aranda representative 
lacked legitimacy in the eyes of many families. Kin based 
systems of governance are therefore essential if decisions 
taken are to be supported at the local level. 

The history of self-government in Ntaria also shows 
that externally driven governance structures need to under-
stand how relatedness plays out. Kin representatives are 
first obliged to satisfy expectations from kin—not from 
outsiders. This presents considerable challenges to external 
accountability. A lack of understanding of these aspects of 
Western Aranda sociality meant missionary efforts to 
support self-governance in Ntaria during the 1960s and 
early 1970s failed (Sommerlad 1973). During the study the 
desire to maintain relatedness was also reflected in Western 
Aranda calls for people to come together to reach a 
consensus, which is a feature of many remote Indigenous 
societies (Liberman 1985). People needed time to talk with 
family members before reaching a position.  

Normative codes of behaviour reflecting relatedness 
have other impacts on interactions in the public settings. To 
maintain harmonious relationships during government 
meetings, people carefully positioned themselves, avoided 
direct eye contact, nodded agreement, remained silent, or 
concurred on what was said. Their views outside of these 
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meetings often revealed positions or explanations that were 
not evident during discussion. 

Many imposed governance structures assume a com-
mittee member can represent all people in a particular area 
or group and make decisions on their behalf. Outsiders may 
also focus on establishing a community group to provide the 
point of entry and legitimacy for a particular initiative. As 
people made clear during the Western Aranda study, it is a 
mistake to assume that a decision or position put forward by 
one person has legitimacy in the eyes of another simply 
because they are Aboriginal or come from the same com-
munity. Local legitimacy and buy in is at stake. It is there-
fore critical that sufficient attention is paid to processes of 
talk, the conditions for decision making, and the qualities of 
those representing decisions.  

Creating opportunities for Indigenous voice 
Although the policy positions of Liberal–National and Labor 
governments since 2007 have given little heed to remote 
Indigenous voices, a small, community-driven program 
funded by the Federal Government is doing so. Emerging in 
2013 during the dying days of the Labor Government, the 
Stronger Communities for Children (SCfC) program pro-
vides an annual grant to Aboriginal organisations in 10 
remote communities in the Northern Territory. Focusing on 
giving children the best start in life, local groups determine 
strategic priorities, approve project submissions, and advo-
cate on behalf of children in their respective communities. In 
the context of remote Indigenous communities, SCfC repre-
sents a rare opportunity for hands on decision making about 
Federal Government funding by Indigenous peoples. 

In Ntaria the SCfC program has been contracted for 
five years to the Tjuwanpa Outstation Resource Centre, a 
local Aboriginal Corporation. Under delegation from the 
Corporation’s board a local group called the SCfC Leaders 
Group makes decisions about how they will invest 
$350,000 a year of Australian Government funds. In Ntaria, 
the structure of the program is built around the findings 
from Kennedy’s (2013) earlier research. 

Work from local values and aspirations 
As SCfC has the overarching aim of giving children the best 
start in life, there was strong interest in Ntaria in engaging 
in the program—particularly on the part of women. As the 
Western Aranda study found government reforms had 
resonance when they incorporated Western Aranda values, 
the Ntaria SCfC program has built on local concerns for 
children and their Western Aranda identity.  

Once the local decision making group had been formed, 
members drew their vision for their children’s futures. 
Discussing the meaning in the drawings helped members 
define seven outcomes for the program, including children’s 
safety, education and youth engagement. Written up in plain 
language these priorities continue to be referenced at almost 
every meeting and are used to monitor project impact. This 
has maintained children’s and youth futures as the central 
focus of the Leaders Group’s deliberations.  

In discussing these priorities, members also determined 
that all initiatives supported by the group benefit all children. 
This has managed the risk that individual members put 
forward proposals benefiting their families rather than the 
broader community. 

Accommodate differences in language and 
conceptual understandings 
Recognising the need for a representative who can manage 
English communications, most families have nominated 
someone with a degree of English fluency. A bi-lingual, 
local staff person also assists with language differences 
when needed. Over time as people have settled into the 
group meeting discussions often revert to Western Aranda.  

As written Aranda is not used outside church services, 
the Ntaria program also pays considerable attention to 
written communications. Although meeting minutes and 
papers are necessarily written in English, planning docu-
ments have one-page summaries in plain language. Visuals 
and graphics are also used to depict key findings or issues. 
In addition, SCfC has invested in digital media workshops 
with the aim of building Western Aranda capacity to tell 
their own stories of the program. 

Dealing with differences in conceptual understandings 
remains harder. In Ntaria, the SCfC group has approved 
funds for study tours. This allows members to see programs 
in action on the ground in other Aboriginal communities or 
attend relevant conferences, expanding their understanding 
of issues and possible strategies. In addition, the Leaders 
Group have set aside funds to test ideas for new projects 
before making longer-term commitments. This involves 
participatory action research approaches. When combined 
with research and local data, these findings provide an 
evidence base for group decisions about longer-term 
investments.  

Challenges remain, however, with cross cultural under-
standings of concepts and ways of being. In a project 
focusing on children’s safety, SCfC in Ntaria is attempting to 
deal with this by bringing elders and services staff together to 
identify conceptual differences in communications about 
children’s safety. While the term safe is readily translatable, 
how safety is conceptualised and enacted in everyday life 
may differ. When working with external advisors, SCfC staff 
discuss language and concepts before workshops take place 
and co-facilitate sessions to ensure meanings are understood.  

Several design elements in the SCfC program in the 
Northern Territory provide additional opportunities to build 
conceptual understandings about children’s development. 
Semi-annual seminars, involving community representatives 
from the 10 SCfC sites, provide decision-making groups with 
opportunities to learn about other Indigenous, child-focused 
programs around Australia. These seminars, a Facebook 
page, and regular phone hook ups also enable SCfC members 
and coordinators to share information about what is happen-
ing in their respective communities. These mechanisms have 
seen project ideas and lessons learned during implementation 
picked up and supported by other sites.  
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Mitigate the risk of shame 
In a relational society, no group can operate without recog-
nising relationships within which people feel comfortable 
and safe. Knowing the other person, their skin relationship 
and history mitigates the risk shame. Rather than this being 
externally defined, Ntaria’s families have directed who 
should be approached to sit on the Leaders Group. There is 
subsequently a degree of control over the difficult terrain of 
social relationships. In addition, the non-Indigenous co-
ordinator has invested considerable time building relation-
ships with group members so as to overcome potential 
shame incurred when communicating in English.  

As most SCfC group members are employed monthly 
meetings are limited to three hours. Briefing people ahead 
of meetings avoids the unexpected and the risk of shame 
experienced in not knowing or understanding what is taking 
place. Each member is therefore approached informally to 
discuss agendas, share and sound out ideas, or get per-
spectives about the work of the group that may not be 
articulated in the less safe space of a meeting. Although this 
requires significant time, briefings ensure people feel com-
fortable with the matters under discussion and have time to 
consider their position and that of their family group.  

Incorporate relatedness in decision-making 
structures  
As Western Aranda authority is vested in family and 
through family relationships, the Ntaria SCfC program 
sought to establish a kin based decision-making system. 
This system had to recognise that no one group has influ-
ence over others. It also meant finding members who were 
recognised by family as having the right knowledge or apti-
tude for the job. Without this they would lack legitimacy.  

Setting up the SCfC Ntaria Leaders Group took several 
months of talking to family elders and local Western 
Aranda services staff. As names were suggested and these 
individuals approached, people added further criteria for 
membership. This included the ability to speak up in 
meetings, get along with others on the group, and act as a 
link between the Leaders Group and their family. Over 
time, members have suggested names of additional people 
whose family group was not represented. Currently, repre-
sentatives from 16 locally defined family networks form the 
SCfC membership. 

Rules for decision making also reflect customary 
practice. Set by group members during their early meetings 
the rules incorporate consensus. This reflects Western 
Aranda interest in maintaining relatedness. In practice it is 
rare for decisions to be contentious, but when differences 
have arisen or members are unsure of their position, the 
matter is held over.  

Conclusion 
In summary, overcoming inequality in remote Indigenous 
Australia may rest on the ability of people to have a voice 
through which to shape the programs and services that are 
meant to benefit them. Indigenous voice allows us to hear 

what it is that Indigenous people value, to shape program 
outcomes within their aspirations, and plan approaches that 
work within Indigenous ways of being. For Indigenous 
voices to be heard, however, we need time within which we 
can establish relationships, a clear understanding of the 
dynamics impacting on voice in the public domain, and 
experienced people on the ground able to translate this into 
action.  

Always, however, there is the threat that governments 
and external organisations fail to understand and value local 
voices and decision making. Even in a community driven 
program like SCfC, there is a need for ongoing vigilance 
and significant tenacity to hold government to its promise 
that they will give Aboriginal people a voice over their 
children’s futures. 
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Pacific Talanoa and Participatory Action Research: Providing a space  
for Auckland youth leaders to contest inequalities 
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Introduction 
This research arose from our experiences, past and present, 
of working with youth in marginalised communities, using 
empowerment-based methods to address inequalities (Conn 
2012; Antonczak 2013). In 2015 we embarked on a pilot 
project, which experimented further with empowerment-
based research in the context of Auckland, New Zealand. 
Based on current notions that youth can play a key role in a 
change agenda (Lundy 2007) we asked: How can an 
empowering space be provided for Auckland youth leaders’ 
perspectives and actions? This working paper discusses the 
process of providing such a space for Auckland youth 
leaders who are from disadvantaged communities. Through 
the use of empowerment methodology (namely Partic-
ipatory Action Research (PAR) combined with Pacific 
Talanoa) the research aimed to foster youth leadership and 
advocate for extending this in an environment of inequalities. 

Auckland health inequalities  
In 2002 the New Zealand Ministry of Health (NZMoH) 
defined health inequality as ‘differences in health that are 
unnecessary, avoidable and unjust’ (2002:27) stating that 
ethnicity was the key influence in shaping inequalities in 
health between different population groups. The health, 
wellbeing and socio-economic participation of youth from 
Auckland communities experiencing inequalities, including 
Maori, Pacific and refugee communities, is a particular 
concern in New Zealand. Youth experiences are impacted 
by family poverty and lack of employment opportunities, 
and these factors are reflected in poor health and well-being 
for them and their communities (NZMoH 2013).  

NZMoH have called for approaches which address 
ethnic, gendered, socio-economic and geographic inequal-
ities (NZMoH 2002; 2013). Yet if addressing inequality is 
indeed a core value of health policy, and there is con-
siderable evidence to back this up, why does the New 
Zealand Government and society continue to tolerate so 
much inequality, inequity and social injustice? Explan-
ations of the status quo include the lack of real political will 
and social consensus to make the required structural 
changes, which are dependent primarily on the redistri-
bution of wealth and opportunity (Rashbrooke 2013; Inside 
New Zealand: Mind the Gap 2013). Notably, NZMoH 
aspirations seem at odds with an environment, locally and 
globally, which is increasingly weak at regulating payment 
of tax by wealthier populations and institutions as a vital 
means to resource the necessary changes. There are 
examples of countries or regions that have been successful 
in achieving more equitable societies, mainly by increasing 
opportunities for education and employment, and we can 
learn from them, but they too face considerable challenges 
in sustaining gains (Conn and Diesfeld 2014).  

There are those who argue for a need to change the 
language of inequality and social determinants, moving 
away from the political polarisation of left and right 
thinking to achieve the societal buy-in required to address 
this issue (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2010). Others 
suggest we need new and ambitious local and global 
financial mechanisms (Picketty 2013). Twenty-first century 
strategies advocate for radical shifts away from ‘business as 
usual’ and the need for structural change seems stronger 
than ever. Given this large scale and ambitious backdrop we 
wondered what our role as academics might be, and that of 
the Auckland youth we work with in both the university 
setting and the wider society, in this endeavour?  

Youth leadership and addressing inequalities 
Clearly, the need for action in the New Zealand context is 
urgent, but also of significance in the long term. We believe 
that the role of Auckland youth is vital in this agenda. First, 
research argues for the place of youth as catalysts in 
promoting solutions to social problems (Lundy 2007). 
Tackling inequalities, such as those relating to health 
requires changes to policy, systems and programs (WHO 
2013). It also requires an informed and confident population 
who can advocate for such change within the broad societal 
context (Campbell et al. 2010). Arguably youth should be 
in the forefront of such a proactive population given their 
place in the future. This is even more of an imperative given 
the youthful nature of Auckland’s future population and the 
high proportion of youth from disadvantaged communities 
(Redstone and Conn 2011).  

Studies describe youth leaders as having the ability to 
guide others on a course of action, influence their opinion 
and behaviour, and show the way by going ahead. Also, 
leaders have the ability to analyse their own strengths and 
weaknesses, set personal goals, and have the confidence to 
carry them out. In this research, leadership is not seen to be 
emanating from a single person, rather leadership is defined 
as a dynamic process emerging from the actions of groups 
of people to achieve common goals in group and inter-
group relationships (Gosling 2012).  

There are many positive examples of youth leadership 
in New Zealand. Finlay (2010) describes the development 
of a youth council in Auckland and the important role it 
plays in city decision making. Maori and Pacific youths’ 
high participation and success in sports, church, other 
community and cultural and group based activities, is well 
noted (Fairbairn-Dunlop 2014). These reflect the incur-
poration of traditional and cultural approaches and new and 
alternative discourses constructing youth as active agents in 
society, rather than as disadvantaged, passive, or problem-
atic (Lundy 2007). However, what is less clear is whether 
participation by youth in Auckland civic life can help 
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reduce inequalities, and what enhanced youth participation 
and leadership could mean for such an agenda in future. 
Therefore, we started with the recruitment of a small 
number of youth leaders already working with Auckland 
communities. We invited them to explore how leadership 
can be enhanced across the youth population for community 
based solutions, but also in influencing policy makers. 

Methods 

PAR and mobile technologies  
PAR was our initial choice of methodology given its estab-
lished record in providing a safe space for youth and as a 
change-oriented approach embedded in the suite of col-
laborative methods termed Participatory Research (Kemmis 
and MacTaggart 2014). PAR seeks to bring researchers and 
community members together to identify problems, invest-
igate and analyse problems together, and then collectively 
generate solutions (Ledwith and Springett 2010). Going 
further, PAR requires reflecting and learning from the 
implementation of solutions and developing further cycles 
of action. Empowering methodologies seek to promote 
social transformation by addressing powerful relationships 
initially between the researcher and the researched, but 
ultimately in relation to the wider society. Within an 
empowerment project, researchers aim to equalise the 
inherent power imbalance evident in their relationship with 
research participants by: paying specific attention to issues 
of voice and interpretation; seeking to understand partic-
ipants own meanings and interpretations and using these 
interpretations of reality rather than the researchers’ own 
(Wong et al. 2010). This translates practically to par-
ticipants being ‘co-researchers’ or partners with maximum 
involvement in the design of the research, data collection 
and analysis, and application of findings.  

Mobile technologies and social media were envisaged 
to be the main mechanism for data collection, analysis and 
dissemination given that many of today’s youth are avid 
digital users and natives (Prensky 2001). The project 
offered opportunities for the research team to build their 
capacity by providing mobile equipment and training in use 
of mobiles and social media. It was envisaged that through 
film, audio or other mobile means of communication youth 
leaders could reflect on their role, develop their critical 
conscience and judgment, use relevant information, draw 
on an awareness of their social reality, and plan a strategy 
to convey messages that benefits their preferred cause. 
Research shows that beyond the role of mobile technologies 
as a useful mechanism in empowerment methodology, it 
can extend the opportunities offered to young people to 
engage in civic life (Youniss et al. 2002; Beetham and 
White 2014). It offers opportunities to foster engagement 
on a scale which has never been possible before now. Yet 
there is a lack of research on what this might mean for youth 
leadership.  

Recruitment of youth co-researchers and the research 
process  
The study followed a flexible definition of youth based on 
the cultural context rather than institutional definitions. 

Whilst the United Nations defines youth as persons between 
the ages of 15 and 24 years, many communities consider the 
transition to adulthood (with its related role in decision 
making) to be somewhat later than 24 years. For example, 
within the Samoan community youth are defined as those 
aged between 13–50 years (Tuagalu 2011).  

Early in 2014 a group of six youth leaders, aged 
between 20 and 30 years, were recruited to join with a group 
of academics from Auckland University of Technology 
(AUT) in what was perceived to be a growing and fluid 
research team. Recruitment started purposively with the 
academics identifying three youth leaders who they had 
collaborated with for the purposes of research. The three 
leaders then invited three peers to join the group. Leader-
ship activities in their respective communities included: 
sport and food projects with Pacific youth; female genital 
mutilation (FGM) prevention and physical activity projects 
with refugee communities; and research with high school 
students about public health in the 21st century (Auckland 
District Health Board 2014; Said 2014). Most of the group 
had undertaken postgraduate study and had strong links 
with the university, and all are women. It is envisaged that 
through further action cycles this group will continue to 
grow to form a loose network or community of practice 
around fostering youth leadership in Auckland. A feature  
of the study was an openness to recruiting leaders from 
different marginalised communities in Auckland, reflecting 
and celebrating the diversity of the society. Hence youth 
leaders are collaborating together not only from their own 
but from different communities, reflecting the reality of 
their experiences of belonging to both in a multi-cultural 
city. The six youth leaders in the study identify with Maori, 
Pacific and refugee communities.  

The process of working together involved a series of 
meetings to get to know each other and design the project, 
starting with discussing the research concept. The group 
also received training in PAR and use of mobile tech-
nologies. The meetings took place in coffee shops and small 
meeting rooms on the university campus. Part way through 
the process, one youth member suggested that Talanoa 
method would be suited to the study because it embodies a 
narrative and informal style, comfortable for the group to 
use and reflecting the identity of Auckland society. The 
team member who suggested the change did a presentation 
of Talanoa method and how it might work well alongside 
PAR for the benefit of the rest of the group. The group 
considered the proposal and particularly liked the idea of a 
method that provided opportunities to tell personal stories; 
Talanoa being such that it provides a culturally secure space 
where ‘I can be me’ (Fairbairn-Dunlop 2014; 2015:). Thus, 
Pacific Talanoa method combined with PAR provided an 
approach which was owned and contextualised by the 
group.  

An important feature of the study is the emphasis on 
building creative spaces which offer great opportunities for 
documenting experiences and views visually, orally and 
using narrative. Two training workshops for the research 
team involved film makers using live action and animation 
with mobile technology. Youth leaders chose to present 
their individual digital stories in different ways, such as 
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using moving image, voice over, and photos. Data collec-
tion and analysis was conducted by the youth leader team 
without the presence of the academics in the group. It 
involved each leader telling their personal story, then sharing 
these stories with each other. Finally, the youth leaders 
conducted a focus group, coordinated by one of the members, 
where they analysed their stories. The stories and the focus 
group discussion were recorded on smart phones or ipads. 

Storytelling or narrative is a longstanding way for 
people from all cultures to express themselves and to talk 
about their experiences and therefore Talanoa has a uni-
versal quality making it attractive not only to Pacific 
peoples. From the storytelling stage of the data collection, 
the group seemed confident and comfortable enough with 
each other to move to the focus group for the purpose of 
discussing (analysing) the stories.  

Smartphones were provided by the project, although a 
number of co-researchers had personal smartphones, and 
the group appeared to enjoy learning about the versati 
lity and range of creative possibilities of the mobile 
(https://vimeo.com/155584348). The final stories included 
images of the sea and other symbols of the Pacific, 
animation of key words like ‘family’ and ‘culture’, and live 
to camera speaking. The preliminary findings for this action 
cycle are about the importance of family, culture, and self/ 
identity in ‘becoming’ and ‘being’ a youth leader. It appears 
that this initial reflective process is key to the formation of 
the co-researchers as a team and as leaders for the next stage 
of the research. 

This process of design, learning together, sharing, and 
analysing will culminate in the development of a com-
pilation short film and a pecha kucha presentation to share 
with others, such as youth groups, schools and decision 
makers. In this way, as is the nature of action research, the 
project has now passed through the first cycle. The next 
action involves disseminating ideas about youth leadership, 
promoting a paradigm of youth as leaders, and inviting 
other youth to participate.  

Methodological discussion: Talanoa with PAR  
A welcome innovation emerging from the youth-owned 
design process was combining Talanoa method with PAR. 
PAR is a well-established global research method, whereas 
Talanoa is specific to the Pacific region. This reflects an 
important agenda in a critical research: that is, adapting 
global methods for local use; building a locally appropriate 
research culture; and reflecting the preferred identities of 
researchers within their world. Here we explore combining 
PAR and Talanoa and consider the synergies between them.  

Epistemology and methodology  
The epistemological basis of Talanoa forefronts the know-
ledge construction processes of Pacific peoples drawing  
on Pacific world view: ‘Talanoa’s philosophical base is 
collective, oriented towards defining and acknowledging 
Pacific aspirations while developing and implementing 
Pacific theoretical and methodological preferences in 
research’ (Vaioletti 2006:25). In longstanding use, Talanoa 
are the common decision-making fora in Pacific 

communities and they usually follow a process of 
community (families) meeting together to discuss an issue 
of concern. Information and knowledge is shared to create 
community based solutions. The process of Talanoa can 
take place at any level or between any group of people. 

Drawing from Talanoa as an important Pacific tra-
dition, Talanoa as a method and PAR are grounded in a 
critical scholarship which aims to address the inequalities 
arising from the colonial experiences of communities in 
South America and the Pacific region. Whilst the origins of 
each are different in location and history they have a similar 
purpose in a critical research agenda which aims at destab-
ilising the status quo, and benefiting the disadvantaged 
(Fairbairn-Dunlop and Coxon 2014).  

Talanoa method also has synergies with PAR as both 
are primarily collaborative as well as critical, providing a 
space for the knowledge of those who are voiceless to lead 
in developing strategies. PAR is used in a variety of settings 
globally, often as part of a community development agenda, 
or in relation to intervention-based programs. However, 
there has been significant criticism of the co-opting of PAR 
by organisations which use it as a tool for program delivery, 
with limited regard for empowerment or destabilising 
norms (Cooke and Kothari 2002).  

Methods  
Talanoa is a type of narrative inquiry, with a common 
culture of storytelling providing convenient and com-
fortable space for research to take place. Talanoa method is 
collaborative in that the stories are shared and discussed, 
building on the relationships between the storyteller(s) and 
others listening, with an aim of finding solutions to com-
munity problems. PAR similarly may involve narratives. It 
draws on a range of methods with the element of choice 
given to co-researchers. Visual and expressive methods are 
popular with Talanoa and PAR as they allow for greater 
freedom and enjoyment for the co-researcher.  

Co-researchers’ reflections 
The process of providing an empowering space for Auckland 
youth leaders is essential in this research. Here we discuss 
some of the main observations of the co-researchers on that 
process. 

Increasing ownership by youth leaders during the 
process  
Initially the academics in the study chose the research 
design and organised and led the meetings and training 
workshops. Over time the youth leaders took over the 
process of organising and recording the digital stories and 
focus group. This reflected a shift in the process to one that 
was more youth-owned. Another illustration of this is that, 
whilst PAR was well received by youth leaders at the start 
of the research, they felt confident to propose and adopt 
change to the design, in this case that of Talanoa method. 
This demonstrated that there was a space to change the 
initial plans. The increased level of ownership by the youth 
leaders is also reflected in the lead they are taking on the 
production of dissemination outputs, such as a short film 
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based on the findings of the first cycle. The ability within 
an empowerment agenda for the co-researchers to make 
changes to and manage the different stages of the research 
is key to the success of the paradigm, and this has been 
demonstrated in the first project cycle. It may also be that 
this particular group of leaders are pre-disposed to shape 
and influence matters and therefore they feel comfortable 
with taking ownership of the research process.  

Preferences for using mobile technologies vary among 
youth leaders  
Whilst considered ‘digital natives’, some of the youth team 
preferred exploring the possibilities offered by the mobile 
technologies in the research, whereas others expressed pre-
ference for discussion and reflection with or without tech-
nology. This may indicate that it is still early days to 
describe even the young population as digital natives. It 
might indicate natural differences in preferences for tech-
nology over face-to-face experiences.  

Youth leaders are busy people 
A limitation for the project was that of delays and gaps bet-
ween research activities. One reason for this is that youth 
leaders are busy people. They are often working, studying, 
have considerable family responsibilities and they are also 
involved in various projects. Their time and skills are often 
spread thinly across their families and communities. PAR is 
time-consuming and by requiring greater ownership by co-
researchers, it makes additional time and energy demands  
on them. There is a need to accept this as a feature of an 
empowerment agenda, and to plan how best to meet this 
challenge.  

Overall reflections and further work 
This paper started with a consideration of inequality in New 
Zealand and of the ethnic bias of this in Auckland society. 
We discussed the possible role of youth leaders in addressing 
this problem, given that they have a key role in working with 
disadvantaged communities and we can learn from them.  

The first stage of the project demonstrated the potential 
for youth to take ownership of such a project. An example 
was given of the inclusion of Pacific Talanoa method, 
combined with PAR, to demonstrate ownership and con-
textualisation by the group. Another feature of the study 
was openness to recruiting leaders from different margin-
alised communities in Auckland, reflecting and celebrating 
the diversity of the society. We consider that there is a need 
for more of this type of cross-cultural research given the 
increasing diversity of society and the need for young 
people to be able to work and live together. Yet, currently 
there is a tendency for research to be conducted on a single 
ethnicity basis, partly because of funding bias. 

A major limitation in the study was that youth leaders 
are invariably busy people and given the time intensive 
nature of empowerment research this is a considerable 
problem for future action cycles of dissemination and grow-
ing the network. One approach which we would like to 
explore is that of embedding further cycles in the projects 
that youth leaders are already working on. Another might 

be to develop with them, practical tools or frameworks to 
try out in a variety of settings such as schools and NGO 
community based projects.  

These are important first steps in a long-term initiative. 
Talanoa and PAR were well received by the group, and 
mobile technologies at this stage mainly served to capture 
stories and a critical discussion. We believe that in the next 
stages mobiles will prove to be particularly crucial given their 
potential to reach a larger audience relatively easily. This 
process of design, learning together, sharing, and analysing 
will culminate in the development of a compilation short film 
and a pecha kucha presentation to share with others such as 
youth groups, schools and decision makers. In this way, as is 
the nature of action research, the project has now passed 
through the first cycle. The next action involves dissemin-
ating ideas about youth leadership, promoting a paradigm of 
youth as leaders and inviting other youth to participate. The 
focus on dissemination, through face-to-face means and 
using social media to develop the community of practice of 
youth leaders and extend their influence in New Zealand 
society will, we believe, be crucial to addressing an ambitious 
agenda designed to reduce inequalities. 
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Politically-informed programming: Taking account of the poor1  

Jane Hutchison, Asia Research Centre, Murdoch University

Background 
Development agencies are endeavouring to think and act 
more politically, but they typically overlook people’s 
politics in the process. This is true also of the scholars  
and consultants who advise on and advocate politically-
informed programming.2 Despite there now being a range 
of approaches to politically-informed programming, over-
whelmingly the political actors thought to matter are elites 
and program implementers. Although it makes a lot of sense 
to be concerned with the powerful when attempting reform 
(Hutchison et al. 2014) the responses of intended benefic-
iaries also make a difference. As the case study here shows, 
poor people’s politics can derail the best intentions of even 
their closest allies and advocates. This is because poor 
people tend to occupy different political worlds to those that 
the development industry envisages for them (Bracking 
2005; Robins et al. 2008).   

It is practically de rigueur for poverty-reduction pro-
grams to encourage poor people’s participation to enhance 
development effectiveness, whether for program imple-
mentation or political demands. Either way, participation has 
been recognised to involve additional burdens and risks for 
the poor. However, less acknowledged, are the everyday 
forms of politics that the poor are already engaged in, and 
from which they find it hard to exit. 

Everyday politics of the poor encompasses the day-to-
day, mostly routine practices and relationships by which the 
poor manage to get by within structural constraints (Lister 
2004). By necessity, these politics are highly opportunistic, 
contingent and tactical involving the poor frequently 
‘getting what they can’ from diverse sources to hedge their 
bets (Robins et al. 2008). This means the poor can be 
pursuing, simultaneously, relationships with local patrons, 
government officials, police, NGOs, donors and or criminal 
gangs so as to cover all bases. This everyday politics can 
also feature efforts to ‘keep things the same … as the only 
real condition of a possible way out’ (Simone 2010:293).  

Introduction and research methodology 
This paper argues that, if politically-informed programming 
is to account for poor people’s politics, it needs to begin at 
the points where exit from everyday practices is difficult for 
poor people. To make this argument, the paper covers poor 
people’s responses to a social housing program to relocate 
them from flood areas alongside waterways in Metro Manila, 
the Philippines. The program gave eligible households two 
options: either relocate to peri-urban areas to access row 
housing, newly constructed by the National Housing 
Authority (NHA), or sign on to an NGO-led participatory 
planning process to remain in-city through the construction 
of medium-rise dwellings. Remaining where they were was 
not an option. Under both scenarios, beneficiaries faced 
major disruptions to their current circumstances. 

The research for this paper included interviews with 
informal settler households at seven sites in and around 
Metro Manila in 2014 and 2015. An NGO-led participatory 
planning process was underway at four of these sites. The 
other three sites were distant relocation sites, one within 
Metro Manila and two outside its boundaries, in neigh-
bouring provinces. As it was not possible to determine  
the relative occurrence of particular responses, the paper 
focuses on accounting for interviewees’ varied responses to 
the program and those reported to have been undertaken by 
others. Over three-quarters of respondents were women as 
interviews were conducted during the day.  

The original waterway sites occupied by these house-
holds had been settled informally for upwards of 30 years, 
often with three generations sharing the one dwelling or 
residing nearby. The majority of those interviewed were 
homeowners, having built or purchased their own dwelling 
whilst the remainder rented part or all of a dwelling from a 
homeowner.3  

Across the seven sites covered in the research, con-
siderably fewer informal settlers selected the participatory 
planning route than anticipated by the NGOs involved. 
Moreover, many informal settlers moved to the distant 
relocation sites, despite expressing a clear preference for 
remaining in-city and, therefore, close to sources of employ-
ment, livelihoods, and services. What happened?  

The social housing program  
The Philippine national government has funded a large—
PHP50 billion or approximately $US 1 billion—social 
housing program to resettle more than 104,000 informal 
settler households from Metro Manila waterways. In part 
the program is the direct product of urban poor NGO 
political advocacy. President Aquino signed a 10 point 
covenant with an urban poor alliance during his 2010 elec-
tion campaign. This included commitments to a moratorium 
on informal settler evictions and delivery of social housing 
and tenure security through participatory processes of in-
city relocation. Some months following his election, the 
president formed a national technical working group to 
advise him on how the covenant might be fulfilled.  

The working group consisted of representatives from the 
key housing agencies, local government, urban poor NGOs 
and people’s organisations. Significantly, it was headed by 
the Department of Interior and Local Government (DILG) 
and not the Housing and Urban Development Coordinating 
Council (HUDCC), the national agency with oversight of 
social housing issues. The secretary of the former department 
was an Aquino-appointed reformer whereas HUDCC is 
chaired by the vice-president, currently a political rival of the 
president.4 The World Bank’s Manila office was also 
involved from the beginning and helped to shape the final 
budget figure of PHP50billion.5 
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Meanwhile, in early 2011, the Supreme Court issued an 
order requiring the demolition of all informal structures and 
dwellings along the riverbanks and waterways linked to 
Manila Bay by December 2015. This order arose from an 
earlier case concerning the restoration of water quality in 
Manila Bay, but came on the heels of several severe flooding 
events across the city in 2009. When the technical working 
group reached a decision, it was to fund the rehousing of 
informal settlers presently residing in flood zones only.  

From then on the working group was charged with 
developing operational principles, guidelines and proce-
dures for the new program , across the areas of financing, 
social preparation, and site selection. A memorandum to 
outline these was not agreed to until March 2013. Moreover, 
not all agencies signed and it was not binding on those  
that did. The memorandum proclaims the program to be 
human rights based and, in keeping with this, states that ‘the 
relocation of the affected families shall primarily be on-site, 
near-site and in-city’. NGOs leading the participatory plan-
ning component of the program were to have access to 
budgeted monies, along with the NHA. But due to the 
slowness of the participatory planning, around 85 per cent 
of allocated funds went to the NHA in the first three years 
of the project to build row housing in predominantly peri-
urban areas.  

The NGOs involved in negotiating the 2010 covenant 
with the president have a 40-year history of community 
organising and political advocacy with informal settlers in 
Metro Manila. For them, the PHP50billion program was a 
major victory: ‘a dream come true’ in terms of the size  
of the budget and the formal inclusion of participatory pro-
cesses for in- and near-city relocations (Pers.com 2014).6 
One activist characterised the participatory planning pro-
cess as a vehicle for the urban poor’s social mobilisation 
and active citizenship (Patino 2016).  

Some of the NGOs involved were beneficiaries of a 
five-year ₤1.3 million DFID program ‘Institutionalizing 
Local and National Partnerships to Address Urban Poverty 
and Homelessness in the Philippines’ that ended in 2013. 
That program aimed to ‘organize and strengthen urban poor 
federations at city and national levels to claim rights and 
access to housing and community services’. Through it, 
several of the NGOs in this case study had already under-
taken extensive community social mapping. This helped 
them to identify eligible households for recruitment into the 
PHP50billion program. Once the program began, The Asia 
Foundation received DFAT funding (through DFAT’s 
Coalitions for Change Programme in Manila) to build 
capacity of NGOs to assist communities prepare to join the 
housing program. In short, the NGOs that worked with 
urban poor were in receipt of international development 
assistance that aimed to strengthen civil society organ-
isations, with a view to supporting collective action by the 
poor to achieve in-city resettlement.  

Responses of informal settlers 
Overwhelmingly, informal settlers expressed a firm pre-
ference to stay or to have stayed where they were originally 
living. This means that they were prepared to endure the 

flooding, even having experienced the severe events in 
2009. Interviewees became involved in the PHP50 billion 
program mainly because national and or local authorities 
ordered them to leave the flood prone areas. Whilst flood 
avoidance was never a reason given for relocating, many 
interviewees at the three relocation sites nevertheless 
expressed relief that the flood threat was now over and they 
no longer had to continually watch their children to prevent 
drownings. We ‘sleep better at night’ several women said. 

Interviewees at the three relocation sites stated that the 
official order to leave only included the offer of NHA 
housing at a distant site and no other options. At the time, 
the interviewees did not have any contact with NGOs and 
so were unaware of the alternative, participatory planning 
option. Authorities informed them that if they did not take 
the NHA offer within a short time, it would lapse and they 
would be forced to resettle themselves. The interviewees at 
these three relocation sites reported that some households 
in their original communities did move on independently, 
generally to rent or live with relatives residing informally 
elsewhere. Alternatives were considered too expensive or 
were not available.  

However, despite not wanting to agree to relocation far 
away, these interviewees did see in the NHA offer a rare 
opportunity to obtain a major asset especially those that had 
previously been renting. For them the NHA option generally 
held more attractions. But for a significant number of both 
renters and former homeowners, the decision to secure a 
major asset was separate from the decisions they made about 
their eventual place and mode of residence.  

In 2013, 710 dwellings were built and occupied at one 
of the NHA relocation sites. Eighteen months later, 
however, 30 per cent of households had either informally 
sold or were renting out their houses and living back in 
Metro Manila. Up to another 105 households had also 
moved back to the city having installed caretakers, or 
sometimes simply left behind teenage children to retain 
ownership. As a result, only around 60 per cent of dwellings 
remained occupied by original awardees. 

At the four sites where the participatory planning 
option was underway, the NGOs involved reported they had 
found it difficult to recruit the number of households they 
needed to make their building programs viable. They also 
had incurred significant ‘leakage’ of households once the 
participatory planning process had begun. 

For example, one of the NGOs had identified 1,200 
eligible households in a particular area through a com-
munity mapping exercise it had completed previously with 
DFID funds. By mid-2014, only 320 of these households 
were engaged in the participatory planning process and the 
NGO needed to recruit more than 400 additional households 
to fill its revised total of 950 dwelling units. A year later, 
the NGO had approved 463 households for the 570 dwelling 
units it planned to build—and was expecting that in the near 
future another 10–20 per cent would drop out for financial 
reasons.  

This NGO experienced its largest loss of householders 
in 2013, when the affected communities were presented with 
the NHA relocation option. Again, the informal settlers had 
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been told officially that the offer was a one-off. Hundreds of 
households left at that point. Reportedly, some did so because 
the NHA offer was considered more affordable while others 
argued that distant relocation was in fact more expensive. 
Whilst repayments on a NHA dwelling were lower than for a 
unit in a medium-rise building, the distant relocation could be 
more burdensome financially after factoring in the costs of 
commuting back into the city for employment and education.  

Interviewees disagreed over the financial impacts of 
the two social housing alternatives, yet by their actions they 
indicated the importance of a tangible outcome and asset. 
When the relocation occurred in 2013, the NGO in question 
had commenced its participatory planning process, but still 
had nothing definite to show from it. Despite a suitable plot 
of land having been identified, planning approvals were not 
completed. To quote an NGO organiser, it was ‘difficult to 
prove there was an ongoing project’.7 By contrast, the NHA 
dwellings were at or near completion and prospective 
beneficiaries were invited to inspect them. If the partici-
patory planning process did not deliver, households faced 
future eviction and risked missing out completely.  

It is also important to note that the type of housing on 
offer from the NHA was closer to that to which the urban 
poor were accustomed. Some observers explain their 
preference for a ‘house-and-plot’ as cultural and habitual as 
it is relates to their material circumstances and the need to 
pursue multiple strategies. Although less flexible than a 
detached shanty, row housing allows more options than 
does a medium-rise unit. These include a boxed window 
extension to create a small retail area; the construction of 
semi-covered areas for food preparation; additional storage 
and space to keep poultry and maintain a small garden. 
These were all in evidence at the three relocation sites. 

Moving to a peri-urban location, however, often 
necessitated additional new strategies. At two relocation 
sites in peri-urban areas, a number of male adults were 
working far away and returning only on weekends or less 
frequently. Interviewees at one of the in-city sites reported 
that some men were ‘camping’ back where they previously 
lived following the demolition of their former house. 
Women tended to remain in the NHA house with young 
children and pursued livelihoods there. Several families 
reported leaving their senior school-age children behind in 
the city with relatives to complete their education.  

By contrast, by mid-2015, participatory planning pro-
cesses were well underway at two of the in-city sites and 
construction of multi-rise dwellings had commenced some 
months earlier. The community at one of these sites had a 
history of involvement with the NGO leading the process. 
Previously, the NGO had helped the community through a 
series of demolition threats and established good relations on 
this basis. Nevertheless, in the course of the participatory 
planning process, almost a third of eligible households 
moved away and would not be accommodated in the new 
dwellings. At the other site, the local mayor was particularly 
sympathetic and had facilitated a staging site for participating 
households to remain on, between their order to leave and the 
completion of construction. For perhaps this reason, this 
involved the largest number of households.  

Poor people’s politics 
A good number of the informal settlers forced to relocate 
from Metro Manila waterways were informed only of the 
NHA option by authorities despite executive political support 
for the NGO-led participatory planning component. Whilst 
the duration of many of the original informal settlements is 
testament to the defensive capacities of the urban poor, few 
communities were in a position to mount any opposition to 
their relocation under the PHP50 billion program. Notably, 
their traditional allies and advocates—local NGOs—were 
strong backers of the program and keen to avail of oppor-
tunities within in rather than protest against it. International 
development assistance also supported the NGOs’ stance. 

Joshi and Moore (2000) reflect on how the allies of the 
poor might need to interact with the poor to make a 
difference with respect to how the poor respond to par-
ticipatory pro-poor programs. The issue they are interested 
in is the extent to which poor people consider collective 
action to be worth doing or not. Joshi and Moore point to 
the importance of variables that connect to the problem of 
the poor having confidence in a program’s eventual effect-
iveness. As the authors note, promises are continually made 
to the poor, by politicians, NGOs, donors and criminals. It 
need not matter that many such promises are empty to start 
with, because even best intentions can fail. What matters is 
that, either way, the poor are routinely let down. The authors 
therefore suggest three variables that can make a difference 
to poor people’s willingness to participate. These are:  

1. The extent to which program outcomes are recognised to 
be enforceable entitlements or rights;  

2.  the predictability of the program—how stable it is in 
form, content and governance; and  

3. the credibility of implementing actors—the extent to which 
they are convincing and can be believed by beneficiaries 
(2000).  

In the case of the PH50 billion program, informal 
settlers’ formal entitlement to a participatory planning 
process for in-city resettlement was government-funded but 
not communicated to eligible households by the relevant 
authorities. NGOs were active in informing communities of 
this entitlement within the program, but had great difficulty 
in demonstrating in the first couple of years that they could 
deliver. Thus, in relation to program predictability, the 
NHA’s input initially performed better than the partic-
ipatory planning alternative. Further, for informal settlers, 
the existence of the completed NHA dwellings only served 
to underline the certainty of their eventual eviction—and 
the urgent need to respond.  

As stated, informal settlers were more familiar with the 
type of housing on offer from the NHA which was more 
appropriate to their needs and diverse livelihoods. By 
contrast, moving into a multi-rise dwelling entailed more 
uncertainties, adjustments, and reduced livelihood options 
such as petty trading, home gardens and small livestock. 
NGO organisers admitted that it took a good deal of ‘social 
preparation’ for households to be able to make the trans-
ition. At the two in-city sites where construction was 
underway by 2015, interviewees listed complications 
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relating to building design, impacts on livelihoods, keeping 
animals, and estate management.  

With respect to the credibility of program implement-
ters, NGOs fared much better than the authorities. Informal 
settlers tended to mistrust authorities’ intentions whereas, at 
one in-city site, the community had sought the assistance of 
NGOs when they realised they faced eviction. With respect 
to the participatory planning process, the issue for NGOs 
was less one of personal or organisational credibility, but 
their capacity to deliver timely, tangible outcomes, given 
the need for them to obtain various approvals from national 
and local authorities.  

This factor was critical because the poor could rarely 
afford to hold out for a potential future gain that did not 
really meet their diverse needs. Their immediate needs were 
not easily foregone. In the situation where the local mayor 
provided a staging site, perceptions of the predictability of 
the program were enhanced and a real material need of the 
urban poor was met.  

Joshi and Moore (2000) point to an important issue vis-
à-vis collective action by the poor: the need for the program 
to be considered genuine by beneficiaries in order for them 
to participate. However, in this instance, where the program 
necessarily entailed major disruptions to their current cir-
cumstances due to the requirement to relocate, many 
informal settler households could not commit to a drawn-
out planning process in the interim. Many did not view the 
NHA offer as a housing solution in the way program 
designers imagined. Instead, they took the opportunity to 
treat their allocated dwelling as a major asset and in around 
a third of cases sold immediately.  

Conclusion 
Their structural disadvantage means that poor people can 
find it hard to comply with the development aspirations of 
even their long-term allies and advocates. The issue is 
material rather than ideological as poor people generally try 
to get what they can from a variety of sources through 
‘tactical improvisation rather than strategic engagement’ 
(Robins et al. 2008:1081). By being involved in the PHP50 
billion program Metro Manila’s informal settlers face major 
disruptions to their everyday means of getting by. Their 
responses tend to illustrate how these disruptions can be 
difficult, no matter if the eventual outcome is pro-poor in 
policy terms. Politically informed programming needs to  
take account of the poor by fully appreciating what is hard 
for them to forego under their current circumstances. 

Notes 
1  This research was funded by the Australian Research  

Council [DP130102323]. The author acknowledges the 
contributions of Caroline Hughes (Bradford University)  
and Ian Wilson (Murdoch University) to the paper’s 
argument.  

2  See for example the Developmental Leadership Programme 
(DLP) http://www.dlprog.org/ and the Overseas 
Development Institute (ODI) http://www.odi.org/. 

3  It was not possible to determine the relative occurrence of 
particular responses. The paper focuses on accounting for the 
interviewees’ varied responses to the program and those 
reported to have been undertaken by others. As interviews 
were conducted during the day over three-quarters of 
respondents were women. 

4  In the Philippines, the Presidential and Vice-President are 
elected separately. 

5  World Bank officer, interview with the author, Manila, 
August 2014. 

6  NGO organiser, interview with the author, Manila, August 
2014. 

7  Ibid. 
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collective livelihood initiatives and gender 

inequality in India 
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The University of Melbourne 

Introduction 
In the past decade there has been increased support from governments, NGOs and 
donor agencies for collective livelihood interventions organised by poor women. 
This support is largely in response to two assumptions: first, that collective 
enterprises are an effective buffer for the economic vulnerability of poor women, 
particularly since market liberalisation has made the livelihoods of individual 
women producers more precarious; and second, that collective interventions will 
offset the ambivalent and even negative effects on individual women’s economic 
empowerment that have been demonstrated to arise from the dominant program 
modality of microfinance channelled into individual women’s micro-enterprises 
(Garikipati 2012; Leach and Sitaram 2002; Goetz and Sengupta 1996).  

According to these studies, patriarchal cultural norms and gender relations dictate 
the degree of control that women have over productive assets and incomes in the 
family. Women’s collectives it is assumed, would be an effective means of avoiding 
male control over individual enterprises.  

Although donor support for women’s collective interventions has increased 
recently, it should be noted that collective economic efforts are not a novel concept. 
Rather, they have traditionally played an important role in household survival, 
community cooperation, risk pooling, and mutuality. Women have sometimes been 
excluded from such traditional collectives, but they are now actively being 
encouraged to join both mixed and women-only groups.  

Analyses of the barriers faced by women’s collectives, their strategies for 
overcoming these challenges, and the benefits that accrued to them have been 
undertaken in several recent multi-country evaluations initiated by international 
NGOs such as Oxfam (Baden 2013) and Women in Informal Employment: 
Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO) (Jones et al. 2012), as well as in academic 
reviews (Kabeer et al. 2013). These studies have shown that poor women’s 
participation in collectives is constrained by a number of barriers. For instance, fear 
of male or family disapproval often lead women to choose not to participate, and 
this fear may be stronger in cultures that promote segregation and seclusion along 
gender lines. Moreover, women often lack time and energy to participate, and when 
they do, usually face gender-specific disadvantages in markets.  

Counter strategies by the collectives have involved the creation of a sense of 
shared identity and purpose, the development of tools for advocacy, communi-
cation, and mobilisation of information. These strategies have had notable bene-
ficial outcomes: women’s collectives have leveraged greater access to information 
and credit and furthered their acquisition of knowledge and skill. They have 
achieved economies of scale, enhanced their product offerings and market scope 
and, by extension, have increased their incomes. Other noteworthy benefits include 
improvements in confidence and solidarity, as well as the creation of wider support 
networks and leveraging more bargaining power. However, these studies have not 
specifically examined the effects of collective livelihood interventions on gender 
relations, except for cursory observations of instances where male dominance has 
led to women’s incomes being ‘seized by husbands or other male relatives and [as 
such], trade offered little potential for bringing significant improvement to the 
women’s lives’ (Jones et al. 2012:16).  

Based on the above observations, this paper undertakes a systematic review of 
case studies of collectively owned and managed livelihoods initiatives in India, to 
investigate  whether they offer  women opportunities  to improve  their ability  to  
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re-negotiate gender inequalities and oppressive norms, and 
to control productive assets. A contingent question is the 
extent to which collective livelihoods improve the well-
being of poor women. To address these questions, the paper 
is structured as follows: the next section briefly outlines the 
context of women’s livelihoods in India; the third and 
fourth sections introduce the study methods and key obser-
vations respectively; while the fifth section draws out some 
concluding reflections.  

Women’s livelihoods in India  
Notwithstanding India’s high rates of economic growth in 
the past two decades of neoliberal reform, there is a broad 
consensus that India’s agrarian economy is in crisis (Lerche 
2011; Reddy and Mishra 2009). Feminist scholars have 
been pushing for the concomitant acknowledgement that 
poor women are positioned at the centre of this crisis 
(Srivastava and Srivastava 2010; Eapen and Mehta 2012; 
Krishnaraj 2007).  

The Indian government response to the economic 
difficulties of poor women has been to form women’s self-
help groups (SHGs) to facilitate access to microfinance, 
with the goal of self-employment through microenterprises. 
Since the early 1990s, a plethora of state programs pro-
moting the formation of SHGs have produced the unique 
state-centric characteristic of microenterprise in India. 
Chief among these is the Suvarnajayanti Gram Swarozgar 
Yojana (SGSY), a national anti-poverty program that pro-
motes SHGs to undertake microenterprises.1 Enterprise 
development is an essential stated objective of SGSY, 
however, official evaluations by both the Ministry of Rural 
Development and the Reserve Bank of India indicate that 
very few SHGs within SGSY have achieved successful 
microenterprises (Thorat 2005: 5–6; Ministry of Rural 
Development 2009).  

Typically, the lack of success in promoting micro-
enterprises for women is attributed to non-financial factors 
such as the inadequacy of: skills, access to raw materials, 
technology, infrastructure and markets. Some assessments 
even recognise that gender-specific barriers have been inade-
quately addressed (Ministry of Rural Development 2009:10). 
While acknowledging the importance of this range of non-
financial factors, I argue that such factors are well known by 
now, and that a shift in the scope and focus of enquiry 
related to women’s financial empowerment is required. 

In selecting studies for analysis, the conceptualisation 
of this review departs from the dominant focus on micro-
enterprise in three important ways. First, the studies under 
review focus on livelihoods, rather than only on enterprises. 
The limited impact that enterprises have on rural women in 
India is evidenced by national survey data, which found in 
2001 that only 5.4 per cent of enterprises in rural areas were 
operated by women. Over 81 per cent of these women’s 
enterprises are home-based and while they have, on 
average, one-third less capital investment than enterprises 
operated by men (Srivastava and Srivastava 2010), case 
studies indicate that where enterprises are operated by 
women, they are likely to be women from better off 
households (Garikipati 2012). Thus, an exclusive analytic 

focus on enterprises would blind us to the wide range of 
economic activities engaged in by poor women (Krishnaraj 
2007). In contrast, a livelihoods framework allows us to 
view the diverse strategies rural households adopt to make 
a living (Scoones 2005:5). Such livelihood strategies may 
involve varying combinations of: subsistence-oriented use 
of natural resources (land, forest, water, livestock); daily 
wage labour; and/or investments in commercial enterprises 
for trading, services and commodity production.  

Second, this study links a livelihoods framework to a 
gendered political economy analysis. A gendered analysis 
of livelihoods also allows us to focus on the importance of 
women’s control over productive assets. Decision-making 
control over productive assets has been noted as a stronger 
indicator of women’s economic empowerment than their 
ownership or access to productive assets (Agarwal 2010; 
Kelkar 2011; Krishnaraj 2007).  

Third, the review focuses on collective approaches 
rather than on the dominant modality of the individual 
entrepreneur. The diversity of collective livelihood active-
ities is increasing both in urban and rural areas. Collectively 
managed enterprises may take formal or informal insti-
tutional forms and include producer groups, artisan assoc-
iations, trade unions, networks and federations, grain banks, 
livelihoods based on collective management of land, forest 
and water resources, as well as and collectively managed 
enterprises (which may operate either informally or for-
mally as co-operatives, or registered companies). 

Method 
This study followed a systematic review method (Torgerson 
2003; Gasteen 2010; Hagen-Zanker and Mallett 2013) that 
was adapted to fit the scope and nature of this study. In the 
first stage of scoping and mapping, major databases were 
searched using sets of keyword search strings.2 The inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria applied to titles and abstracts at 
this stage were: 

Inclusion criteria 
 Low income and lower middle-income countries (World 

Bank list) 
 Women’s collectives or mixed (men and women) 

collectives 
 Jointly owned and/or managed enterprise or economic 

activity 
  Initiatives that are for profit and not for profit 
 Initiatives that generate cash income and non-cash 

resources 
 Documents in English 
 Rural and urban collectives 

Exclusion criteria 
 All studies that referred to exclusively men’s collectives 
 All studies that referred to non-economic activities. 

In the first stage of the scoping, a total of 170 possibly 
relevant studies covering 34 countries were identified (after 
removing duplicates). These included journal articles, 
edited books, reports, doctoral and master’s theses and 
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organisational publications. The publication date ranged 
from 1978 to 2013 with the majority having been published 
between 2000 and 2013.  

In the second stage, all possibly relevant items regard-
ing rural women’s collective initiatives in India were 
identified. A total of 38 publications were identified in this 
stage, which were then reviewed and data extracted along 
the following 15 criteria: 

 Name of collective livelihood initiative 
 Area of operation 
 Organising NGO/ GO/ other institution 
 Number of years of operation 
 Structure (co-operative, company, SHG or other unregis-

tered form, trade union) 
 Management body  
 Number of members 
 Annual turnover/ business 
 Description of livelihood activities (sources of raw 

materials, labour, processing, technology, markets) 
 Roles of women and men 
 Innovations (unique features of organisation, ways of 

doing business) 
 Primary difficulties encountered 
 Major economic impacts 
 Changes observed in gender relations at household and 

community levels  
 Other social impacts 

As the studies were varied in their aims and dis 
ciplinary orientations, not all contained information on all 
criteria. The quality of the data extracted from the studies 
was appraised for relevance using the criteria of ‘high’, 
‘medium’ and ‘low’. Eight studies with low relevance were 
eliminated for insufficient data, or because closer exam-
ination revealed that the study did not actually meet the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

Key observations  
The collectives represented in the final set of 30 studies 
were structured in diverse ways, including SHGs, co-
operatives, trade unions and user management groups. All 
the groups were initiated either by government departments, 
or by non-governmental agencies. The majority of the 
groups reviewed (21) were women-only collectives and the 
remaining nine had both male and female members. In this 
paper we focus on three of the 15 appraisal criteria, drawing 
out key observations on: the type of livelihood activity, the 
primary difficulties encountered, and the impact on gender 
relations.  

Types of livelihood activities 
The two most common categories of economic activity 
analysed in the studies were agro-based and natural 
resource-based livelihoods. There were 14 groups 
engaged in agro-based activities that could be further sub-
categorised as: land-based (groups engaged in production 
of high quality seeds, improved cultivation of various 
crops, or involved in collective farming of leased land); 

livestock groups (engaged in poultry or cattle rearing); and 
groups engaged in the collection and processing of herbal 
medicines.  

Seven groups were involved in the collective manage-
ment of natural resources (including forest protection com-
mittees and local water user and irrigation management 
groups). The final seven groups were microfinance groups 
involved in ‘mixed enterprises’, a category that overlapped 
with some of the other categories, as some groups were 
engaged in more than one type of activity. Mixed enter-
prises included shops, catering or courier services, the 
production of pickles and preserves, handicrafts, woollen 
and other artisan products.  

Cutting across the above activity based categories were 
groups that organised women for better wages, workplace 
rights and employment benefits. Five of the groups analysed 
in the studies fell into this category: a domestic workers’ 
union, a sex workers’ organisation, a dalit women’s cooper-
ative, a women construction workers organisation and a 
tribal women’s society.3 

Primary barriers encountered  
Although not all the studies explicitly analysed the diffi-
culties faced by the collectives, the primary barrier that was 
most frequently cited amongst those that did was, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, gender-based barriers and opposition from 
men. This was most pronounced in the mixed enterprises 
groups (see Table 1 below). In some groups (the waste 
pickers’ union and domestic workers union, and a few of 
the natural resource based groups), gender-based barriers 
were evident through the entrenched gender division of 
labour, where the roles of men and women were not only 
rigidly delineated but women’s labour was undervalued. 
For instance in the Karnataka Domestic Workers Union, 
women domestic workers are exclusively responsible for 
cleaning (clothes, dishes etc.) and child care while men 
were employed as cooks, gardeners and security guards 
(Menon 2013).  

Table 1: Primary barriers encountered 

Primary barriers encountered Number of studies 
in which barriers 
were observed 

Gender-based barriers and 
opposition from men 

12 

Caste and other stigma-based 
barriers 

9 

Organisational structure and 
management 

5 

Worker issues (absenteeism, 
distrust, shirking) 

4 

Markets and prices 3 

Unviable businesses 2 

Unresponsive government 
institutions 

2 

Lack of funding 2 

Poor natural conditions 1 

Data not available 9 
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The organisational structure of mixed groups was also 
sometimes unequal, with women having little or no say in 
the management committees of some of these groups (Das 
2011; Shukla and Sinclair 2010). Overtly hostile male 
responses were evident predominantly in the agro-based or 
natural resource based categories. In some cases here, if 
women did have a more significant role there was evidence 
of men resenting their marginal roles and women’s growing 
‘boldness’ and financial independence (Leach and Sitaram 
2002). Resistance from men was apparent even when the 
group was composed entirely of women, as in the case of 
the Deccan Development Society where single women were 
organised into groups for collective farming on leased land. 
This was reported as having raised issues among villagers, 
some of whom argued that such single women’s groups 
would encourage women to ‘break up families’ (Agarwal 
2003). 

Caste-based and other cultural barriers were also 
significant for several groups. Collectives of dalit women 
faced considerable resistance from the communities where 
the groups were based (Subramaniam 2011; Ojha 2012). 
Livelihood interventions consequently often needed to 
adopt an intersectional approach that acknowledged the 
simultaneous operation of gender, caste and class dis-
advantage. For instance, in three of the case studies, caste 
was strongly associated with the occupational stigma of 
domestic work, waste collection and sex work, which is work 
predominantly undertaken by lower caste, poor women. In 
each of these three cases therefore, there were two inter-
related important steps that the collective undertook to 
challenge the association of caste with occupational stigma— 
first, the recognition of stigmatised not through their caste 
identity, but through their identity as workers with labour 
rights. Second and equally important was the recognition of 
stigmatised work as work, as each of these occupations 
were previously not considered work. This recognition 
raised the status of both the work and the workers. 

The other management and market-related barriers 
identified above appeared to be less significant to the func-
tioning and success of the collectives. However, we should 
not infer that these factors do not matter; rather, the imply-
cation is that markets and institutions are not neutral, but are 
deeply mediated by the primacy of gendered and caste-
based social norms.  

Changes in gender relations at the community 
and household level  
The majority (25) of the studies reviewed commented on 
changes in gender relations due to the formation and func-
tioning of the collective. In particular, significant changes 
were observed in the public domain. Membership in a col-
lective was reported as having empowered women to 
participate in other public institutions such as local councils 
and, in several case studies, women’s increased self-
confidence led them to publicly protest domestic violence 
and/or male alcoholism. These engagements in the public 
sphere implicitly or explicitly challenged patriarchal res-
trictions on women’s mobility and defied culturally 
received ideas about women’s roles and behaviour.  

A noteworthy influence on gender relations in the 
public sphere was the transformation of public perceptions 
due to the building of women’s skills, particularly in non-
traditional roles. Several of the interventions provided 
women with technical training in skills such as land sur-
veying, installation and repair of water systems, masonry, 
plumbing and electrical work, rat trapping technology and 
driving waste trucks. Women’s expertise as technicians in 
these domains was reported as having challenged gender 
stereotypes about work roles and also improved their own 
self confidence.  

There was more limited analysis of the impact on 
gender relations within the private domestic sphere. Only a 
small number (8) of the studies reported that women had 
greater control over income from their livelihood activities 
and/or that they therefore commanded greater respect and 
authority in their households. This finding resonates with 
research that shows women’s participation in group-based 
enterprises may, in fact, generate a noticeable change in 
household inequity when it comes to gender-based resource 
control (Holvoet 2005). However, it is also worth noting 
that the majority of studies did not report on changes in 
gender relations within the household and, in a couple of 
collectives, the studies observed that the men within house-
holds reacted negatively to women’s increased access to 
economic resources. For instance, women in the waste 
pickers’ organisation had not experienced positive change 
in gender roles within the household, although the organis-
ation supports victims of domestic abuse to file a case or 
press charges against male abusers in their households 
(Narayan and Chikarmane 2013). 

Conclusion 
The case studies of collective livelihood interventions 
reviewed here all reported an overall positive social and 
economic impact on the lives of women members. There 
were improvements in the income and security of live-
lihoods, with additional positive effects on the health and 
wellbeing of households. Wider social consequences were 
also attributed to collective forms of livelihoods, for 
example through broader recognition of women’s capacity 
and rights. In particular, non-traditional training and 
skilling of women in several occupations was reported as 
having contributed to increased status for women.  

Notwithstanding these gains in the public sphere, this 
review also revealed that gender and caste-based barriers 
continue to constrain women’s ability to benefit from co-
llective livelihood interventions. Male resistance to women’s 
control over productive resources was most apparent where 
men were perceived as having pre-existing claims on 
resources (whether it was land, forest, water, scrap metal) and 
it was difficult for women to re-negotiate control over such 
resources, particularly in mixed groups. The impact on 
gender relations in the private sphere of the household 
appeared to be relatively low and largely under-examined, 
with several studies observing the need for greater attention 
to this domain both in interventions and in research. 
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Notes 
1 The title translates as: Golden Jubilee Village Self-

employment Policy. The Golden Jubilee referred to is India’s 
fiftieth anniversary of Independence. 

2 The databases searched were Academic Search Complete/ 
EBSCO; Scopus/ Elsevier; Soc Index; Web of Science; 
Google and Google Scholar; JSTOR; ELDIS, BONUS; 
University of Melbourne Catalogue; Discovery/ ProQuest 
and the British Library of Development Studies 

3 Dalit is the preferred political self-description of people who 
are socially labeled ‘untouchable’, and whom the Indian 
government labels ‘scheduled caste’. 
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Changing lives: Promoting sustainable development through women’s 
education and networks in Papua New Guinea 

Ceridwen Spark, RMIT University

Introduction 
Increasingly, both globally and in Melanesia, researchers 
and policy makers are cognisant of the significance of local 
agency and coalitions in promoting sustainable develop-
ment (Laws 2013; Hudson et al. 2016). This is particularly 
evident in Papua New Guinea (PNG), a country in which, 
as Edward Laws (2013:3) writes: ‘[o]verseas aid appears to 
have made rather limited positive lasting impact on the most 
pressing development problems’. Seeking to address this 
lack of effect both in PNG and elsewhere, there is a renewed 
emphasis among academics and development practitioners, 
on understanding local political dynamics and solutions. As 
part of this, it is important to analyse success stories and to 
consider the role of secondary and higher education in the 
promotion of progressive coalitions and alliances (ibid:24).  

Analysing a success story in the context of PNG, I dis-
cuss the role and operations of the Business and Professional 
Women’s (BPW) Club in Port Moresby, arguing that this 
group provides a model of good practice in an age of ine-
quality. Demonstrating the significance of local leadership 
for social change in PNG, I suggest that BPW provides an 
exemplar of ‘quiet’ (McLeod 2015) feminism in Melanesia. 
Challenging what I perceive to be a repeated devaluation of 
women’s activism and involvement in small ‘p’ politics, I 
argue that BPW is effectively advancing gender equity 
through its commitment to creating long-term social change. 
Contributing to the impetus to listen to ‘local women’s views 
about how empowerment can be achieved—views that often 
differ from those of donors’ (ibid:5)—the paper adds to the 
literature on Pacific women’s leadership. As such, it has 
implications for scholars and practitioners seeking to pro-
mote gender-inclusive and sustainable development in the 
region.   

Research method 
In September 2015, I travelled to Port Moresby to conduct 
in-depth interviews with BPW members including those on 
the club’s executive board. Since its inception, BPW Port 
Moresby has focused on providing scholarships for girls 
and women who would not otherwise be able to complete 
their education. To gain insight into the effects of these 
scholarships, I interviewed previous and current scholarship 
recipients, as well as teachers who provide a crucial link 
between BPW and the young women who require financial 
assistance to continue their education. During this phase of 
the research, I learned about additional women who had 
been involved members of the club. On my return to 
Melbourne, I conducted a further four interviews with these 
additional women, via phone, email or in person. In total I 
interviewed 16 women. Unless otherwise indicated, quo-
tations referred to in the remainder of this paper are derived 
from this research. Because of their association with BPW, 

the women I spoke with are identified in the research, as 
agreed during the consent process. The one exception to this 
is a student who shared sensitive information about her 
family and whom I have identified using a pseudonym. 
Members of BPW have approved the publication of the 
findings as represented here.   

Prior to analysing BPW in more detail, it is helpful to 
consider the history and shape of women’s groups in Papua 
New Guinea. I do so in the next section in order to illustrate 
the social context in which BPW makes its contribution.    

Women’s groups and coalitions in PNG 
In her recent article on a women’s boarding house in Port 
Moresby, Melissa Demian (2016) notes that there have been 
few studies of the informal association of PNG women out-
side the demands of kin group affiliation. Demian suggests 
that this is because women’s informal non-kin based asso-
ciations have ‘only recently become visible as a social form’. 
Yet women’s groups have existed in churches across the 
country since before Independence. As Bronwen Douglas 
(2003) notes, while outside researchers may consider church 
groups ‘unfashionable’ they have long provided forums for 
women to gather for support, conduct fundraising and lead 
community activities and training. Although discussing the 
Pacific (and not only PNG), Abby McLeod’s more recent 
article on women’s leadership (2015:13) also captures the 
significance of church groups for women’s activism. 

Put simply, women’s church groups have provided a 
safe ‘leadership training ground’ for women throughout 
the region (Douglas 2003; … Pollard 2003…). [They] 
have increasingly performed both consciousness-raising 
and activist roles, discussing and drawing community 
and state attention to a number of issues affecting them 
such as domestic violence, reproductive health and liter-
acy (Dickson-Waiko 2003). Today, women’s church 
groups form the cornerstone of women’s civil society 
participation, with vast networks connecting regional, 
national, provincial (or island) and local groups, often 
with reference to broader global agendas. 

Noting the incorporation of politicised agendas into church 
activities, McLeod’s analysis suggests that the historically 
troubled relationship between church groups and more 
globally-oriented organisations may be less oppositional 
than previously. Shortly after its establishment in 1975, 
PNG’s National Council of Women (NCW) was perceived 
by women who were active members of church groups as 
‘a threat to their identity’ (Samana 1989), dominated by 
urban educated women who were out of touch with the 
needs of ‘grass roots’ women and as having ‘principles that 
conflicted with Christian norms’ (Sepoe 2000:183; Douglas 
2003). To address this in the 1990s, the PNG NCW worked 
hard to form links with church groups, ‘in particular by 
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forging closer linkages with the major national church 
women’s organizations’ (Douglas 2003:14).  

Since this time there appears to be more cooperation 
between church and state run women’s organisations, an 
approach reflected in a greater overlap in terms of agendas, 
including, for example, the promotion of gender equality as 
part of what it means to be a modern Christian (see 
McDougall 2003; Cox and Macintyre 2014). Today Papua 
New Guinean women, particularly those living in urban 
areas, are likely to be members of church women’s groups, 
with some also being involved in more rights-focused organ-
isations, thus making once significant divisions less so. 
Moreover, the PNG NCW is less active and influential than 
it was historically, since the death in 2014 of its long-serving 
president, Scholla Kakas and because of funding cuts.  

Perhaps partly as a consequence of NCW’s perceived 
decline, but more likely because of the increasing influence 
of global human rights discourses (Macintyre 2012) in 
PNG, several new women’s rights and interest groups have 
formed in recent years. Typically based in Port Moresby, 
these have developed in response to two main themes, 
women’s economic empowerment and gender violence. 
Examples include the Business Coalition for Women (est. 
2013); the Port Moresby Chamber of Commerce Women’s 
Advisory Centre (est. 2011); the PNG Women in Business 
Foundation (est. 2006); and on the goal of ending violence 
against women, the National Haus Krai movement (est. 
2013); Coalition for Change (2012) and the Leniata Legacy 
(Kaperi Leniata Project). Most are led by educated, urban 
women, with some being funded primarily by overseas 
agencies or donations from individual contributors. Some 
of these coalitions will persist to create a positive influence 
on development in PNG; others may be short-lived. But in 
the increasingly ‘gender aware’ climate, BPW has a long-
held reputation for transforming the lives of girls and 
women through education.  

BPW Port Moresby: History and purpose 
BPW Port Moresby is a  chapter of the International Feder-
ation of Business and Professional Women (BPW). BPW 
International was founded by lawyer Dr Lena Madesin 
Phillips in 1930. It is a network of business and professional 
women that has affiliates in 80 countries in five continents.  

The Port Moresby chapter of BPW is a local branch of 
the international BPW organisation. It was established in 
1982 by Carol Kidu (now Dame Carol Kidu), the Australian-
born PNG politician who served three terms in the PNG 
National Parliament and was the only female Member of 
Parliament for two of those five year terms. Kidu served as 
Minister for Community Development under Prime Minister 
Sir Michael Somare from 2002 until 2 August 2011, and as 
Opposition Leader from February 2012 until her retirement 
from politics in July 2012. She became known for her pas-
sionate campaigning on poverty alleviation, against domestic 
violence and child abuse, and for the empowerment of 
women. 

When Kidu established BPW she was a teacher and a 
writer of school textbooks who had seen firsthand the need to 

actively promote the education of PNG’s girls and young 
women. Kidu brought women together in Port Moresby 
BPW to establish the now highly-respected scholarship pro-
gram for girls. When BPW began most members were expat-
riate women. Their overarching aim, however, was radical in 
the context of PNG—the empowerment of women through 
education. The club also gathered ‘like-minded people’, 
creating opportunities for women to socialise and network at 
monthly meetings. It is worth noting that a number of the 
most committed and influential expatriate women involved 
with BPW over the years have been married to Papua New 
Guinean men, as was the club’s founder, Dame Carol Kidu. 
They include Judith Bona, Susan Baing, Diane Purare and 
Yogi Barampataz, all of whom have made PNG home and in 
doing so, implicitly challenge simplistic divisions about 
‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, a perspective captured in Diane 
Purare’s recollections of the club:  

[BPW] was quite low key and was not intimidating like 
some clubs which were mainly involving expatriate 
women. PNG women felt welcomed. A number of us 
had PNG partners and families so were very much a part 
of an extended family (email to author, 27 October 
2015).1 

Fundraising and membership 
Yogi Barampataz has been a BPW member since 1989 when 
she moved to Port Moresby from Washington with her Papua 
New Guinean husband. Since then, she has managed the 
scholarships program in a volunteer capacity, including keep-
ing detailed records of the previous and current costs. 
Barampataz says that the goal of ‘progressing women’ has 
always been ‘close to [her] heart’ and that assisting BPW to 
enable girls to complete their schooling was ‘an obvious 
thing to do’. She said that in the early days of the 1980s and 
‘90s, BPW raised funds by hosting theatre and arts nights. 
Members cooked food for the patrons and their only costs 
were ‘paying Moresby Arts Theatre for the seats’.  

The PNG Government introduced the Tuition Fee 
Free (TFF) policy in 2012 (Walton and Swan 2014) but 
prior to this, in families where there were insufficient 
funds to educate the children, boys were routinely prior-
itised. Barampataz said that BPW only ever contributed 
three quarters of the total costs of school fees because they 
didn’t want to ‘encourage dependency’.  

Barampataz described the club’s commitment to encour-
aging the girls and women who are scholarship ‘recipients’ 
to become members. This strategy has proved successful, 
completing the ‘full circle’ in which the girls who are sup-
ported with scholarships join BPW and contribute to raising 
funds to support others. Partly as a result of this, but also 
because of Port Moresby’s increasing numbers of profess-
ional women, the club’s membership has transformed from 
being an almost exclusively expatriate network to one that is 
led and dominated (in terms of numbers) by Papua New 
Guinean women.  

This shift in the membership was discussed by several 
BPW members, including the current Club president, Susil 
Nelson, who won the Westpac Women in Business award 

http://www.bpwpng.org/
http://www.bpwpng.org/
http://www.bpw-international.org/history/7-our-founder-dr-lena-madesin-phillips
http://www.bpw-international.org/history/7-our-founder-dr-lena-madesin-phillips
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and was featured in Pawa Meri, a documentary series about 
leading women in PNG (Spark 2012). Nelson said that one 
of BPW’s aims was to increase the number of Papua New 
Guinean women involved and had Club has achieved this, 
including at the executive level, with herself as President. 
BPW’s Vice President and Treasurer are also Papua New 
Guinean.  

According to Judith Bona, a BPW member since the 
early 1980s, Nelson has been instrumental in transforming 
not only the club’s fundraising methods, but its internal 
diversity and external reach.  

She [i.e. Nelson] brought a fantastic ability to see things 
laterally. So she’s got a very, very sound method of 
networking. If she needs somebody, she’s immediately 
thinking oh this person for this, this person fits here. 
That’s just the way her mind works. And I think that’s 
been really good for the club. And I think that’s why … 
the people that we’ve got involved now are from slightly 
wider roots and I think that’s the key to success.  

The diversity evident in the club’s membership is also 
reflected in the methods of fundraising which have changed 
considerably. A number of the PNG women at BPW’s helm 
are respected leaders in Moresby’s corporate sector and 
possess strong networks in companies, including, for 
example, Exxon Mobil, Steamships and Pricewaterhouse 
Coopers. Valentina Kaman is a BPW member who plays a 
key role in raising funds to support the scholarship program. 
She works for Exxon Mobil and says that the professional 
women who work for these high profile companies provide 
‘the bridge’ ‘translating and communicating the goals and 
dreams of BPW and what it’s doing out there [to] get the 
corporate buy in to support the programs’. Between 2011 
and 2014, BPW funded education for 600 girls and women 
to the value of PNG Kina 500,000 (A$250,000). 

Two fundraising events in particular are important—
the International Women’s Day Breakfast (March) and a 
lunch that BPW hosts on Melbourne Cup Day (November). 
With the costs of hosting covered by the Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), BPW 
sells tickets for these events and uses all the money raised 
to support the general scholarship program. Nelson says 
these events are now on peoples’ social calendar and that 
each year there is a ‘waiting list’.  

With education now free until year 10 (the last year of 
compulsory education in PNG), BPW has diversified its 
support to enable women to complete their tertiary education 
and girls and women to complete non-traditional courses, 
including science, technology and engineering. This reflects 
its capacity to respond to local needs as these emerge.  

This flexibility and local connectedness was apparent 
when I met Anna, a 15 year-old girl who lived with her 
violent aunt—when we spoke her aunt recently had set fire 
to some of Anna’s belongings. With nowhere safe to live, 
Anna was at risk of dropping out to earn a living on the 
streets. I communicated this to Bona: she said that BPW 
would provide the necessary funding to find Anna safe 
housing in the city. This exemplifies the ways in which 
BPW’s ‘local-ness’ makes it possible for them to find the 

right solution to comply with the International Federation’s 
aim of ‘creating a nurturing environment…for women’s 
development’. From a distance, it would be difficult to 
understand that a safe place to live might, in fact, be a young 
woman’s most pressing educational need. Yet as Elizabeth, 
the teacher and BPW member who is supporting Anna said: 
‘[BPW] can assist with things like that…especially if we are 
not helping them with their fees or whatever, we can assist 
them in that area’. The club takes a lateral approach in other 
ways, including organising buses to transport young women 
to its meetings, providing soap, toiletries and sanitary items 
and running breakfast programs in schools because many 
girls were coming to school with ‘empty tummys’. Indir-
ectly, each of these responses contributes to the likelihood 
that individual young women will continue to attend school.  

The organisation is also seen as having ‘safe hands’, 
because the money that comes in is carefully monitored and 
used for scholarships and because those involved keep 
reliable records of all transactions and recipients. As 
Valentina Kaman said, BPW ‘is run by accountants so it’s 
got a very high standard of reporting and accountability’. 
Currently the entire process is managed by volunteers, but 
BPW leaders are considering seeking funds to staff a small 
office in order to manage the increasing demand for and 
management of scholarships. Previously, the club leader-
ship turned down a grant from the European Union to the 
value of PNG Kina 250,000 that would have enabled such 
a ‘shopfront’ on the basis that they did not have enough 
people to manage the amount of money that was being 
offered. They did so because they have always used all of 
the money raised to support scholarships and related active-
ities, rather than on ‘sustaining themselves’ (Bona). This 
thoughtful decision making has enabled BPW to avoid some 
of the problems associated with external grants as identified 
by Solomon Islands leader, Alice Pollard (2003:57), who 
writes of the risks of financial dependence and ‘the time 
constraints of fixed-term funding’.  

Monthly meetings and additional activities 
In addition to raising funds for its scholarships program, 
BPW holds monthly meetings to which all members and 
subscribers on the mailing list are invited. While club 
membership officially stands at about 70 paying members, 
these meetings are attended by up to 300 girls and women 
of diverse ages, educational levels and careers. Nelson says 
that meetings provide important opportunities for network-
ing and informal mentoring.  

When you attend a monthly meeting, you meet other 
women and make those connections and they can also 
assist in terms of mentoring or being role models and 
that’s easier once you’ve met them to be able to ask them 
questions or get a contact with them. The sort of 
environment that we try to foster is one that can also lead 
to other interaction outside of that monthly meeting. 

According to Nelson, these interactions lead to 
employment opportunities because employers are aware of 
the club’s work and give preference to BPW members when 
hiring. This was supported by Diane Kala, a one-time 
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recipient, now a member: ‘[BPW] can use their networks to 
get you on board to actually do something with your 
qualification’. The meetings also offer attendees exposure 
to a range of people and views of the world. Bona sees this 
as a significant benefit in an environment in which ‘most 
individuals live in a reasonably cocooned world’. 

BPW also organises a speaker for each of its monthly 
meetings. In 2015, speakers included Dame Carol Kidu, 
Lady Veronica Somare (wife of former Prime Minister 
Michael Somare) and various Papua New Guinean women 
who are leaders in their fields within corporate, government 
and non-government sectors.  

Despite the rapid expansion of business and profess-
sional opportunities in Port Moresby, there exists very little 
in terms of training to prepare women to take their place in 
this competitive environment. BPW supports its members 
and affiliates by providing skills training, including build-
ing confidence for a job interview and public speaking. 
BPW has also offered courses on CV writing and interview 
preparation, encouraging reticent girls and women to par-
ticipate in role plays. According to Bona, these courses help 
to ‘address the huge gap between kids who are in year 12 
and…what’s needed for the work force’.  

Turning recipients into ‘professional women’ 
BPW encourages and expects ‘recipients’ to join the club, 
come to meetings and participate in the ongoing project of 
fundraising. This process effectively transforms ‘recip-
ients’ into ‘Business and Professional Women’, remark-
able in the context of a society, increasingly stratified in 
terms of class.   

BPW’s inclusiveness is appreciated by members, with 
many commenting that there were few if any other contexts 
in which women and girls of diverse ethnic and class 
backgrounds and ages came together in such a mixed and 
welcoming environment. For example, Brenda who has 
been a member since 2010, says the sense of equality and 
respect between women was ‘different’ from anything else 
she had experienced in PNG. She joined because the club 
‘attracted me in the way they…dealt with the women… 
especially women who were really, like unfortunate who 
were especially at the grass roots level’. Since joining, 
Brenda has also introduced her four daughters to the club. 
The mutual respect between women was also commented 
on by Dame Carol, who said ‘the women that are of lesser 
education, other women there are supportive of them. They 
would not see them as lesser’. 

It is important to note the significance of this in light of 
the fact that class is an increasingly significant aspect struc-
turing life in PNG, as elsewhere in Melanesia (see Barbara et 
al. 2015). Women of various backgrounds are acutely aware 
of distinctions between those who have obtained markers of 
success, including educational qualifications and formal 
employment, and those who have not. The success of BPW 
is its ability to minimise or even transcend these differences 
by virtue of its emphasis on including women of diverse 
backgrounds. While BPW’s focus on ‘helping others’ is 
recognisable and thus comfortable for women who are part 

of church fellowships, the club’s inclusion of dynamic 
educated women with aspirations to build successful careers, 
lead organisations and even go into politics, ensures it 
appeals to the increasing number of Papua New Guinean 
women whose modernity is reflected in their willingness  
to approach corporate organisations for sponsorship, as 
opposed to taking part in more traditionally ‘feminine’ 
fundraising activities. Reconciling class differences through 
a developmental project (see Cox 2011), BPW enables those 
involved to see and climb a ‘ladder of success’.   

Politics and cooperation with other women’s 
groups 
While BPW does not represent itself as ‘political’, it pursues 
what Bona calls ‘small p politics’, actively creating positive 
social change through its long-term commitment to educating 
women and girls. Moreover, as a result of its strong positive 
reputation, BPW is regularly asked to work with other 
women’s coalitions and to participate in high-level dis-
cussions about promoting gender equity in PNG. The club is 
a member of the Coalition for Change and works with those 
involved to facilitate their representatives to speak at schools 
and universities. BPW also cooperates with the Women’s 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry to support women to 
develop their own businesses and Nelson is a board member 
of the Business Coalition for Women. Kaman said that, 
because of the esteem with which BPW is held, ‘when 
[Nelson] takes a position on an issue or gives an idea, it’s 
very influential’. This was supported by Bona who indicated 
that BPW is invited to participate when there are high profile 
visits to PNG, including in ‘various committees and round 
tables…everything from when Julia Bishop came to Hillary 
Clinton because BPW is recognised as being an organisation 
that has its finger on a need in the community’.  

Such cooperation and activism were features of BPW 
activities in the 1980s and 1990s. As Baing noted, BPW 
worked with Susu Mamas to ‘get legislation for women who 
were working to have time to breast feed their babies’ and 
Kidu says ‘they [BPW] wrote a letter of support…on the 
affirmative action to create the reserved seats for women in 
PNG’. Yet according to Baing and Kidu, the club was never 
dominated by the jealousies and rivalries that emerge when 
political ambition is involved. Kidu said ‘none of the women 
involved in BPW had any political agenda. They were not 
trying to get themselves noted in that sort of way’. Perhaps 
paradoxically and certainly powerfully, BPW has never-
theless become a respected voice in public discussion of 
gender equity in PNG, while NCW, notorious for ‘political 
scheming’ and internal power struggles is, as Nelson politely 
expressed it, not ‘as robust as it should be’. It seems apt here 
to quote Diane, a one time recipient and current BPW 
member, who said: ‘if women are educated they’re going to 
be agents of change because they know what’s right and 
what’s wrong’.   

Conclusion 
BPW is creating social change in ways that simultaneously 
are culturally appropriate and counter-cultural. The group’s 
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focus on assisting others mirrors the practice and ethos  
of church groups, thus providing PNG women with a 
comfortable entry point into the club (Douglas 2003; 
Dickson-Waiko 2003; McLeod 2015). As well, BPW’s 
inclusion of girls and women of diverse ethnic, educational 
and socio-economic backgrounds goes against a tendency 
in PNG to elide the role of class in assessing the personal 
‘success’ of others (Gewertz and Errington 1999). Exemp-
lifying this in their analysis of Sepik Women in Trade 
(SWIT), Gewertz and Errington (1999:57) argue that middle 
class women transformed grass roots women ‘from the less 
fortunate into those responsible for their own failures’. In 
contrast to SWIT, BPW members view those within their 
orbit, whether they are employed, professional women or 
scholarship ‘recipients’, as products of a context in which 
some are afforded more opportunities than others. As such, 
BPW’s perspective reflects the approach advocated by 
Hudson et al. (2016:1) who argue that ‘everyday political 
analysis’ involves understanding people as operating within 
a context, rather than as ‘being poor because they make bad 
decisions’.  

The case of BPW demonstrates the role that educated 
elites play in disseminating new ideals and practices—BPW 
women are not only business leaders but central players in 
the evolution of the modern social imaginary (Taylor 2004; 
Cox and Macintyre 2014). Moreover, my analysis of BPW 
provides evidence that being middle class in PNG does not 
necessarily involve shoring up individual privilege at the 
expense of the ‘grass roots’, as Gerwertz and Errington 
argued was the case almost 20 years ago. Indeed, BPW’s 
ready inclusion of diverse women and girls as participants 
and members constitutes an encouraging example of women 
coming together across differences to create lasting positive 
change. While BPW’s focus on education ensures it does  
not become side tracked by the myriad issues confronting 
women in PNG, it has nevertheless come to have an influ-
ential voice on these issues because of its local relevance and 
the sensitivity and cooperation of the coalition as a whole.  

Note 
1  In September 2015, I travelled to Port Moresby to conduct 

interviews with BPW members and affiliates, including 
those on the club’s executive board. To gain insight into the 
effects of the BPW scholarships, I interviewed previous and 
current scholarship recipients, as well as teachers who 
provide a crucial link between BPW and the young women 
who require financial assistance to continue their education. 
In total I interviewed 16 women and conducted one 
discussion group with young women. Unless otherwise 
indicated, quotations are from this research.  
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Gender equality and women’s empowerment in pro-poor rural value 
chains: Case study of post-conflict Mozambique 

Michaela Cosijn, Commonwealth Science and Industrial Research Organisation

Background  
In rural areas many women face severe constraints to par-
ticipating in agricultural and other value chains, including 
access to finances to fund their economic activities, access to 
land and productive assets, access to technology, lower edu-
cation and training, limiting culture constraints and norms, 
and limited labour and time to engage in activities beyond 
their household obligations. These are more severe in post-
conflict zones where markets, infrastructure and financial 
institutions are underdeveloped or even non-existent, and 
cultural norms are often conservative. While there is a large 
body of research on women’s economic empowerment, there 
is a gap on how it works in practice in the field in these 
contexts. 

In 2006 the Sustainable Effective Economic Develop-
ment (SEED) project was initiated in Northern Inhambane 
Province in Mozambique. It was a seven-year initiative 
implemented by CARE Canada and CARE Mozambique 
in partnership with IrishAid and the International Live-
stock Research Institute (ILRI), and in close collaboration 
with the Government of Mozambique (GoM). It aimed to 
reduce poverty1 and to strengthen the agriculture sector 
through value-added chains that were sustainable and 
competitive. Women’s economic empowerment and gender 
equality were the focus of SEED’s interventions. The 
project aimed to improve the decision-making power of 
women, using market driven processes to increase house-
hold incomes.  

This paper examines some of the practice developed by 
the implementing organisation, CARE International. It also 
considers the challenges faced in ensuring women’s partic-
ipation and the lessons learnt over the seven years to ensure 
women became more active in the value chains and were 
not further marginalised economically. 

Project and generic model  
The aim of the SEED project aim was to increase incomes 
by 30 per cent through the development of commercially-
orientated activities, including cattle, goats and chickens, 
cashews, arts and crafts, in order to reduce poverty and 
promote sustained rural economic recovery post conflict. 
The project target was 7,200 households which included at 
least 25 per cent female headed households (FHH) and 20 
per cent households living with HIV/AIDS. As a key aim 
was to enable women to engage in the economic activities, 
a target of a 60 per cent female participation rate was set. 
An additional component of a village savings and loans 
association (VSLA) was added mid-way through the project 
due to limited availability of alternative credit options for 
participants, which was key to the success of the market 
system. 

Table 1: Total number of participants by sectors and 
targets 

SECTOR F M % 
Female 

Target 
by end 

of 
Project 

Total 
achieved 

Livestock 589 1140 34% 1500 1729 

Crafts 337 30 92% 350 1729 

VSLA 3998 1008 79% 4150 5006 

Cashew 602 600 50% 1200 1202 

Total 5526 2778 67% 7200 8304 

Figure 1: Generic model of the SEED Project Value 
Chain Development for Smallholders 

 
The project developed a generic model of implementation 
which was divided into two main components: developing 
the value chain of the livestock, cashew and crafts sector and 
the methodology for this; and the cross-cutting elements of 
VSLA and gender and HIV (see Figure 1). Saleability and 
sustainability were key aims in the development of each 
sector model. The development of the three value chains 
involved four components, including: 

i. Group organisation and management focused on 
increasing production quality and quantity, as well as 
product aggregation to allow access to markets; training 
on group functioning and management to ensure good 
leadership; and accountability and transparency. Women 
were targeted for participation and strategies were put in 
place to attract and engage them. 

ii. Technical training to improve production skills was 
based on independent assessments for each value chain 
of the limiting factors and extension staff experience.  

iii. Promoter training in each sector to provide specialist 
services in their communities related to production 
quality improvement and commercialisation and to act as 
market intermediaries and entrepreneurs. 

iv. Strengthening linkages to markets and value chains 
through aggregation to attract buyers, developing a com-
mercially attractive marketing system such as using live 
weight pricing and weighing scales for livestock; having 



70 Development Bulletin 77 

an above market price for aggregated raw cashew nut, 
and standard pricing for specific crafts; forging links to 
buyers and/or intermediaries. The project acting as finan-
cial guarantor for the costs of inputs or establishment and 
paid initial costs of buyers visiting producers to under-
stand the production system.  

Indicators of success 
Some of the indicators of women’s economic empow-

erment and equality included: 

(a) Women engaging in markets and earning an income: For 
participants, the project model proved profitable from 
the beginning. The techniques and methods promoted 
were affordable and allowed participants to implement 
them with minimal financial risk. This allowed for 
market accessibility and replication resulting in scaling 
up to over 5000 women who participated in SEED. 
Overall household incomes of participants were 92 per 
cent above the SEED baseline study2, compared with 74 
per cent for non-participant household incomes in the 
same communities.  

(b) Household decision making: A key indicator of the 
success of women’s economic empowerment projects is 
whether women are able to make household decisions, 
especially about how income is spent. SEED focused on 
raising awareness about household decision making 
using non-threatening, participative exercises. Changes 
in awareness around decision making were monitored 
annually with 45.8 per cent of SEED households res-
ponding that women made at least half the decisions, 
while 27.9 per cent of women reported leading decision 
making over the last year. In addition, 80.1 per cent of 
men could detail the benefits of women’s participation 
in decision making, and engaged more actively with 
women to make these decisions. 

(c)  Household expenditure: When women have more con-
trol of household incomes, expenditure tends to shift to 
increasingly benefiting the children and other household 
members. During the last annual survey, 93 per cent of 
participants indicated that their children attended school, 
compared to 87 per cent of non-participants and 75 per 
cent in the baseline study. Incomes were also spent on 
improving homes and buying assets such as livestock.  

(d) Savings: Through the VSLA component, which was 
made up of 79 per cent women, savings increased from 
two per cent of household incomes (the baseline study 
value) to between five per cent and 12 per cent of 
household incomes, increasing participants’ resilience. 
On average the participants made between 21 per cent 
and 23 per cent on their money saved per cycle of nine 
months, and used these savings for household expend-
iture and to engage in income generating activities. 

(e) Other indicators: There were a number of other indi-
cators of women’s empowerment during the project 
which were harder to measure but which indicated shifts 
in community mindsets. These included women’s crafts 
groups joining together to establish two craft centres to 
sell their products; women’s VSLAs not loaning money 
to men if they were seen as a risk or not allowing men in 
their group if they did not pay back loans; women using 
their incomes from one sector to engage in another 
SEED sector such as craft incomes used to buy goats, or 
in a new sector such as a microenterprise; women taking 
on roles as peer-to-peer trainers; and women actively 

engaging with issues including legal aspects regarding 
violence and family inheritance laws. 

Challenges and lessons learnt  

(a) Mainstream gender from the start 
Changing norms and social values around gender is a long 
term process. For the SEED project it entailed changing not 
only beneficiaries’ perceptions but the ways in which 
Mozambican project staff viewed gender and women’s 
economic empowerment. From the outset of the project, 
integrating gender into all aspects of the projects was 
crucial. During the start-up phases of the project con-
sultancies on gender for each sector determined the value 
chains which offered more opportunities for women to 
engage, which the project then targeted. A gender con-
sultant developed a gender strategy. All staff received 
training on this as well on identifying their gender per-
ceptions and biases; the challenges facing beneficiaries and 
discussions of solutions. Gender modules, including on 
women’s empowerment and household decision making, 
were developed and regularly revised.  

Within the SEED team there were gender and HIV 
specialists who assisted SEED extension staff with capacity 
building of farmers’ groups using the training modules. At 
quarterly project planning and progress meetings, key 
issues around women’s engagement were reviewed and 
joint solutions were identified, including adjusting times for 
group trainings; shifting to cashew processing, developing 
appropriate gender interventions (e.g. vaccination programs 
for chickens, identifying buyers for goats); and discussing 
alternative transport for female extension staff having 
difficulties in working in remote areas. 

To ensure sustainability of the project in the com-
munities, in the last three years agents of change were 
trained within the communities. These volunteer women 
had a role in increasing awareness around gender issues 
such as household decision making, HIV, and women’s 
rights around property and violence. Their aim was to 
catalyse changes in thinking around gender issues and 
women’s economic empowerment, as well as to assist in 
resolving gender-related conflicts. 

(b) Understanding the value chain and selecting 
value chains for women  

The strategy was to keep the interventions simple due to the 
complexity of the operating environment and the lack of 
understanding of market systems following their disinter-
gration during the civil war. Key to the success in the 
women’s economic empowerment was the use of pre-
existing income-generating activities as women and men 
participated easily and saw increased income-benefits 
almost immediately.  

A key criterion for choosing a commodity was the ability 
of women to engage and to earn an income. Detailed value 
chain analyses were then undertaken by sector specialists, 
sometimes by multiple specialists, to determine the product’s 
market viability; potential limitations to the development  
of their quality and quantity; and constraints in the  
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commercialisation process. For example, in the crafts sector, 
design specialists were contracted to develop more suitable 
products and an NGO (Aid To Artisans) was contracted to 
identify potential markets.  

These studies also identified key stakeholders who 
needed to be trained and integrated into the supply chain, 
forming a component of the project’s core capacity building 
component. To ensure sustainability systems of generating 
incomes were developed such as fees for promoters and 
intermediaries so that they could replace equipment and 
cover other expenses, such as travel to markets.  

There were however two major challenges, even with 
the careful selection of gender sensitive commodities, 
namely: 

i. Engaging women in male-dominated value chains: 
Barriers can prevent female entry into male value chains 
as they seldom own the productive assets and do not have 
the skills or networks to participate further in the value 
chain in processing to sale activities. Livestock are a key 
asset for poor households and important income gener-
ators, therefore, developing the value chains in this sector 
were identified as important for poverty reduction. How-
ever, it was challenging to engage with women as 
historically and culturally large livestock are owned by 
men. The project gained no traction until it strategically 
targeted veterinary and commercialisation interventions 
with small animals, such as chickens and goats, which are 
traditionally owned by women. By targeting small live-
stock women retained control over these two value chains 
and the incomes generated. 

ii. Male intrusion in viable value chains: Men often allow 
women to participate in value chains where they see 
limited economic value. However, it is widely docu-
mented that once women start to earn money in a value 
chain men will often engage and take over the key roles. 
The cashew sector was an example where the sale of raw 
cashew nut (RCN) was dominated by women, as there 
were low profit margins and it was easily managed as the 
trees were close to homes. After sales in the first year saw 
incomes rise from higher product quality and quantities 
from aggregation, men started to engage in the sale of 
RCN and women were sidelined. SEED looked for 
alternative intervention points for women which included 
improving processing techniques at a household level, a 
task traditionally undertaken by women, and creating 
linkages to markets.  

(c) Creating linkages and diversity  
Isolation of communities, poor infrastructure and a weak 
market system meant that producers lacked access to 
buyers. A key lesson was ensuring that producer groups had 
contact with buyers as early as possible to encourage 
production and for buyers to provide feedback on the 
production. In addition, it was important to have a diversity 
of buyers to ensure sustainability if a buyer stopped pur-
chasing. Interactions between buyers and women through 
field visits were facilitated, some of which were paid by the 
project initially. Women buyers were specifically identified 
with the aim of encouraging women producers and to show 
that women could be a part of the wider value chain. This 
was successful in crafts and cashew processing, where 
buyers actually helped support training on quality improve-
ment specific to the market needs. 

(d) Overcoming financial constraints 
Finance for inputs, production costs and sale costs was a 
key constraint for households. Due to poverty levels, 
participants, especially women, had limited finances to 
engage in or expand economic activities, or to save money 
that was earned. Credit options were explored but were 
limited due to very high interest rates (i.e. greater than 40 
per cent) or high minimum loan amounts (i.e. greater than 
$5000) when women required small amounts ($50–$100). 
The integration of VSLA became critical for participants in 
terms of having access to funds, as well as learning to 
manage money and to use additional incomes generated to 
re-invest in commodities or diversify their income sources. 
Five thousand and nine households participated (79 per cent 
women) in saving a proportion of the money generated 
through product sales. This component supported improv-
ing financial literacy and empowerment of beneficiaries, 
and it supported increasing women’s decision making on 
how money could be spent at a household level. It also 
allowed women independent decision making regarding 
saved money, which they were unlikely to have had if the 
money had been loaned by a bank or micro-finance institute, 
where uses would have been stipulated as part of the loan.  

(e) Multi-pronged capacity building approach 
A multi-pronged capacity building approach focused on 
women underpinned the project. However, very low levels 
of literacy, especially amongst women (85 per cent had not 
completed primary school) posed a challenge to the accep-
tance of new and understanding some commercialisation 
concepts such as pricing of products (i.e. fixed weight price 
using scales, and payment for crafts associated with a 
pricing table). The project had to develop various capacity 
building methods including pictorial training models and 
hands-on training; training younger women with higher 
literacy levels to support other women; and experience 
exchanges which encouraged peer-to-peer learning with 
other successful or entrepreneurial women or producer 
groups. The frequent hands-on group training in particular 
was core to the project’s success to ensure concepts were 
grasped. Experience exchanges allowed visits to provincial 
and national markets, including craft and cashew pro-
cessors, allowing them to better understand the market and 
market demands for quality and quantity production, and 
highlighting the importance of aggregation.  

Promoter training was more formal and technical and 
was based on the specific intervention. For example para-
vets received basic veterinary training, arts and crafts 
promoters on design and finances, and cashew promoters 
on disease prevention and eradication and tree maintenance. 
They regularly received refresher trainings to deepen their 
knowledge, and to increase networking opportunities with 
each other. Training also had a gender component of how 
to work with women to ensure that women were not mar-
ginalised during promoter interactions.  

A key constraint for capacity building was the severe 
time constraint of women due to balancing household, 
farming and reproductive responsibilities. Further time con-
straints exist during planting and harvesting of crops and for 
FHH. Convincing women that the benefits of engagement 
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would outweigh other commitments was an issue, as well. 
Therefore, participatory exercises such as developing 
annual and daily calendars were undertaken to understand 
these time constraints. These exercises assisted with deter-
mining the most effective times for group training sessions 
on production quality and quantity, and mechanisms to work 
with buyers, such as bringing buyers or intermediaries to the 
communities. Once women participated in the trainings and 
started to earn money from the value chains, they engaged 
more actively, and increased production and sales. 

In retrospect there are two capacity building areas 
which SEED could have included to improve the inter-
vention for women. The first could have been inclusion of 
a basic literacy program for women as literacy was a key 
impediment in the project. The second was upskilling some 
of the private sector partners as due to the lack of sophis-
tication in the market, it was clear that they lacked some of 
the basic skills, such as profit calculation and fair negotia-
tion, and many tended to focus on men and not the women 
in their interactions. 

(f) Experimentation, innovation, and adaptive learn-
ing needs a strong MEL system that supports 
their decision making and stakeholders who are 
open to change 

The project aimed of catalysing markets for the poor is 
complex, especially in post-conflict countries where market 
systems are highly dysfunctional. It can take a number of 
years to develop a successful market system in terms of 
capacity building, knowledge transfer, behavioural change, 
creating quality products in sufficient quantity, and creat-
ing linkages to buyers. Based on the experience of SEED, 
value chain development with smallholders needs to be a 
minimum of four years to have an impact and be sustainable.  

Due to the complexity of the project design, value chain 
projects need to be flexible, with activities easily modified if 
required. Due to the open mindedness of the donors, SEED 
was designed with this flexibility, although in some instances 
it was challenging for the donors to allow the project to 
unfold. SEED was able to stop working in horticulture and 
micro-enterprise following recognition that these interven-
tions were not scalable, or begin new interventions when it 
was evident that women were either unable to engage (cattle) 
or were being pushed out (cashew). It could also link to new 
buyers when required to ensure diversity, and when the 
international cashew price collapsed for RCN in 2008–09, the 
project was adaptable enough to source Mozambican buyers. 
When suitable credit was unavailable by the mid-term 
review, there was flexibility to develop an internal credit 
process through the VSLAs, which was likely to have had the 

highest impact for women in terms of developing financial 
skills and creating access into the markets.  

In order to support the project, SEED created an adap-
tive learning process. Integral to the learning process was a 
robust M&E system which was both quantitative and 
qualitative in nature, using surveys, focus groups and inter-
views. Information was collected across the value chain at 
participant, community and buyer levels on input purchases, 
sales, changes in behaviour towards household decision 
making, changes in household assets, incomes earned and 
expenditure. Staff met every three months to discuss pro-
gress, challenges and opportunities based on their in-field 
experience and the data collected, in order to refine and 
modify the interventions. The project also integrated other 
stakeholders into the learning process, such as the private 
sector and government. Through dialogue and reflection, 
they became key in catalysing some of the changes in how 
the value chains functioned and women’s engagement. 
Without this learning process, it is unlikely that the project 
would have had the successes it had. 

Conclusion 
SEED had a large impact on women’s empowerment through 
the development of three sustainable value chains in which 
women could engage and earn an income, as well as creating 
savings groups. Behavioural changes occurred at a household 
level around decision making for those incomes, application 
of new technologies and group engagement. An adaptive, 
flexible design and implementation approach allowed 
women’s needs to be met and ensured they were able to 
engage throughout the project. The successes were made 
possible by having a direct and unwavering focus on 
women’s empowerment and gender equality. Many of the 
lessons learnt are significant in terms of building a body 
of practice internationally which could support imple-
menting principles, guidelines and potentially investment 
decisions for donors and other international funders in 
women’s economic empowerment in post-conflict zones.  

Notes 
1  In 2006, average incomes in this area were $0.75 per capita per 

day (Langworthy, M 2006, ‘Baseline Study for the Sustainable 
and Effective Economic Development (SEED) Project’. 

2  The SEED baseline study was conducted in 2006 to create  
a base of information against which annual surveys and 
other quantitative data could be tracked relating to 
household incomes, assets, decision making, input 
purchases, typology (FHH and HLWHA).
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Women’s empowerment and value chains: Experiences of women  
in Cambodia, Palestine and Uganda 

Grace Nicholas, ActionAid

This paper presents findings of an evaluation undertaken by 
ActionAid Australia and local partners in Uganda, Palestine 
and Cambodia to understand how changes in economic 
participation affect women’s lives, and how women value 
these changes. The projects were supported through the 
Australian NGO Cooperation Program (ANCP). It is timely 
to revisit women’s empowerment as aid agencies around the 
world recognise the importance of supporting women and 
increasingly focus on economic empowerment as a means 
to achieve this. The study confirmed the significance of 
economic empowerment for women and highlighted that 
economic empowerment is more than a question of money.  

Study framework: Chain empowerment, 
women and ActionAid’s human rights based 
approach 
The evaluation was designed as a series of case studies. 
ActionAid defines poverty as the result of unjust power 
relations. In developing the framework for collecting and 
analysing information ActionAid sought to capture shifts in 
power and in line with its human rights approach, to focus 
on women’s empowerment. Change for women occurs 
when women have essential resources and knowledge and 
can work together in collectives or groups to build capacity, 
confidence and vision to take action. The ‘chain empower-
ment’ matrix developed by KIT et al. provided a useful way 
to understand how activities and power move across value 

chains and fitted well with the concepts that underlie 
ActionAid’s approach.  

Value chain analysis, upgrading and chain 
empowerment 
A value chain is the chain of production for a commodity 
from its origin as raw materials to its marketing and sale as a 
finished product. Value Chain Analysis (VCA) is a business 
development tool that has been adapted for reducing poverty. 
It involves assessing the context and legal framework, pro-
cesses, issues and actors who affect the chain, in order to 
identify potential for adding value to a product. Products go 
through stages of value-adding such as: input; farming; plant-
ing; harvesting; grading; processing; packaging; transporting; 
wholesaling; retailing/marketing. Costs are incurred and pro-
fits made as products exchange hands and move ‘up’ the chain.  

Upgrading is a key term for value chain analysis, and 
refers to improvements that chain actors can make to 
receive better financial returns from their products.  

Inequality, lack of knowledge and lack of power make 
such change difficult for people living in poverty. Without 
considering issues of power, ‘upgrading’ potentially results 
in poor female farmers gaining skills and increasing pro-
duction, but without control over income. Chain empower-
ment occurs when participants add value to their products 
and also increase their control over income, relationships 
and the processes involved in value creation.

Figure 1: Value chain processes 

 

Data collection tools were developed drawing upon the 
resource book, Challenging Chains to Change—Gender 
Equity in Agricultural Value Chain Development. Informa-
tion was collected through focus group discussions in 
Cambodia (2), Palestine (1) and Uganda (2) at project sites 
and by a review of project documents. While the study 
focused on women’s experiences, ActionAid Uganda also 
conducted a survey assessing income to verify economic 
gains alongside the changes in power dynamics. 

Study context: Overview of projects in 
Cambodia, Uganda and Palestine 

Cambodia 
The north-western province of Oddar Meanchey is one of 
Cambodia’s poorest. ActionAid, with local partner, 
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Children’s Development Association (CDA), worked with 
940 women smallholder farmers across 16 villages to 
increase income, access to sustainable resources and engage-
ment with decision makers. Although gender equality is 
enshrined in Article 45 of Cambodia’s Constitution as well 
as in government policy documents, significant issues 
remain. Broadly speaking, social attitudes about women 
preclude them from having the same educational and 
employment opportunities as men.  

ActionAid’s livelihoods project supported women 
smallholder farmers involved in the production and sale of 
vegetables and non-timber forest products (NTFP). The 
vegetables included water spinach, cabbage, cucumber, 
eggplant, long bean, tomato and melon. NTFP refers to wild 
fruit, potato, mushrooms, bamboo shoots, plant fibre (for 
making rattan mats), honey and frogs.  

Palestine 
One hundred and fourteen women from the Hebron 
Governorate in the West Bank were engaged in savings and 
loans groups supported by ActionAid. The project initially 
provided capital to women to start small businesses or 
savings and loans groups. It later introduced activities to 
increase women’s awareness of their rights and to identify 
opportunities for improving policies and initiatives that 
promote women’s empowerment.  

Since 1967, the West Bank, Jerusalem, and the Gaza 
Strip have been occupied by Israel. The Palestinian econ-
omy is affected by factors including military occupation, 
trade restrictions and border control, and is highly depen-
dent on foreign aid. It is characterised by growing rates of 
unemployment and decreasing access to and availability of 
land and water for farming. The Palestinian Authority 
recognised CEDAW in 2009, but obstacles to women’s full 
enjoyment of rights include:  

 patriarchal culture: both men and women believe that 
women are not equal to men;  

 female labour force participation was only 19.4 per cent 
in 2014, although women make up the majority of 
Palestinian students;  

 violence against women, including honor killings and a 
lack of legal protection;  

 military occupation limiting women’s freedom of move-
ment and access to services leaving women at risk of 
arbitrary arrest, harassment and abuse at checkpoints; 
and  

 political issues remain the priority over issues such as 
gender equality. 

The members of the savings and loans group in 
A’Samu town participated in this study. The town is located 
along the 1949 Armistice Line (Green Line) and employ-
ment opportunities have reduced significantly since the 
building of the ‘Segregation Wall’, which is close to this 
line and separates Palestinian from Israeli territory.  

This group started seeking income through collective 
processing/production and marketing of four products: 
maftool (Palestinian couscous), loofah (derived from the 
Luffa vine, dried and used to exfoliate skin), packaged vine 

leaves and embroidered clothing. They later dropped maftool 
production as it was too labour intensive, although profitable.  

Uganda 
Kapchorwa and Kween Districts lie in north-east Uganda. 
The Women’s Rights in Agriculture Project (WORIA II), 
through ActionAid and two local partners, supported 500 
women to develop their capacity in the agriculture 
(vegetables) value chain on land purchased in their name 
through the project. Women in eight groups developed vege-
table collectives which link women producers to markets and 
reinvest income in ways that strengthen women’s capacity to 
generate income and realise their rights in other ways. The 
intermediate outcomes were improved income, food security 
and access to productive resources.  

The Constitution of Uganda provides a legal frame-
work for protecting women’s rights and promoting gender 
equality, but more work is needed in its implementation. 
Some of the issues that affect women’s ability to engage 
with value chains include:  

 marriage and divorce laws that effectively exclude 
women from owning land (for example through non-
recognition of traditional marriages);  

 agricultural programs that provide the bulk of benefits 
to commercial farmers and require women to be able to 
read and write English to access services;  

 the Public Order Management Bill which restricts the 
right to public assembly and thus women’s ability to 
organise; and  

 cultural factors such as bride price that block women 
from owning land and making decisions about income.  

Women farmers participating in the project produced 
vegetables including tomatoes, onions, cabbage, carrots, 
potatoes, beans, cauliflower, lettuce and greens. Production 
was small scale, but increasing, and women were beginning 
to work collectively to farm and to add value to produce 
through drying and processing.  

Study results: Power and value chains  

Chain empowerment and ‘power within’ 
An important dimension of chain empowerment occurs 
when producers gain capacities to add value to their 
activities and become engaged in managing or controlling 
the chain. This matches ActionAid’s strategy to strengthen 
women’s ‘power within’ as the first step in moving towards 
the ability to identify goals and take action for change.  

Across the three projects, women reported increased 
knowledge and skills, confidence, assertiveness and access 
to information and resources. This is identified as greater 
‘power within’. From the perspective of chain empower-
ment, women reported now having the skills to take on new 
activities that reduce transaction costs and add value to their 
products. Women in Cambodia and Uganda valued the 
capacities they gained above other benefits. Women unan-
imously saw the value in taking on new tasks that reduced 
their reliance on middle people, and actively wanted to take 
on these roles.  
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In Uganda, training in agri-business, record keeping, 
and savings and credit management enabled women to 
move into new roles across the value chain, such as pack-
aging and marketing. Women were conducting activities to 
a higher standard than before the project. Previously, women 
were confined to producing goods and were reliant on others 
(chain actors or supporters) for transportation and marketing.  

Women experienced positive changes in terms of 
increased knowledge and skills, and access to information 
as the following survey results indicate. Women stated that:  

 they had more access to information on vegetable 
growing (31 of total responses), women’s rights (27 per 
cent ) and access to credit (25 per cent );  

 they had increased input into household level decisions, 
particularly in relation to schooling but also on household 
expenditures;  

 domestic violence had decreased and that they now 
owned more small livestock; and  

 they had increased their income (75 per cent) and 
increased food availability at household level (85 per 
cent). 

In Cambodia, women were trained in sustainable 
agriculture techniques and identifying inefficiencies across 
their value chain, and received inputs such as seeds and 
tools. This enabled them to take on tasks related to trans-
portation and marketing, including running a market stall in 
the district capital of Samrong. Across the project, 80 per 
cent of farmers reported increased income.  

Women vegetable farmers stated that they were 
involved in all stages of the value chain—input, planting, 
harvesting, transporting, processing and marketing, some-
times with assistance from husbands and other family 
members. Among the nine women in this group, two 
specialised as collectors who gathered products from other 
women and traded with external buyers who then sold the 
products at markets or in shops.  

Women involved in the NTFP value chain still focused 
their activities on production rather than seeking to increase 
profits or upgrade by transporting and selling at larger 
markets, such as the nearby Thai border. However NTFP 
collection was critical for women and the elderly, as there 
was no cost required and it occurred close to home. 

In Palestine, prior to the project, women worked alone 
on livelihood activities such as knitting, sewing and weav-
ing for friends and acquaintances. They stated that they had 
limited capacity to negotiate prices with suppliers for raw 
materials because of a lack of confidence and expectations 
about appropriate behaviour for women interacting with 
men outside the family. Due to isolation as a result of the 
political situation and traditional values, they had extremely 
limited access to traders or markets. In terms of value chain 
processes, the women operated only as processors, depen-
dent on others for sales, with little incentive to go further.  

Learning from each other and through experimentation, 
women gained knowledge, skills and confidence to add 
value to their work. They tested a number of livelihood 
activities and selected embroidery, vine leaf packaging and 
loofah production. The women reported that they joined the 

project to ease the financial situation for their families and 
to meet other women to overcome their isolation. They also 
valued the opportunity to learn production and management 
skills. All reported an increased sense of satisfaction in 
being able to market their products to people and places 
previously inaccessible to them.  

The women had not thought about their work in terms 
of a ‘value chain’ before the study introduced them to the 
concept. However, they reflected that they had experienced 
‘chain empowerment’ as they had gained knowledge and 
power in relationships affecting their profits, which resulted 
in them becoming more active and earning more. Never-
theless, in the constrained financial context of the West 
Bank it remains difficult to develop secure value chains, 
particularly for women. Security concerns and traditional 
values, which relegate women to their home, combine to 
reduce women’s capacity to travel to meetings with other 
value chain actors (distributors, traders, suppliers) or 
markets outside of their community.  

The role of solidarity in economic empowerment: 
‘Power with’ 
Each of ActionAid’s projects used groups to build women’s 
capacities as individuals and to assist them to work better 
collectively to increase profits. This represents ‘power with’ 
in action. The strategy of building solidarity is integral to 
ActionAid’s theory of change and collective action is also 
identified as an important element in the Agri-ProFocus 
chain empowerment approach.  

The significance of the group was strongly evident in 
Palestine, where the women stated that this was the most 
valuable element of the project. Beyond capital for the group, 
solidarity was the women’s only resource. Women spoke of 
feeling ‘relieved’ and ‘engaged’ to be working together. All 
the women reported that they would not have the confidence 
to market their products alone. They learned from each other 
and felt they gained power by standing together.  

Movement within the occupied Palestinian territory is 
severely restricted by permanent and fly-in or impromptu 
check points, which can cause significant delays for people 
to reach their destination and inevitably personal safety 
becomes an issue. For this reason, many men are reluctant 
to let their women family members travel alone. Despite 
this, the women from the Savings and Loans Group decided 
to attend a regional festival held in another village. They 
were able to do so because they could travel together in the 
group. They were also able to ask their families for money 
for transportation because they knew they would be able to 
pay their families back or that their families acknowledged 
the financial contribution they were making.  

In the case of Najah (see case study) the group was able 
to convince a reluctant husband to support his wife’s 
participation which she had been unable and even unwilling 
to negotiate without their support. 

Women in Cambodia did not report the same level of 
isolation and exclusion as women interviewed in Palestine 
and Uganda. Participation in the farmers’ collective selling 
vegetables  nevertheless  enabled  the  women to build their 
control over the value chain processes of packaging, trans-
portation and marketing.  
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Unable to own land, commonly regarded as chattels, 

none of the women in the Uganda group had experience of 
controlling their own resources before the project provided 
them a plot of land. During the evaluation, the women 
reported that it had been important to have training to 
develop the capacity to operate effectively in groups, to 
ensure that all participants have a voice, and to build 
relationships. Before this there had been no trust. The 
change is significant. Now women are working collectively 
to produce crops on their land, and to bulk and sell their 
produce, which gives them negotiating power. Women have 
opened a joint bank account for the proceeds from their 
collective vegetable sales and plan to use the funds for loans 
within the group to improve production. 

Value chain analysis: ‘power to’ act 
Value chain analysis requires assessment of the value chain 
context and the structural barriers to upgrading and value 
adding. Making use of this knowledge, however, requires 
power and capacity. This study found that women across 
the projects, particularly in Uganda, were beginning to take 
action to challenge such barriers, demonstrating their power 
to act and campaign.   

Women participating in the projects identified num-
erous barriers to engage effectively with the value chain to 
earn and control their income. They included:  

 lack of transportation to market and poor road infra-
structure;  

 limited access to or ability to analyse or use market 
information;  

 limited access to government agricultural extension 
services (Uganda, Cambodia);  

 little power to negotiate better deals on raw materials 
and quality inputs;  

 limited financial capital to upscale or expand economic 
activities;  

 lack of facilities to store their agricultural produce 
(Uganda);  

 limited knowledge of factors such as control of pests and 
diseases that affect production and of technologies to 
adapt to climate change;  

 lack of ownership of land and land grabbing (Uganda 
and Cambodia);  

 illegal logging of communal forest areas including by 
powerful people (Cambodia);  

 labour and time associated with reproductive functions 
and a lack of official acknowledgement of this unpaid 
work (all, but particularly Uganda and Palestine);  

 lack of mobility, which is related to customary functions 
and can affect women’s ability to join a group or par-
ticipate in training opportunities; and 

 lack of mobility, isolation and political uncertainty  
related to military occupation, which severely limits 
access to markets within and beyond the West Bank 
(Palestine).  

The survey undertaken in Uganda revealed that women 
participating in the project were beginning to engage in 
dialogue with decision makers to address factors restricting 
their economic empowerment as follows:  

 women were starting to use their power as a group to 
influence government. Some of the issues had direct 
relevance to their engagement in value chains such as 
placement of a road near their field, and others indirectly 
such as schooling and health services. Thirty eight per 
cent of women in Uganda said that they could now better 
influence the delivery of quality services.  

 Women have added their voice to other women farmers 
to influence the government around extension services 
that they have had little access to, often due to issues 
such as illiteracy. The government had promised reforms 
and there will be other opportunities for women to 
engage and influence the review process.  

 Women also reported an increase in their status within 
the community through participating in women’s 
groups. At the beginning of the project, only a handful 
of women were members of women’s groups because 
they did not see any benefit from such groups. However, 
during the course of the project, women were supported 
to form pressure groups so they could collectively advo-
cate for their needs to government authorities. Seventy 
two per cent of female respondents were now involved 
in women’s groups in Kwosir and Kapteret.  

In A’Samu in Palestine, women focused on power they 
had gained within their households, their community and in 
their immediate relationships with other chain actors. More 

CASE STUDY 
Najah is 58, married, with 11 children. Six live at home, 
while five are married and live separately. Najah cares 
for her husband, who suffered from a stroke eight years 
ago, as well as two sons who have disabilities.  

When Najah joined the women’s savings and lend-
ing group, her husband complained. Najah quit the 
group. ‘I was working hard outside and then coming back 
home tired to hear his ongoing nagging and complaints... 
I couldn’t take it anymore’, she recalls.  
The other women in the group were not going to let 
Najah go so easily. They came to speak to her at her 
home. They suggested that she confront her husband 
and look for a compromise.  

Najah agreed to try. She explained to her husband 
about her responsibilities in the group. She also 
explained how the group contributed to family income. 
He agreed.   

Najah began waking early to undertake her house-
hold chores before meeting the group. Najah taught her 
husband how to take his own medication. Her daughters 
also helped by taking care of household chores while 
Najah was away. Now her daughters also assist her with 
leaf picking and processing of other products. Although 
working and caring for her family is a balancing act, 
Najah is willing to stay in the group because she values 
the friendship and company of other women as well as 
the income she can earn.  

Najah says there has been a change in her hus-
band’s attitude. ‘He values my role and knows that I work 
hard to secure family needs. He now prepares food for 
himself, does not wait for me or ask me to do it for him 
like before’.  
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than half the women stated that they had experienced a 
change within their families and felt that they were now 
respected and important family members. Their achieve-
ments through the savings and loan group have given them 
greater influence in family decision making. Their power to 
take action on structural or policy issues affecting their 
income-generating potential however remains severely 
restricted by the economic and security situation, which 
continues to compound restrictions on women in line with 
traditional, unequal gender relations.  

Growth in women’s ‘power within’ and the positive 
impacts of solidarity through participation in livelihood 
activities were not sufficient to act as a catalyst for the 
women to take action to address these underlying barriers, 
but established conditions where action could be possible in 
future. The Cambodia and Palestinian groups demonstrated 
positive change against empowerment indicators related to 
their visibility and respect within the community. For 
example, in Cambodia, eight out of nine women vegetable 
producers stated that their husbands appreciated them more 
than before and supported women to make their own 
decisions. Women NTFP collectors indicated that they felt 
more valued by village heads, and they expressed a sense of 
empowerment in having money to contribute towards 
community projects. These views were validated through 
consumer interviews carried out in the villages and in the 
market town of Samraong. Two male consumers explained 
they chose to buy NTFP from the women involved in 
ActionAid’s livelihoods because they were ‘supporting 
women in their community’. One consumer explained: 

The project is good because it gives women jobs and it has 
increased their knowledge. Women have also organ-
ised groups that benefit the community and they have 
improved relationships in the community’. 

Women were inspired by economically empowered 
women. In Cambodia women consumers stated that they 
wanted to be like women involved in the livelihood project 
because they were more economically active, confident and 
in control of their production, processing and marketing 
activities; and in Palestine, all women in the discussion 
stated that they felt their position within the household was 
transformed now that they were contributing financially.  

Conclusion: Value chains and ActionAid’s 
rights-based approach  
The study confirmed that changes in women’s empower-
ment were occurring through participation in income-
generating activities, even on a small scale as in A’Samu, 
Palestine. Income was increasing and giving women power 
to strengthen their positions within the household. The 
women participating in the study also valued aspects of 
economic participation beyond purchasing power. They 
also valued knowledge, relationships and support from 
other women, as well as greater freedom to travel and 
negotiate with others. In the case of Uganda, they were con-
fident and knowledgeable enough to demand stronger 
services from government.  

Value chain analysis, chain empowerment and a focus 
on power can be mutually reinforcing. Women need to build 
their ‘power within’ in order to make changes in terms of 
the activities they undertake in a value chain. For women to 
change the level of control they have in a value chain, they 
need to be able to take a more dominant role in relationships 
with other chain actors, and gain ‘power to take action’. 
‘Power with’ has been shown to be a great enabler for the 
women in this study. Without changes to women’s capa-
cities and the strength gained through solidarity and col-
lective action, women cannot begin the journey towards 
economic empowerment, nor will increased income auto-
matically lead women to seek to overturn unjust policies 
and practices. The study highlights that chain empowerment 
cannot take place without the focus on power articulated in 
ActionAid’s program approach.  

It is clear that economic empowerment and social 
justice outcomes are highly complementary, but the link is 
not automatic. Economic empowerment initiatives need to 
be set within a broader human rights framework to build  
a link to social justice goals and outcomes, including 
women’s empowerment, and transformational change that 
goes beyond the individual.  
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How can the international development sector effectively address 
menstrual hygiene management? 

Chelsea Huggett and Alison Macintyre, WaterAid

This month, two billion women will menstruate. In most 
parts of the world menstruation is a taboo topic, which leads 
to shame, fear and secrecy. Taboos and socio-cultural 
practices include food restrictions, segregation from the 
household and place restrictions on daily activities such as 
washing, cooking and involvement in religious and social 
activities. Such beliefs and practices drive a culture of 
secrecy and silence and reinforce gender inequality.  

The social stigma is compounded by poor knowledge 
and understanding of menstruation and menstrual hygiene 
management (MHM), particularly among girls in low and 
middle income countries. Menstruation can adversely 
impact women’s and girls’ health, education, daily quality 
of life and psychosocial outcomes.  

Safe, hygienic and dignified management of mens-
truation requires:  

 access to accurate and appropriate information on mens-
truation;  

 access to clean materials for managing menstrual flow;  
 private and appropriate facilities that support women’s 

and girls’ washing and sanitation needs to change mens-
trual materials and clean themselves; and  

 facilities to clean reusable materials or dispose of mens-
trual materials safely.  

Transforming development responses to 
MHM 
While menstrual hygiene management has started to receive 
global recognition, in low and middle income countries it 
has traditionally been addressed through water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH) efforts. These efforts have focused on 
toilet facilities being MHM friendly, education sessions for 
school-aged girls and to a lesser extent availability of sanitary 
products. Addressing the menstrual needs of women and  
girls has been largely framed as a hygiene issue, which 
remains critical and essential. However, hygiene is only one 
dimension. 

Alarmingly, these efforts often neglect the gender ine-
quality dimension of harmful practices in managing mens-
truation. In addition, current and past WASH initiatives may 
have missed the adolescent health aspects of menstrual 
hygiene, or failed to address the underlying causes of shame, 
secrecy and taboo. Psychosocial impacts of menstrual hyg-
iene management have also been neglected in sexual and 
reproductive health and rights (SRHR) programs and research. 
The limited SRHR literature on MHM focuses on the medi-
calisation of menstrual disorders rather than supporting safe 
and appropriate MHM as part of broader SRHR approaches.  

The way in which development actors currently respond 
to MHM should lead us to ask whether the development 

sector is equipped to address the underlying cultural factors 
that result in silence, secrecy and shame surrounding mens-
truation. Current approaches to MHM suggest that a para-
digm shift in framing the issue is required to take MHM 
beyond the ‘technical’ realm of being solely a water, sani-
tation and hygiene issue. Joint thinking and action across 
multiple sectors including WASH, SRHR, gender, education, 
private sector, and social protection will be essential.  

Two areas of expertise that have a crucial role to play 
in transforming current approaches to menstrual hygiene 
management are: gender equality and women’s empower-
ment; and sexual reproductive health and rights. Acceler-
ating action across these sectors while continuing technical 
WASH approaches to MHM will provide the foundation for 
sustainable, effective and comprehensive approaches to 
menstrual hygiene management. 

Strategic and practical approaches to MHM 
contributes to gender equality 
For women and girls to be able manage menstruation safely 
and with dignity, the development community must adopt 
gender-transformative approaches, not simply ‘technical’ 
solutions. Gender-transformative approaches create oppor-
tunities for individuals and communities to actively chal-
lenge gender norms, promote positions of social and polit-
ical influence for women in communities, and address 
power inequities between persons of different genders. 

Recent global advocacy efforts have made impressive 
gains to bring visibility to the issue of MHM: menstrual 
hygiene management featured in negotiations of the post-
2015 agenda; on May 28 each year the globe celebrates 
Menstrual Hygiene Day; and UNICEF last year launched a 
10-year global campaign ‘MHM in Ten’ calling for MHM 
to be addressed in all schools. In these global dialogues, 
menstrual hygiene management is commonly framed as a 
hygiene and sanitation issue, as that is where the most 
improvements and impact have been made. What is less 
clear in global dialogue and action, is how MHM can be 
addressed by various sectors as fundamental to achieving 
gender equality. Doing so would require new approaches to 
address the cultural and socially imposed gender norms 
underpinning menstruation, which exacerbate women’s and 
girls’ experiences of silence, secrecy and shame. These new 
approaches require more concerted efforts from gender 
equality specialists. 

Since the mid-1980s, gender and development prac-
titioners have distinguished between ‘strategic’ gender 
needs (those identified through an analysis of women’s 
relationships to men) and ‘practical’ gender needs (those 
usually linked to immediate necessities) (Moser 1989). 
Winkler and Roaf (2015) argue that both practical and 
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strategic interests of women and girls in relation to menstru-
ation have not been achieved:  

Low priority and lack of attention at all levels—from 
international policy-making to the private sphere—has 
devastating impacts on women and girls’ lives. It prevents 
women from reaching their full potential and achieving 
gender equality.  

The WASH sector has made efforts to address the 
practical menstrual hygiene needs of women and girls, such 
as through improved access to safe and hygienic toilets in 
schools. However, sanitation solutions alone will not 
address all MHM issues. Nor will all menstrual hygiene 
management issues be holistically addressed if MHM 
efforts focus exclusively on school settings. While adoles-
cent girls are a vulnerable and often overlooked group in 
health programming, targeting only adolescent girls in 
MHM could lead to a generational gap in knowledge, 
attitudes and practices of older women and men.  

Less attention has been paid by the development sector 
on how to address women’s and girls’ strategic gender 
interests in relation to menstruation and its hygienic and 
dignified management. These would include a focus on 
shifting harmful cultural practices, with MHM and the 
rights of women and girls being seen as a critical issue by 
those with decision-making power and changing power 
dynamics by changing harmful attitudes of men and boys. 
In Carrard et al.’s (2013) conceptual framework, gender 
outcomes in WASH (in terms of roles and relationships) are 
identified and categorised into private and public spheres. 
The authors propose when WASH programming leads to 
the ‘shifting of restrictive/harmful social attitudes, prac-
tices, exclusion or taboos associated with menstruation and 
childbirth,’ a change in the public sphere occurs.  

For strategic gender outcomes related to MHM to be 
achieved there is a need for intentional, concerted col-
laboration between gender specialists and other sectors, 
particularly the WASH sector. It is fundamental that WASH 
efforts align and leverage gender equality efforts to lift the 
cultural and power issues underlying menstrual hygiene 
management. This can only be achieved by improved col-
laboration between WASH experts and gender specialists.  

Embedding MHM into SRHR policies and 
practice 
The Cairo Programme of Action (UN 1995) on reproductive 
health and rights outlines that access to appropriate and 
accurate information, counselling and education on human 
sexuality and reproductive health are central to realising 
sexual and reproductive health and rights. It defines repro-
ductive health as:  

…a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity, 
in all matters relating to the reproductive system and to its 
functions and processes (ibid:40). 

These statements recognise that preventive and promotive 
health and the maintenance of wellbeing are fundamental to 

sexual and reproductive health and rights, and thus, 
ensuring the safe management of menstruation should be a 
fundamental component of SRHR activities.  

Despite the commitments and comprehensive repro-
ductive health definition, the Programme of Action does not 
mention menstrual hygiene management. The absence of 
MHM in global SRHR and adolescent health sectors has 
persisted since 1994 with subsequent major SRHR and 
adolescent frameworks, operational guidance and strategies 
overlooking the inclusion of menstruation and related hyg-
iene management (see UN 2014; UNFPA 2013; UNFPA 
2014; WHO 2010). Neglecting menstrual hygiene manage-
ment in sexual and reproductive health and rights activities 
compromises the quality and accuracy of information women 
and girls receive on MHM and is a missed opportunity for 
safely supporting a vital element of women’s and girls’ 
development and reproductive health.  

Existing WASH efforts have addressed both infra-
structure requirements for MHM alongside information and 
education for women and girls on managing menstruation 
safely. However, discussing taboo and sensitive topics often 
falls outside the expertise of WASH sector actors. WASH 
practitioners are ill-equipped to address broader sexual and 
reproductive health issues that arise when MHM is raised 
with women and girls. 

The SRHR sectors have extensive experience in working 
in areas of taboo and high risk topics for women and girls, yet 
there often exists a lack of integration or collaboration 
between WASH and SRHR actors and the delivery of 
menstrual hygiene management activities in sexual and 
reproductive health and rights programs. Furthermore, SRHR 
programs may reach marginalised and stigmatised groups 
that WASH programs may miss or find challenging to 
involve in their traditional programming efforts. 

Benefits of coordinating WASH and SRHR 
efforts 
Greater cross-sectoral collaboration provides the opportunity 
for WASH and SRHR sectors to complement their expertise 
to meet women’s and girls’ needs during menstruation and 
accelerate the realisation of each sector’s respective targets 
and goals. For SRHR actors, complementing menstrual 
hygiene management activities with WASH efforts in 
schools and communities can provide an entry point for 
accessing sexual and reproductive health information and 
services, particularly in sensitive religious or cultural envir-
onments and schools. Additionally, improving the quality 
and appropriate delivery of information and education on 
menstruation with women and girls (as well as men and boys) 
by sexual and reproductive health and rights practitioners, 
can assist in addressing taboos and harmful socio-cultural 
beliefs and practices associated with menstruation and repro-
ductive health. Beyond menarche and adolescent health, 
breaking the taboo of MHM can allow similarly neglected 
areas of women’s health such as post-abortion and post-
delivery care to be addressed. 

Fortunately, the intersectoral action that Resolution 
70/1 of the Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2015)  
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and the Global Strategy for Women’s, Children’s and 
Adolescents’ Health (Every Woman Every Child 2015) 
demand, provides the impetuous required for SRHR actors 
to embed MHM within their activities and collaborate effect-
tively with the WASH sector moving forward. Including 
targeted efforts to address menstruation and its hygienic 
management within adolescent and sexual and reproductive 
health and rights frameworks, curriculums and programs, is 
essential to ensuring women and girls globally can safely 
manage their menstruation and reproductive health.  

A call to action: Cross collaboration on MHM 
for WASH, gender equality and SRHR  
Comprehensively addressing MHM will require gender, 
SRHR and WASH actors to challenge their traditional ways 
of working and co-develop joint ways of working and 
taking action. Outlined below are initial action all actors can 
take to step towards improved, collective menstrual hygiene 
management efforts.  

1. Ensure women’s and girls’ voices and participation are 
central in all global, national and sub-national efforts to 
address MHM. 

2. Identify shared goals and targets across sectors and 
developing cross-sectoral platforms, plans and financial 
structures to jointly address MHM.  

3. Include indicators and targets for access to WASH  
and MHM in accountability frameworks for women’s 
empowerment, SRHR and adolescent health. 

4. Embed menstruation and MHM in all relevant human 
sexuality and reproductive health information, education 
and counselling. 

5. Establish menstruation and MHM as a core business to 
progressing the rights of women and girls in all advocacy, 
policy and program efforts by gender equality and 
women’s empowerment actors.  

6. Establish environmental and social determinants of health 
as core business of SRHR strategies and actions, par-
ticularly for the delivery of the Global Strategy for 
Women’s Children’s and Adolescent’s Health.  

7. Joint research initiatives by gender, WASH and SRHR 
experts to build an evidence base to more effectively 
address the harmful cultural, social and religious taboos 
of MHM 

8. MHM programming adopts gender-transformative 
approaches which address both practical and strategic 
gender interests  

Menstruation and its dignified and hygienic manage-
ment can no longer be siloed and led solely by technical 
solutions. It must be central to all development efforts to 
sustainably and meaningfully address the underlying cultural 
factors that lead to silence, secrecy and shame around mens-
truation for women and girls globally. In order to achieve 
this, we call for a paradigm shift in how we think and talk 
about MHM towards a gender-transformative dialogue, 
which empowers women and girls and changes the attitudes 
and actions of men and boys. We also call for collective and 
joint action across multiple sectors including WASH, SRHR, 
gender, education, private sector, and social protection. 
MHM is central to achieving outcomes in all development 
efforts, particularly WASH, gender equality and sexual 
reproductive health and rights. Now that there is visibility of 
menstrual hygiene management, it is time to take action.  
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 Disability, inequality and the Sustainable 
Development Goals: Challenges for data 

collection and evidence 

Kathryn James, Aleisha Carroll, Elena Down,  
CBM Australia with Asahel Bush 

Inequality is a barrier to human development. It can threaten social and political 
stability, and impacts economic growth (UN 2014). Inequality is also morally 
indefensible, as underscored by the principles of universality underpinning the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and their theme: ‘leave no one behind’.  

Inequality is impacted by gender, age, ethnicity, socio-economic status and—
an important but often overlooked factor—disability. This paper examines the 
significance of disability as a cause of inequality, the direction provided by the 
SDGs in addressing this issue, and the particular importance of collecting and using 
accurate data to better understand its impact and to guide good practice. It will also 
present strategies for collecting and using data to inform disability inclusive 
development.  

Disability, poverty and inequality 
Around 15 per cent of the world’s population have a disability, which could include 
sensory, physical, intellectual or mental impairment. The prevalence of disability 
within the poorest communities is estimated to be closer to 22 per cent (WHO and 
World Bank 2011), making consideration of the role of disability in perpetuating 
inequality and poverty a vital part of reducing poverty and achieving development 
goals. 

The term ‘disability’ describes the experience whereby people experience 
inequality on the basis of the impact of having one or more impairments. It is 
conceptualised in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD) as a consequence of the interaction of impairments with barriers—be they 
environmental, institutional, attitudinal or communication—that impede people 
with impairments from accessing their basic rights and participating fully in their 
communities on the same basis as other people, thus disabling them.  

Because people with impairments are disabled by barriers, they experience 
unequal access to social, political, cultural and economic life, including within 
development programs. This is true for people with disability across most countries 
and contexts, although it is important to recognise that the experiences of individuals 
with disability vary widely according to gender, age, ethnicity and socio-economic 
status. This variation means it is important to gather specific information about local 
contexts, in order to guide inclusive development practice. 

Development was originally conceived as a narrow economic growth 
paradigm, measured in GDP growth. As a result of this, inequality is also often 
considered only from an economic perspective, whereas it is important to recognise 
the non-economic elements. But even when looking at inequality from a largely 
economic standpoint, there is clear evidence of the impact of disability on poverty, 
and vice versa. A 2015 review of evidence from low and middle income countries 
found that 80 per cent of studies reported a link between poverty and disability 
(Banks and Polack 2014).  

People who are poor are more likely to be born with or acquire a disability, due 
to poor nutrition, hazardous work and housing conditions, and limited access to health 
care, for example. Similarly, people with disability are more likely to be poor because 
they face barriers to, and are excluded from, education, which limits their 
opportunities for employment, and because they and their families face higher costs 
for aids and devices, medical treatment and rehabilitation.  

The impact of such exclusion is significant: for instance, it is estimated that in 
Bangladesh, the exclusion of people with disability from the labour market leads to 
a loss  of US$891 million per year (Banks and Polack 2014). Thus  promoting 
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the inclusion of people with disability is vital to addressing 
inequality both for individuals, and at a national and inter-
national level. 

An economic or income-based approach to inequality 
can make it easier to quantify the impacts of exclusion of 
people with disability and the costs of inequality. It can also 
help to illustrate the likely economic benefits that will 
accrue from reducing inequality and promoting inclusion of 
people with disability. However development theorists such 
as Amartya Sen have noted that economic growth cannot 
provide a true measure of a person’s wellbeing, nor capture 
‘the full rigour of social deprivation’ experienced by people 
with disability, whose ‘freedom to live a good life is 
blighted in many different ways’ (Sen 2009:260).  

Addressing disability and inequality: A 
human rights approach 
If the goals of development are freedom (Sen 1999), 
emancipation and that which enhances political and legal 
‘equality’ (Kingsbury 2007), then development paradigms 
that enhance freedom are those that promote ‘development’ 
in the fullest sense by bringing about the processes that 
maximise those ends. Equality is also important—it is the 
foundation upon which freedom is constructed (ibid). Civil 
and political rights, such as those set out in the CRPD, 
provide a framework for ensuring equality of opportunities 
and removing constraints on individual agency to act. 

The level of inequality faced by people with disability 
compared to those without disability is often extreme. This 
includes being denied the right to an education or access to 
health care, including access to assistive devices that would 
improve mobility or communication. Women and girls with 
disabilities face particular vulnerabilities, being at far greater 
risk of violence and mistreatment than those without 
disability.  

Additionally, the ability of people with disability to 
obtain redress for inequalities can be constrained by dis-
criminatory laws, practices and policies, lack of accessible 
legal systems, and cultural and community attitudes. These 
inequalities will continue unabated unless concerted efforts 
are made to ‘leave no one behind’. 

The entrenched inequality faced by people with dis-
ability was a significant reason for the development and 
adoption of the CRPD, to articulate clearly how governments 
and the global community can ensure that people with dis-
ability achieve their rights on an equal basis with others. It 
was the first human rights treaty to include an article on 
international development and cooperation, which provides 
even further impetus to use international development efforts 
to support CRPD signatory governments to achieve the ends 
called for in the treaty. 

The Sustainable Development Goals 
Inequality is explicitly addressed within the SDGs, including 
recognition of the fact that disability can be a source of 
inequality. Further, the need to explicitly target people with 
disability is recognised within the targets of six of the goals, 

and arguably across all goals by virtue of the principles of 
interconnectedness and universality that underpins the SDGs. 
The specific recognition of and reference to disability within 
the goals stands in contrast to the Millennium Development 
Goals, which were widely criticised for not including refer-
ence to people with disability. 

Goal 10 aims to reduce inequality within and between 
countries, setting targets which address both economic and 
non-economic measures of inequality. Achieving income 
growth of the poorest is targeted, as well as empowerment 
and ‘social economic and political inclusion of all, irres-
pective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion 
or other status’ (emphasis added).  

Other SDG targets which explicitly reference disability 
include those with a focus on education (Goal 4); employ-
ment and economic growth (Goal 8); and access to cities, 
water resources, transport systems, and public spaces (Goal 
11). Additional targets also mention ‘the vulnerable’ or 
those in vulnerable situations, a designation now under-
stood to include people with disability.  

Goal 17, which focuses on means of implementation 
for the goals, specifies that data should be disaggregated by 
disability (as well as many other characteristics). It also 
calls for building the capacity of developing countries to 
collect these statistics. This focus on data is part of a larger 
trend, also driven by CRPD Article 31 (on statistics and data 
collection)1 and requirements by donors, including the 
Australian Aid program, which are now expecting or man-
dating disaggregation by disability as part of monitoring 
processes.  

Many development agencies, as they deepen their 
practice on disability inclusion, are also seeking to incor-
porate measurement of disability and disability inclusion 
within their own monitoring and evaluation processes. This 
is a means to understand the level and degree of inequality 
faced by people with disability in the poorest communities, 
to identify specific issues, attitudes and barriers prevalent 
within particular communities, and also to measure progress 
on disability inclusive programming. 

Improving understanding of disability and 
inequality  
Recognition of the importance of a nuanced understanding of 
disability inclusion as a means of reducing inequality has 
many implications for development agencies. Key among 
these is the need for a sharper focus on evidence—not only 
in terms of collecting evidence on the interrelationships 
between disability, inequality and development to inform 
practice, but also in terms of evaluating and documenting the 
approaches and methods that are used to collect evidence.  

A focus on evidence is important for several reasons: 

 There has historically been a lack of reliable data about 
disability, including an underestimation of disability pre-
valence and impact, which has undermined efforts to 
improve disability inclusion.  

 Many approaches to project planning and data collection 
have tended to treat people with disability as a homogenous 
group, ignoring a vast diversity of experiences and 
perspectives.  
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 Due to stigma and exclusion in many communities men, 
women, boys and girls with disability are ‘hidden’ or less 
visible, and often have not participated in planning or data 
collection activities.  

 The complexities of understanding and measuring dis-
ability and the different communication modes used by 
people with disability require consideration of appropriate 
data collection approaches and methodologies.  

These are important considerations for data collection 
approaches, which need to avoid reinforcing discriminatory 
structures and norms, or causing shame or harm to 
individuals. 

The remainder of this paper explores issues around the 
collection of data relating to disability (including but not 
limited to disaggregation by disability) in order to under-
stand and address inequalities in development contexts. 
This draws upon the Practice Note on disability inclusive 
data collection developed by Plan International Australia 
and the CBM-Nossal Partnership for Disability Inclusive 
Development (Bush et al. 2015).  

Principles for disability inclusive data 
collection 
A few key principles serve as a starting point to guide 
agencies in the process of disability inclusive data collection: 

 Genuinely engaging with diversity and addressing ine-
qualities in populations requires agencies to move 
beyond a ‘compliance’ mindset of meeting the require-
ments of donors, which are often focused on counting or 
quantifying people with disability involved in specific 
activities. Inclusive practice requires practitioners to 
understand and redress various inequalities that exist 
between (and within) different groups of people. This 
could include challenging attitudes and practices, not just 
counting or promoting the participation of a particular 
group. Program planners and managers need to be clear 
about what evidence they need in order to understand 
complex situations and to inform their disability inclusive 
practice, recognising that this will vary between loca-
tions, sectors and different stages of a project. 

 Programs should aim to collect data that will inform— 
and allow for monitoring of—inclusion at three levels: 
whether women, men, girls and boys with disability have 
meaningful participation in a project; whether they are 
equally benefiting from projects targeting them or their 
communities compared to people without disability; and 
whether there are changes in their communities and 
households which support greater inclusion beyond the 
project. 

 Data collection approaches should recognise and seek to 
understand the diversity of experiences of people with 
different types of disability, and the intersections of 
exclusion based on sex, age, ethnicity, disability and other 
factors of marginalisation. 

 Disability inclusive practice and the collection of evi-
dence to underpin it are ongoing journeys. Each project 
cycle will involve several rounds of collecting data, 
learning, adapting/improving and taking action, and then 
repeating this process again to further strengthen dis-
ability inclusion and refine data collection approaches. 
Regular opportunities should be built into this cycle to 

share learnings and continually improve project strategies 
and data collection approaches. 

 The participation of women, men, girls and boys with 
disability in designing, adapting and implementing data 
collection methods is a key principle of disability inclu-
sive practice, in line with CRPD principles. This might 
require specific support/training to build the capacity and 
confidence of people with disability to be involved.  

 Action is needed to raise awareness among project and 
data collection staff. The ability of programs to collect 
data effectively and respectfully is dependent on staff 
having positive and sensitive attitudes and behaviours 
towards people with disability. 

 Data collection methods and tools should be adapted in 
collaboration with people with disability to fit the local 
context, and ensure that all methods include a focus on 
disability inclusion and gender equality.  

 Disability inclusion requirements including costs need 
to be incorporated into research designs or terms of 
reference. 

It should also be acknowledged that addressing these 
considerations will require some time and resources, which 
might not be possible in every context. However, there are 
always some steps which can be taken without large 
resource requirements which can provide a starting point for 
strengthening inclusion and designing appropriate data 
collection methods. 

Collecting data relating to disability: Tools 
and methods 
A variety of tools and methods can be used to collect data 
with, from and about people with disability. It is important 
that agencies feel confident in deciding what information is 
actually most relevant in particular program or project 
contexts; understanding how data gathered will inform their 
disability inclusive practice; and in having the capacity to 
analyse and use information. There is also potential for data 
collection and analysis processes to address inequalities 
through the very process of including people with disability 
as active participants and decision makers, thus addressing 
issues of stigma and discrimination as components of 
inequality. 

Gaining a more nuanced picture of disability inclusion 
will require the use of both qualitative and quantitative 
methods; the use of existing data, where this exists; the 
adaptation of existing methods and tools (to address the prin-
ciples discussed above); and possibly the use of disability-
specific data collection tools. It should involve collecting data 
from women, men, girls and boys with disability themselves, 
their carers and household members, Disabled People’s 
Organisations and other groups, disability service providers, 
local NGOs, community leaders, government represent-
tatives, and a range of other community members. Data 
should be disaggregated at a minimum by sex, age and 
disability to reflect diverse experiences and enable com-
parison of outcomes between groups. 

Collecting data about disability often involves the 
identification of people with disability, typically for the 
purpose of disaggregating data or categorising participants 
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in data collection processes and project activities. Given  
the stigma and discrimination often associated with  
being labelled ‘disabled’ in some communities, specific 
approaches should be used when identifying people with 
disability to avoid causing any harm or shame or drawing 
particular attention to their impairment.  

International agencies have developed questions on 
‘functioning’ that ask people about basic activities or major 
body functions, such as whether people have difficulty 
walking, seeing or communicating with others. These 
questions (for example, the Washington Group Short Set of 
Questions on Disability) avoid using the language of 
‘disability’ but enable identification of most people who are 
likely to have a disability. They can be incorporated into 
various data collection processes. 

It is far easier to adapt existing data collection 
processes to capture information about disability than to 
establish separate systems of data collection focused on 
disability. It could involve adding questions to existing 
surveys and monitoring tools, asking about disability 
inclusion in existing qualitative methods such as focus 
group discussions, or specifically seeking out people with 
disability as participants. A range of disability-specific or 
adapted tools are available to aid in this process such as 
disability identification tools, disability inclusion surveys, 
methods for collecting data with and from children with 
disability, and participatory methods which have been 
adapted and tested. 

For all methods, procedures and tools should be 
adapted to the specific local and project context, and 
developed in consultation with local people with disability 
or advisory committees. It is important to: 

 consider the physical accessibility of data collection 
venues or meeting places; 

 ensure documents and information are available in 
accessible formats (e.g. Braille/large print or electronic 
versions and sign language interpreters are available), and 
that translations of tools are meaningful and respectful in 
local cultural contexts; and 

 select culturally appropriate and sensitive meeting places 
and groupings of participants.  

Procedures for child protection, informed consent and 
confidentiality, as well as staff awareness of implications in 

practice, are also vital to avoiding harm and avoiding stig-
matising people with disability.  

Conclusion 
The SDGs provide a strong framework for recognising and 
addressing disability as a source of inequality, including 
through improved data collection. Specific guidance on 
appropriate collection and use of data can help guide 
development agencies and programming. Development 
workers need to seek to understand the nuances of exclusion 
and inequality faced by people with disability in specific 
communities, and improve their development practice to 
ensure they challenge this exclusion and promote the full 
realisation of the rights of people with disability. Only in 
this way can we ensure we truly ‘leave no-one behind’.  

Note 
1  Article 31 reads in part: ‘States Parties undertake to collect 

appropriate information, including statistical and research 
data, to enable them to formulate and implement policies to 
give effect to the present Convention’. 
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Gender, sexuality and disadvantage: Intimately entwined, but perpetually  
divorced within international development? 

Gillian Fletcher, Institute for Human Security and Social Change, La Trobe University; 
Gary Dowsett, Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society, La Trobe University;  

Stephen Wood, Institute for Development Studies, UK; and  
Nicola Henry, Crime, Justice and Legal Studies, La Trobe University

Introduction 
Gender and sexuality are widely recognised as being intim-
ately related to social injustice and inequality, and intimately 
related to each other. We use the word ‘intimately’ delib-
erately, given the worldwide fixation with types of bodies and 
what they do, where, who with, how, and how often. 

In terms of the relationship to injustice and inequality, 
both gender and sexuality function as ‘parallel and inter-
locking’ social hierarchies that shape basic relationships 
and access to resources and power (Collins 1993:37). Race 
or ethnicity and class, caste, and socio-economic status also 
function in this way (and in some cultures, other hierarchies 
form; for example religion, or age) (Acker 2006; Collins 
1993; Connell 2002, 2005 [1995]; Kimmel 2014; Ore 2009; 
Rahman and Jackson 2010; Schmitt 1988). 

Ilkkaracan and Jolly (2007:3) note that the hierarchies 
and norms related to gender and sexuality can have ‘reper-
cussions related to poverty, marginalisation and death’. 
Gender and sexuality are not ‘add-on’ issues; they should 
be central to the development endeavour.1 As the lead 
author has argued elsewhere: 

Work that seeks to address inequalities must affect 
change in the social, historically shifting and political 
hierarchies and norms that create and sustain such 
inequalities. These hierarchies and norms include those 
related to gender and sexuality, as well as class or caste, 
race or ethnicity and, in some countries, age and religion 
(Fletcher 2015:1). 

In relation to the entwinement of gender and sexuality, 
Rahman and Jackson (2010:5) state: ‘The social construc-
tion and significance of one can rarely be understood 
without considering the other’. It is often impossible to say 
whether something is an effect of gender, or of sexuality. 
For example, we observe this entwinement when men and 
boys who display a non-dominant form of masculinity are 
subject to violence and abuse, or when male, female and 
trans* sex workers experience stigma and discrimination 
that is related not to the physiological sex of their body, but 
to the way in which those bodies engage in sex that lies 
outside of the normative bounds of non-transactional, 
preferably monogamous sex, that occurs within certain 
types of relationships.2  

Nonetheless, within the field of international develop-
ment there is a tendency for gender and sexuality to be 
treated as independent silos, addressed separately from one 
another (DFID 2014; AusAID 2012). One of these silos is 
considerably larger than the other: a quick search of the 

DFAT website in April 2016 produced 13,639 documents 
containing the word ‘gender’, and 67 documents containing 
the word ‘sexuality’. 

This paper begins with a brief overview of research 
undertaken by the authors and sexual health and rights 
practitioners in a Southeast Asian country examining the 
intersections of gender, sexuality, disadvantage, and how 
that plays out in reality for practitioners. It will then des-
cribe and discuss the outputs of a workshop run by these 
collaborators as part of the ACFID University Network 
conference in 2015. The workshop, which attracted par-
ticipants from both academia and the world of development 
practice, provided an opportunity for people to discuss the 
complexities and realities of working within gender and 
sexuality silos while seeking to generate wide-ranging 
social change. This paper will conclude with a discussion of 
implications for donors, and International Non Government 
Organisations, of recognising the intersections between 
gender, sexuality, and disadvantage. 

Background 
In 2014, the authors received a grant from the La Trobe 
University Transforming Human Society Research Focus 
Area to explore the following questions: 

 How are gender and sexuality understood within two case 
study organisations that seek to improve the lives and 
rights of marginalised and disadvantaged people in a 
South East Asian developing country? 

 How do these organisations incorporate understandings of 
gender and sexuality into their work? 

Our rationale was: gender and sexuality are intimately 
entwined; both are connected to injustice and inequality; 
and international development work tends to address gender 
and sexuality as independent from each other. Further, we 
argued that within international development there is a ten-
dency for gender and sexuality to be described and engaged 
with through ‘categorical thinking’ (Connell 2012:1628). 
Gender is frequently conceptualised and addressed through 
recourse to binary categories of sex (man/woman) that are 
assigned to most people at birth. For example, the aspect of 
gender-based violence (GBV) that is most commonly 
addressed is that of violence against women. This focus can, 
unintentionally, hide or marginalise other forms of GBV, 
such as rape of men in war. Gender inequality is another 
area of work where the focus on the sexed categories of men 
and women effectively erases a broader understanding  
of gender. Sexuality is frequently understood within 
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international development through recourse to binary 
categories of sexual identity/orientation: heterosexual or 
non-heterosexual without paying attention to the ways in 
which gender and sexuality intersect, for instance, the 
association of particular forms of masculinity (and femin-
inity) with heterosexuality.  

Systemic inequalities do exist across the world between 
both women and men, and heterosexual and non-hetero-
sexual people. The following paragraph from Connell 
(2012: 1681) focused on gender, but we argue that it can be 
extrapolated to refer to both gender and sexuality:  

Categorical thinking does not have a way of con-
ceptualizing the dynamics of gender [and sexuality]: that 
is, the historical processes in gender [and sexuality] 
itself, the way gender [and sexuality] orders are created 
and gender [and sexuality] inequalities are created and 
challenged.  

The aim of working with partner organisations from 
Southeast Asia was to explore people’s understandings of 
gender, sexuality, and the connections between the two, as 
well as to understand the effects that these understandings 
had on the day-to-day practice of these organisations.  

Given this was a pilot study, we began by reviewing 
the organisations we knew and considered whether it would 
be worth approaching them to become our case study 
partners. The first organisation we approached agreed to 
participate in the project, so we then began searching for a 
second organisation in the same country. The second organ-
isation we approached also agreed to participate. Both 
organisations expressed the desire to have space in which to 
do more thinking and reflection on issues of gender and 
sexuality, so our research request was timely. Our com-
munity partners were: 

1. A national organisation with a focus on sexual health 
promotion, treatment and advocacy, which worked with 
communities including young men and women, men 
who have sex with men (MSM), sex workers, and trans* 
women; and 

2. An urban organisation working on community mobil-
isation to address issues of sexuality and poverty for 
lesbians, bisexual women and trans* men.3  

The research 
Data for a qualitative study were collected from three 
sources: interviews with organisation staff members and 
managers, participatory research workshops, and key 
documents. The informant interviews and the workshops 
were designed to explore participants’ conceptual under-
standings of gender and sexuality and the influence that 
such understandings have on the day-to-day practice of their 
organisations. The document analysis, which focused on 
materials identified by participants as having contributed to 
their and their organisation’s conceptualisation of gender 
and sexuality, provided another viewpoint. Research ethics 
approval was granted by the La Trobe University Human 
Ethics Committee, and fieldwork was undertaken in 
October 2014.  

Briefly, a total of four semi-structured informant inter-
views were conducted (two per partner organisation) and 
participatory workshops held with staff from Organisation 
A and Organisation B. A total of nine participants took part 
in the workshops, including five participants in Workshop 
A and four participants in Workshop B. The workshop for 
Organisation A ran for two days, while the Organisation B 
workshop was 1.5 days.  

The workshop facilitators used Participatory Learning 
in Action tools, including mapping and Venn diagrams, to 
encourage participants to describe and explore their own 
knowledge of the communities in which they work in rela-
tion to spheres of disadvantage (including, but not limited 
to, gender and sexuality). Participants were also asked to 
reflect on what influenced their understandings of gender 
and sexuality, and to talk about their own work and the 
challenges faced. At the end of the workshops, facilitators 
asked participants to reflect on how improvements could be 
made in future work. The two workshop facilitators took 
notes of the workshop discussion and destroyed any original 
workshop materials as required by the ethics approval. 

Details of documents that had contributed to participant 
and organisational conceptualisation of gender and sexu-
ality were sought in both interviews and workshops, and 
then either sourced by the researchers themselves or provi-
ded by the organisations. A total of 20 internal and external 
key documents were identified, including those produced 
by organisations such as the World Health Organization, the 
International Planned Parenthood Federation, and the UK 
Institute of Development Studies.  

Prior to the ACFID University Network conference in 
2015, representatives of both organisations and the research 
team met together to brainstorm the themes emerging from 
an initial analysis of the data. These themes were then pre-
sented in our joint ACFID University Network conference 
workshop session, where representatives from our partner 
organisations had the chance to speak directly about their 
work. 

The conference workshop session 
A total of 35 conferees attended the workshop session. They 
were first presented with the themes emerging from the 
research. These are being reported in full elsewhere, but can 
be summarised as: 

1.  Participants from the two Southeast Asian organisations 
saw gender, sexuality and disadvantage as interlinked, for 
example: 

 Inequality of access to power and resources for 
people who do not ‘fit’ certain norms. 

 Limited employment opportunities. 
 Limited access to services (e.g. sexual health; res-

triction on access to formal education for some 
young mothers). 

 Limited ‘voice’. 
 Inequality of rights before the law (especially in 

relation to sexuality). 
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2. Work on gender and sexuality faces strong opposition in 
the research site: 

 ‘Tradition’ and ‘culture’ were identified by all 
participants as contributing to disadvantage related 
to gender and sexuality. 

3. Gender and sexuality are difficult to define, and often very 
difficult to ‘take apart’: 

 There is ongoing international academic debate. 
 Confusing definitions are provided in many key 

documents (particularly when it comes to talking 
about ‘gender roles’ and ‘gender identity’ without 
reverting to talking about physiological sex). 

 Understandings of gender and of sexuality focused 
on issues of known or assumed identity, rather than 
on social/political/historical power analyses; further, 
these understandings were deeply grounded in a 
physiological sex binary. 

4. Participants wanted to further develop their under-
standings of gender, sexuality and inequality, in order to 
improve the effectiveness of their work. 

In the light of these themes, and of presentations from 
organisational partners on the day-to-day realities of their 
work, workshop participants broke into groups to consider 
the following questions: 

1. Do you think using a more intersectional understanding of 
gender, sexuality and inequality might help us to help us 
tackle disadvantage more effectively? Why, or why not? 

2. What might a more intersectional approach look like? 
What could we change? 

3. What are the challenges in taking a more intersectional 
approach? Would anything be lost by doing so? 

‘Intersectional’ was used to refer to work that under-
stands and responds to social hierarchies (including, but not 
limited to, gender and sexuality) in relation to each other, 
and to their social, economic and historical dimensions 
(Connell 2005 [1995]). 

Answers to question one fell into three groups: ‘yes’, 
‘no’, and ‘maybe’. Participants immediately raised the 
issue of power—and the need to be able to recognise and 
respond to the power relationships and constraints on 
access to power and resources that link gender and 
sexuality with inequality. Many participants argued that a 
more intersectional understanding of gender and sexuality 
could help to tackle disadvantage, if this work on power 
was undertaken. The importance of understanding and 
working with culture in order to undertake effective 
intersectional work on gender and sexuality was also 
raised—the balancing act between challenging unjust and 
inequitable norms related to gender and sexuality without 
being accused of being ‘culturally inappropriate’ or 
threatening ‘tradition’ has been well noted in development 
(Jolly 2000; Maticka-Tyndale and Smylie 2008; Pigg 
2002). Civil society strengthening and paying particular 
attention to ‘unintended consequences’ of intersectional 
work were also proposed for such an approach to be 
effective. 

Those participants in the ‘maybe’ camp were con-
cerned about the potential for loss of specificity within a 
move to an intersectional approach. Comments included: 
‘We need to identify what the connections/intersections are, 
and still recognise differences and different needs’.  

The ‘no’ camp argued that the development sector 
functions in a way that requires ‘clear’ strategies and res-
ponses, defined on a sector-by-sector basis. An inter-
sectional approach, some people thought, could not be 
effectively implemented within such a structure. Others in 
this camp also argued that development ‘may be ready to 
explore gender, but not sexuality’. 

In relation to question two: ‘What might a more inter-
sectional approach look like? What could we change?’ 
participants commented that a rights-based approach, in 
which states are reminded of their role as duty bearers of 
human rights for all, would be essential. This, of course, is 
nothing new (Gready and Ensor 2005; Langford 2010). The 
rhetoric of rights-based approaches has long been part of the 
development canon; yet sexual rights remain contested 
(Correa and Petchesky 2007 [1994]; International Planned 
Parenthood Federation 2016; Maticka-Tyndale and Smylie 
2008). 

Participants also agreed that effective implementation 
of intersectional work on gender and sexuality that is rights-
based was dependent on ‘holistic responses’ that brought 
together individual champions, institutional-level policy 
and legislation, and structural change. One participant sum-
med up the group discussion as follows: ‘The common 
ground needs to be that freedom from discrimination and 
recognition of differences are fundamental rights’. Another 
added: ‘It’s a web. We need policy change. We need local 
champions. We need appropriate strategies for all levels of 
intervention’. The importance of context was stressed and 
being aware of when to push for change, where, and how. 

In relation to the question ‘What are the challenges in 
taking a more intersectional approach? Would anything be 
lost by doing so?’ a number of participant-posed questions 
arose including: What are the challenges of ‘dealing with 
multi-dimensional issues and complexity’ within current 
development frameworks? ‘How would we market an 
organisation that works in this way?’ And ‘How can we 
document evidence for funders?’ Such comments clearly 
relate to ongoing development debates on the politics of 
evidence in a sector characterised by complexity (Eyben, 
Guijt, Roche and Shutt 2015; Ramalingam, Laric and 
Primrose 2014). The challenge of skills development was 
also mentioned, as well as the reality of conflicting agendas 
and conflicting organisational priorities. Finally, one partic-
ipant asked: ‘Will anyone know what intersectional means?’ 

Implications for donors and other agencies 
From the quality and content of workshop discussions, we 
think it is fair to say that the majority of workshop partic-
ipants were interested in, and saw the value of, taking a 
more intersectional approach to challenging inequality, 
while raising important caveats, including terminology use 
and the desire not to introduce yet another technical 
English-language term to an already overcrowded lexicon. 
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The majority of caveats raised related to the existing 
form and functioning of international development super-
structures, and whether or not these were capable of sup-
porting an intersectional approach or, rather, would actively 
hinder it. As noted, much has already been written about the 
politics of evidence and the need to address complexity  
in international development. Yet, participants remained 
unconvinced that systems of program design, monitoring 
and evaluation, marketing, and funding could ‘cope’ with 
work that does not fit within current development systems. 

Taking a more intersectional approach would, how-
ever, require a reframing of these systems in ways that 
acknowledge and engage with the emergence and uncer-
tainty of shifting and intersecting systems of power and 
inequality. Gender work would have to set aside the ‘add 
women and stir’ approach for one that recognises gender as 
a process, grounded not in the sexed body but in norms and 
judgements of masculinity and femininity. As Cornwall 
(2000: 1) has written, one of the biggest challenges for 
international development in effectively promoting change 
regarding gender relates to the ‘pervasive slippage between 
“involving women” and “addressing gender”’. This, in turn, 
would require monitoring and evaluation systems that are 
designed to deal with emergence and non-linear pathways 
of change. Marketing could no longer proffer easy fixes 
(e.g. ‘give us money and we will save this child’) and 
funding would need to be less siloed and more inter-
sectional itself. 

Perhaps the greatest challenges for donors and other 
agencies, however, exist in the realm of values. The com-
ment offered during workshop discussion sessions as to 
development being ‘ready’ to tackle gender but not sexu-
ality was a telling one, particularly when considered in light 
of further comments regarding promotion of universal 
rights. If one accepts that gender and sexuality are intim-
ately entwined, then it is not possible to engage with gender 
issues without also engaging in issues of sexuality, albeit 
unintentionally. For example, women’s access to contra-
ception is a sexual right. Not advocating for access to 
contraception for all, regardless of marital status, has the 
effect of undermining this right, and reinforcing norms and 
stereotypes that apply a double standard to men and women 
when it comes to pre-marital sex. Similarly, running 
‘women’s’ programs that do not engage with trans* women 
can unintentionally reinforce the view that one’s (born) sex 
organs determine who you are, and how you should act in 
the world. Gender-based violence programs that do not 
recognise the violence committed against those of non-
normative gender and sexual minorities do the same thing, 
reinforcing being born with female genitalia as a precursor 
of victimhood, while being born with male genitalia is a 
precursor of the perpetrator role. This unintentionally serves 
to mask the historical, social and power-based processes of 
gender inequality, and ignores the reality that the issue is 
with a particular form of dominant masculinity in which 
physical violence is a first recourse. 

Even if one does not accept that gender and sexuality 
are entwined, then taking a rights-based approach surely 

requires that sexuality-related inequality is taken as seri-
ously as gender-related inequality? 

Conclusion 
This project reminds us, once again, of the messiness of 
international development and the complexity and inter-
section of the issues many of us seek to address. There are 
no simple boundaries between work that is gender related, 
and work that is sexuality related. Yet as the conference 
workshop reminded us, we function within systems that do 
not cope well with such complexity and intersection.  

Nevertheless, there is a readiness and an interest among 
academics/practitioners to delve into the mess, and to 
continue to ask questions. This was demonstrated during the 
workshop, which proved a highly valuable addition to our 
research process. It is also demonstrated by recent levels of 
engagement by many within Australia’s international deve-
lopment sector in an ACFID Community of Practice on 
Sexual Rights in Development which is co-convened by the 
lead author. The work continues. 

Notes 
1 We note that the words ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’—and the 

frameworks in which they are used and understood within the 
development industry—are English-language constructs that 
can serve to over-write pre-existing concepts (and identities). 
This paper is, in part, a response to this hegemony, but 
further discussion of this issue is outside of the scope of this 
paper.  

2 We use the word trans* as an umbrella term for people who 
present and/or identify as neither man nor woman, or whose 
presentation/identity differs from the societal expectations of 
the body with which they were born. 

3 The organisations, and the country they are from, are not 
named for ethical reasons. 
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Weaving a new approach to improving student literacy outcomes:  
The Pacific Literacy and School Leadership Programme 

Heti Veikune, University of the South Pacific and Rebecca Spratt, Pacific Literacy  
and School Leadership Programme

Introduction 
The current catch-cry in education aid discourse is that 
developing country education systems are facing a crisis 
of quality. This crisis is typically positioned as the result 
of the preoccupation in recent decades with education 
access in lieu of education quality or getting students to 
learn. However, deeper analysis of the access-quality 
tension indicates that the crisis of quality is not simply a 
result of insufficient attention to learning, but insufficient 
attention to the complex and context-dependent nature of 
teaching and learning. Empirical research on teaching and 
learning in developing country contexts, overwhelmingly 
supports the view that context matters and that insufficient 
understanding of the local nature of pedagogy and pro-
fessional learning is behind the failure of many inter-
national interventions to impact positively on student 
learning (Anderson and Mundy 2014; Barrett 2007; 
Riddell 2012; Schweisfurth 2011; Tabulawa 2013; Vavrus 
and Bartlett 2012).  

A recognition of the need for more contextualised 
understandings of teaching and learning is visible within 
the discourse of Pacific developing country governments 
and educationalists, driven in part by a sense that adopting 
uncritically the ‘best practice’ solutions offered by inter-
national aid agencies has failed to deliver the desired 
education outcomes. The Pacific Literacy and School 
Leadership Programme (PLSLP) was initiated by the New 
Zealand Aid Programme, as a response to the desire 
expressed by several Pacific Ministries of Education to 
better understand the specific dynamics of their so-called 
‘literacy crisis’ and to develop local solutions. This paper 
tells the story of PLSLP to date, using a pan-Pacific 
metaphor of weaving, known in Tongan as heilaki 
lālanga. The voices of two of the PLSLP team members 
are woven together, reflecting the collaboration of 
Oceanic educationalists and development practitioners 
involved in PLSLP and the importance of weaving 
international research with local context. The paper first 
provides an overview of the quality education ‘crisis’ and 
the way in which global educational and aid agendas 
influence the framing of and response to education quality 
issues in developing countries including those of the 
Pacific region. The paper then presents research on why 
the approaches to addressing quality and learning often 
promoted by global education aid actors are problematic. 
Using the Pacific metaphor of weaving, the paper then 
describes key elements of the PLSLP which together 
comprise a case study of a contextualised approach to 
researching and advancing the achievement of valued 
learning outcomes in Pacific classrooms.  

The learning crisis—a failure of schools or of 
policy? 
Issues of quality and learning outcomes have always been a 
focus of the global education agenda of the international 
development community, as demonstrated by the seminal 
1990 Education for All (EFA) declaration, which stated:  

The focus of basic education must, therefore, be on actual 
learning acquisition and outcome, rather than exclusively 
upon enrolment, continued participation in organized pro-
grammes and completion of certification requirements 
(World Conference on Education for All 1990, quoted in 
Barrett et al. 2006:9).  

Yet, for many developing countries these commitments 
have not translated into improved learning outcomes on  
the ground. Statistics provided by the UNESCO Global 
Monitoring Reports on EFA, and the Global Partnership for 
Education, indicate that while enrolment and completion 
rates have steadily increased over the two decades since 
EFA, some 130 million children, or one out of four children 
in school have not learned to read by year 4 (UNESCO 
2013). Developing countries in the Pacific region show 
similar trends although enrolment and completion rates 
across the Pacific have been on a general upward trend, 
recent data show literacy and numeracy levels are poor and 
potentially declining. The 2012 Pacific Island Literacy and 
Numeracy Assessment (SPC 2012) undertaken across 14 
countries in the Pacific found the ‘literacy situation in the 
Pacific at a dire situation’ with only three in every 10 
students performing at expected levels in years 4 and 6 of 
primary school (ibid). These findings, and other similar 
evidence, have been effective in catalyzing greater attention 
on issues surrounding the quality of teaching and learning 
in classrooms in many Pacific countries. While this is a 
positive shift, the way in which it has been translated into 
policy and into government and donor-funded interventions 
has too often been based on a reductionist notion of quality, 
which limits the effectiveness of such policy (Alexander 
2008; Wagner 2012). 

Reframing quality  
Quality education, and subsequently learning, tends to be 
talked about in terms of things that governments and donors 
can see and to a greater extent control—teacher qualif-
ications, teacher-pupil ratios, number of books in schools. 
These perspectives conflate education (or learning), with 
schooling (the mechanics of service delivery), and quality 
with efficiency (Barrett et al. 2006; Fuller and Clarke 1994; 
Riddell 2008). The global education agenda is fundamentally 
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shaped by a belief in ‘best practice’ solutions that can ‘be 
applied to perceived regional and national education prob-
lems regardless of contextual difference’ (Coxon and 
Munce 2008:147; Crossley 2010; Pritchett and Sandefur 
2013). This has given rise to a series of remarkably similar 
programs implemented across the globe, including in the 
Pacific region, such as school-based management, teacher 
training and standards setting, child-friendly schools, stand-
ardised assessment programs and so on (ibid). While not 
discounting the importance of the issues claimed to be 
addressed by these programs, the reviews of actual design 
and implementation are generally highly critical or incon-
clusive at best about their impact on student learning 
(Pritchett and Sandefur 2013; Riddell 2008).  

The political appeal of tangible inputs/outputs often 
supports such approaches in favour of having to sell inter-
ventions that require addressing the less tangible and more 
variable dynamics that shape the teaching and learning 
process inside classrooms. This reflects wider challenges of 
the international development system which in general 
‘emphasizes universal over contextual knowledge, a know-
ledge system that is deductive and oriented to general pre-
dictive models, and that constantly organizes attention away 
from the contingencies of practice and the plurality of 
perspectives’ (Mosse 2011:87). It also reflects a well-known 
historical tendency within education policy to treat pedagogy 
as an input that can be controlled, rather than a dynamic and 
variable process that is shaped by the specific context of each 
classroom (Alexander 2008). The same criticism applies  
to the way in which teacher training and the introduction  
of curriculum or pedagogical reforms have often been 
approached. As empirical research has shown, the expec-
tations teachers have of their students and the beliefs they 
hold about the learning and teaching process interact with 
teachers’ engagement with new ways of teaching (Barrett 
2007; McNaughton 2007; Vavrus and Bartlett 2012). These 
beliefs vary not only from country to country but school to 
school, and class to class. Teachers weave their students 
learning using the resources they have to hand, intertwined 
with their own beliefs and knowledge about learning and 
shaped by their colleagues, context and history. Failing to 
engage with teachers as weavers of learning and with the 
recognition that learning is a socially and culturally bound 
process hampers our ability to lift learning outcomes 
(McNaughton and Lai 2009; Vavrus and Bartlett 2012).  

Weaving our way to improved learning: The 
Pacific Literacy and School Leadership 
Programme  
PLSLP was initiated in 2014 by the New Zealand Aid 
Programme in response to calls from several Pacific 
governments for assistance in understanding and respond-
ing to the evidence of lower than expected levels of literacy 
at primary level. PLSLP is a collaboration between the 
University of Auckland’s Faculty of Education, the Institute 
of Education of the University of the South Pacific, and the 
relevant Ministries of Education. It has woven together 
research knowledge and practice from a team of NZ and 
Pacific educationalists, development practitioners and 

researchers with a shared aim of improving literacy learning 
in primary schools in Cook Islands, Solomon Islands and 
Tonga.  

Drawing on the metaphor of weaving, the paper will 
now describe the key principles of the design of PLSLP and 
the research-evidence that sits behind these principles. 
Weaving is one of the oldest art forms in many of our 
Pacific islands, its origins steeped in whispers of long sea 
journeys by mythical-like women with amazing skills; a 
romantic tale passed down through the generations, fascin-
ating us to this day. Weaving is best understood and 
appreciated not only when it is seen up close but also when 
one hears the stories around it. Weaving can be a solitary or 
communal activity but is most often, these days, done 
collectively, involving experts and novices in the process.  

Even before beginning to weave a mat, often the 
purpose for which the mat is woven is known; for example, 
for a special celebration of life or achievement, preparation 
for a major event, or even death. The purpose of the mat 
shapes decisions about the kind of pandanus to use, the 
width to which it will be woven, and any other adornments 
that will be made. Only then can the design of the mat  
be determined along with decisions about what specific 
materials to use, and who to involve in the weaving process.  

In the weaving of PLSLP, our purpose is supporting the 
literacy learning of students and thus the literacy teaching 
capabilities of our teachers. Time was therefore taken to 
understand the wider cultural context in which literacy and 
language is situated and the expectations that schools and 
communities have for their students.  

Essentially, a good mat achieves a straight line or runs 
(called hala meaning ‘road’) and the tension in the weft and 
warp is neither too tight nor too loose. The weaving is a 
process of interlacing strips of pandanus to create a mat of 
between 10–30 ft long x 8ft wide. Weavers use different 
kinds of pandanus of varying width, length, colour, and 
texture with innovative decorative plaiting and edging using 
both traditional and introduced materials. The PLSLP mat 
currently being woven uses wefts from New Zealand, the 
Solomon Islands, the Cook Islands, Tonga and Vanuatu. A 
collection of educational institutions and individuals who 
have individual and collective skills in literacy and school 
leadership, who are passionate about children achieving 
great results and who are committed to seeing some real 
results in their schools. In each of our smaller contexts too, 
we are weaving our own mats that can be used as a mantle 
to be placed on the bigger mat that we are weaving together.  

The inception phase 
The weaving of PLSLP began in 2014, with the careful 
selection of the different kinds of pandanus—of varying 
width and length and strength—for this mat. The first run/ 
line/ road (hala) was started (fatu). Skilled weavers picked 
the strongest and most durable (fe‘unu) of pandanus to start 
the weaving because it ensures that the rest of the mat will 
be strong. It also gives confidence to the weavers that there 
is a firm foundation to start from, rather than focusing on 
what they do not know. This reflects the ‘strengths-based’ 
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approach adopted by PLSLP, in which the existing 
strengths of students and teachers were taken as the starting 
point from which to extend capabilities in literacy. These 
strengths were identified through a robust process of class-
room observation and analysis of available student achieve-
ment data. These data highlighted where students and 
teachers’ strengths were, where there was room to improve. 
Importantly, also, they provided insights on what aspects of 
both teaching and learning are most valued by school 
communities, and therefore what should frame the intro-
duction of any changes in practice. This stage is difficult 
because the weave itself is intricate and slightly different 
from the runs that will follow. It is often thicker and 
elaborate as the fe‘unu have to sit right and straight and they 
basically hold the mat together. Likewise, when the mat is 
finished, the same intricate weaving will be made to ‘end’ 
(fakangata) the mat. 

The sense making phase 
After the initial run, the second run (hala fakama‘ufatu) was 
the ‘sense-making’ stage of PLSLP where all the strands 
(data about student learning and teaching practice) were 
brought together and collaboratively ‘made sense of’ with 
researchers, teachers, school leaders and Ministry staff 
across Tonga, Cook Islands and Solomon Islands. This 
second run in weaving translates literally as ‘the route 
(hala) that binds/secures’: a securing of warp and weft, a 
closer binding of all the islands and peoples working on this 
program. The process of sense-making is designed to reach 
shared understanding of the most important challenges to 
address in order to improve students’ literacy learning, 
based on the school-specific data collected, and how we will 
work together to achieve that. The collective aspect of this 
sense-making process is critical to the quality of the 
weaving. Teachers’ knowledge about what sits behind  
the data is essential to weave into the analysis alongside 
‘outsider’ researchers’ interpretations.  

When the weaving of a mat begins, while the purpose 
of the mat is known and weavers and ‘spectators’ alike may 
visualise the finished product, the final mat may end up 
nothing like the original design and look. PLSLP incur-
porates cycles of data collection and ‘sense-making’ to 
iteratively test interventions and design as we go, based on 
what the evidence is telling us (schools, Ministries and 
researchers) is working. Such an approach means there are 
opportunities to ‘strengthen strands’ on a number of levels 
as the program progresses, something good weavers are 
watchful for and mindful of.  

The implementation phase 
After the second run (the implementation phase of PLSLP), 
weavers will continue the weaving on the width of the mat 
in order to get the desired length. When a strand of 
pandanus nears the end of its length, the weaver selects 
another strand (fe‘unu) of equal strength and width and 
length as the one almost finished, and she places this 
replacement strand on top of the one almost finished so that 
the mat continues to be woven almost seamlessly and the 

mat does not sag or droop or become crooked. And so it 
continues until the mat is completed.  

The importance of talanoa in weaving 

Although there are times when quiet is needed, weaving is 
not meant to be a silent activity and in the accompanying 
stories (talanoa/gossip), songs and dance, giggles, tears and 
quiet, the weavers ‘weave themselves’ into the mathe 
strands (fe‘unu) carry their stories, their laughter and 
sadness, their music, their aspirations and dreams. Thus, all 
who have touched the mat and have made their runs, know 
that this mat carries with it their accumulated experience 
and expertise, knowledge, ideas and values. It is a great 
opportunity for learning, even for skilled weavers and there 
is always the new innovation, the new curl or tuck or plait 
or design, that one did not know or expect. It is the chal-
lenge of trying out something new, of weaving beyond the 
bounds. The opportunities for learning and extending the 
knowledge and capability of both skilled and novice 
weavers has been a special feature of this program. To date, 
there has been a significant learning curve for all involved 
and we know this will continue.  

Completing the mat 
When the mat has reached the desired length and width, the 
remaining fe‘unu are tucked back into the mat and the 
weaving then is similar to the fatu when the mat was started. 
The stragglers are then cut to achieve a neat finish. What 
has been cut is rolled up and put away because it will be 
used again to make repairs to this mat at a later date or in 
another weaving. When the mat is completed, it is laid out 
for the weavers to look over with a critical eye; they might 
decide on adding other decorations and adornments or not. 
These decorations may include elaborate flower and trade-
tional designs created using a technique akin to embroidery 
(hulu). They may use another pandanus in a lighter or even 
darker (dyed black) pandanus or they may decide to use 
colourful knitting wool. They may decorate the border with 
the colourful wool or with the (soaked in seawater and 
dried) bark of the hibiscus plant (fakapao). Again, the 
purpose for which this mat was woven may determine what 
other additional decorations will be put on. By establishing 
cycles of formative assessment and abilities to adopt 
teaching practice to respond to student need, PLSLP is 
supporting schools to expand and adapt their mat to enable 
continuous learning improvement and better meet needs of 
students.  

Presenting the mat 
The mat is then presented to the person/ people for whom it 
was woven. When it is accepted, it becomes part of that 
person’s personal/ family treasure (koloa). Most heart-
warming for the weaver(s) is if and when they see their mat 
being used at the occasion they had woven the mat for. The 
person or people/ family who received the mat are then free 
to use that mat for whatever purpose they think is most 
fitting. As with many other Pacific Island cultures, I 
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imagine these mats ‘make the rounds’ to other celebrations 
and functions and the mat’s importance and value grows as 
more and more people can enjoy the mat. In this sense, 
PLSLP is weaving a mat of literacy learning that we hope 
can be shared with other schools, not currently involved in 
PLSLP. The value of a mat is determined as much by how 
it is used and by whom, as by properties of the mat itself. In 
this weaving journey that we are on, we hope to weave and 
plait a versatile and durable mat. We guard our mats fiercely 
and if, for some reason, it has holes when a strand (fe‘unu) 
breaks or unravels, that is fine because it had been woven 
in the first place (papata pē ka na‘e lalanga) and we have 
the strands to make our mat strong again.  

Conclusion: Weaving together research and 
practice, local and global 
PLSLP as understood through the metaphor of weaving 
provides an example of the potential for learning improve-
ment initiatives that focus on process, embrace adaptation 
and variability, and integrate international research with 
local contextualisation. While it is still too early to claim 
results in learning outcomes from PLSLP (evidence on 
student progress from classroom based assessments will  
be available by end 2016), indications from uptake and 
engagement by teachers, and observable differences in 
teacher practice in classrooms, are positive. Many will 
argue that such an intensive, collaborative approach oper-
ating at the school level is unaffordable for resource-
constrained systems, calling instead for what are perceived 
as more cost-efficient approaches (e.g. nation-wide training 
courses, providing prescriptive teacher guides). However, 
by embedding capabilities within the system and working 
within the available resources of schools approaches such 
as PLSLP can meet efficiency demands if assessed against 
specific measures of student learning outcomes at the 
school level (McNaughton and Lai 2009).  

Through this paper we have sought to challenge con-
ceptions about what counts as evidence and what evidence 
counts in relation to quality education and efforts to 
improve student learning outcomes. We have also sought to 
highlight that what matters for teachers is evidence on their 
classrooms and their students that they can use to inform 
their practice, not evidence that enables blueprint stand-
ardised approaches that satisfy internal efficiency demands 
but too often fail to achieve learning. Weaving is a col-
lective process in which teacher beliefs and judgements 
have a key role to play—and that needs to be the focus of 
our attention, not the just inputs that we can easily control 
and direct. This paper has also sought to weave together  
the voices of Oceania-based educationalists and develop-
ment practitioners working across cultural, geographical 
and disciplinary spaces. In doing this, we hope to have 
demonstrated the benefits of interventions being not just 
‘responsive to’ but ‘of’ the specific context which they seek 
to influence; to be ‘woven’ with, rather than for, school 
communities; and for beginning with existing strengths and 
experiences.  
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Poverty and climate change in a rural Nigerian community  

nnaEmeka Meribe, La Trobe University

Introduction 
This paper offers insights into farmers’ lived experiences of 
climate change in a poor Nigerian rural community. Inter-
views showed farmers lacked the knowledge required to 
understand changes they were experiencing, and that they 
drew on their socio-cultural frames of reference in seeking 
to understand changing circumstances primarily caused by 
climate change. The participant farmers expressed a desire 
for sophisticated information to enable them to understand 
the situation and adapt. As the Nigerian government may be 
further marginalising poor rural communities by not sup-
plying them with accessible information on climate change, 
this paper argues that using new media in tandem with 
informal local communication networks could engage rural 
communities to address this ‘poverty’ of communication 
and allow rural farmers to share knowledge to obtain better 
understanding of impacts such as climate change on their 
livelihoods. 

Background 
Despite efforts to eradicate or alleviate poverty, it has 
remained an issue of concern in many countries including 
Nigeria where low literacy rates, low per capita income, low 
life expectancy, high maternal and infant mortality and 
weak infrastructure are exacerbated by climate change 
which ‘damages economic growth and well-being even 
further’ (Toulmin 2009:24). ‘Climate change provides an 
additional threat that adds to, interacts with, and can rein-
force existing risks, placing additional strains on the liveli-
hoods and coping strategies of the poor’ (African DB et al. 
2003:11). ‘Any progress achieved in addressing the goals 
of poverty and hunger eradication, improved health, and 
environmental protection is unlikely to be sustained, if 
disruption of ecosystem continues’ (MEA, 2005 cited in 
MacDonald 2010:11). 

Poverty in Nigeria 
Although Nigeria experiences high economic growth, levels 
of poverty have doubled in the past 20 years (Holmes et al. 
2012). To contain rising poverty, the government established 
the National Poverty Eradication Program in 2001 but the 
program is still struggling to achieve its major goal of 
significantly reducing poverty, particularly absolute poverty.  

The African Economic Outlook (2012) reported 63 per 
cent of Nigeria’s population lived on less than USD 1 per 
day in 2001, up from 61 per cent in 2010. While a slight 
improvement in poverty reduction was noted in the Nigeria 
Economic Report, the report warns that the country’s 
poverty rate still remains very high at over 60 per cent of 
the population (World Bank 2014a).  

The International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD) estimates up to 80 per cent of the Nigerian rural 
population live below the poverty line with limited social 

services and infrastructure (IFAD 2010). The infrastructure 
vacuum has restricted rural people’s access to safe drinking 
water and services such as schools and health centres. 
Nigeria’s rural poor depend on agriculture for food and 
income (World Bank 2014b). The majority are small holder 
farmers who depend on rainfall rather than irrigation systems 
and while they produce a significant quantity of Nigeria’s 
food, they generally live in abject poverty ‘because most of 
the farming in Nigeria is still done at the subsistence level 
with minimal commercialisation’ (World Bank 2014b:1). 
This may explain the observation that the agricultural sector 
has the highest poverty incidence in Nigeria (Phillip et al. 
2009). 

Nigeria and climate change 
Countries struggling with poverty, inequality and other 
basic development challenges are particularly vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change ‘because poverty is pervasive 
and there is a lack of financial resources, institutional 
capacity and/or structures to mitigate risks’ (NEST 
2011:10). In Nigeria rainfall has declined in the past 100 
years—except in coastal regions which have experienced 
slightly increased rainfall in recent years (Akpodiogaga-a 
and Odjugo 2010). Rising temperatures, extreme weather 
events and rising sea levels have implications for Nigeria’s 
economy which is highly dependent on crude oil and 
agriculture (ibid). Rising sea levels are likely to have 
negative impacts on the country’s oil assets which are 
largely located in the coastal Niger Delta region. Even 
minor changes in climatic conditions will affect rain fed 
agriculture which accounts for over 35 per cent of the 
country’s GDP (African Economic Outlook 2012). In 2012 
the National Bureau of Statistics revealed that agricultural 
contributions to Nigeria’s economy declined following 
flooding that ravaged many parts of the country in that year.  

The danger of rapid population growth without con-
current improvement on infrastructure ‘could lower the 
quality of life and result in unstable livelihoods, economies 
and governments’ (Lozet and Edou 2013:30). With a popul-
ation of over 170 million people and an annual growth rate 
of 2.5 per cent (World Bank 2014b), Nigeria’s growing 
population will continue to place increasing demands on 
food, healthcare, water and other resources (Kovats et al. 
2009), reducing the nation’s resilience to climate impacts 
(NEST 2011).  

Rural Nigeria 
In Nigeria, the word ‘rural’ conjures images of abandon-
ment, rejection, neglect and suffering (Udoakah 1998). 
Nigerian rural communities generally lack basic infra-
structure and amenities and are generally ‘regarded as 
abodes of diseases, superstition, poverty…low income and 
low productivity’ (Eteng 2005:65). According to the Inter-
national Fund for Agricultural Development (2015): 
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Rural infrastructure in Nigeria has long been neglected. 
Investments in health, education and water supply have 
been focused largely on the cities. As a result, the rural 
population has extremely limited access to services such 
as schools and health centres, and about half of the 
population lacks access to safe drinking water. 

Successive Nigerian governments have shown clear 
urban bias in the provision of social and economic 
amenities (Eteng 2005).  

While the urban poor live in physical congestions or 
slums, the rural and disadvantaged poor live in physical 
desperation and isolation…Their houses seldom ever 
have running water and electricity and they live in 
extreme survival crises during rains, sun, wind, storms, 
hurricane and harmattan1, blizzards and droughts… 
(Umanah, in Meribe 2008:28) 

These conditions in rural Nigeria are exacerbated by 
the impacts of climate change and reduced capacity to 
adapt. Widespread poverty and poor infrastructure limit 
access of rural people to the information they need about 
climate change and ways of adapting. Erratic supplies or 
lack of electricity limit rural people’s access to mass media 
and their low income means they are rarely reported in 
mainstream media due to the commercialisation of news in 
Nigeria. Omenugha and Oji (2008:14) have observed that 
‘news is no longer about reporting timely occurrences or 
events, it is now [mainly] about packaged broadcast or 
reports sponsored or paid for by interested parties’. This 
commercialisation of news exacerbates mass media access 
and creates a problem for representation of rural people 
living at subsistence levels. 

Methodology and findings  
A qualitative case study approach was employed in this 
research as a means of examining the understanding and 
experiences of subsistence farmers in a rural Nigerian 
village. The research contributed insights into how local 
information networks could be used to engender public 
participation in discourse on changing climatic conditions.  

Interviews were conducted in Igbo language by the 
author in April 2013 in Amagunze—an agrarian rural com-
munity in Nkanu East Local Government Area of Enugu 
State, Nigeria. The respondents were mainly unschooled 
farmers, interviewed because their agricultural experience 
put them at the frontline of the effects of climate change. 

Respondents understanding of climate change 
For many respondents, changes in climate were 

expressed in terms of variations in sunshine and rainfall. 
Some thought that a change in climate came from the sun. 
‘Whenever the sun shines so much for a long time it causes 
climate to change’, observed one respondent. Another 
respondent was of the opinion that ‘the sun has deviated 
from its original position and is causing the temperature to 
rise’. Further insight into how rural people link the sun and 
climate change was noted when one respondent told of how 
he learned from ‘experts’ that ‘the problem [climate 

change] started when white people shot something into the 
sun and damaged part of it, making the weather to change 
abruptly’.  

This lack of knowledge of underlying causes of climate 
change has long term implications that could be addressed 
through education. Rural people could therefore benefit 
from education regarding changes in climate and its long 
term effects, which may be essential for their survival.  

Rising debt and increasing hunger were of concern to 
respondents. One farmer told of debts she incurred because 
of unusual floods which ravaged most parts of Nigeria in 
late 2012. Another noted that ‘when crops are destroyed by 
too much sunshine and rain, there will be less food for 
farmers to eat and also less to sell to people.’ Observing her 
situation was worsening each year, she appealed ‘in the 
name of God those of you who know better than us about 
this phenomenon should come and tell us what to do.’ 
Another farmer complained that ‘I no longer have enough 
to eat, let alone to sell’ and lamented that rising temper-
atures had also altered her sleep pattern and affected her 
health. She appealed: ‘You people should please come and 
help us because what we don’t know is greater than us. We 
don’t know where to start comprehending this [climate] 
change and how to respond to it.’  

Puzzled by unusual occurrences, some respondents 
found solace in religious beliefs to help shape their 
understanding. For example, one respondent observed: 
‘Christians say that... God will change the order of things in 
the future; day will become night and night will become 
day...From what we are seeing these days, the order of many 
things has changed.’ It appears such assumptions are being 
made across Africa as a trans-African study found ‘people 
link changes in the weather to their faith regardless of 
religion’ BBC World Service Trust (2010:10). The study 
quoted an Ethiopian Muslim woman explaining ‘Allah 
brings the rain. The one who causes the drought…is 
Allah.’(ibid). As faith may have implications when com-
municating on climate change, it is important to educate key 
figures of faith and recruit them to educate others on the 
issue.  

Technology and communication 
Given limited access to mass media, participants in this  
study preferred face-to-face communication. Although some 
listened to radio, their consumption of mass media was 
generally low due to low literacy level, erratic electricity 
supply and lack of disposable income. One participant stated: 
‘I do not always listen to radio because of electricity issues’. 
As most newspapers in Nigeria are published in English, this 
participant also noted that she was not literate in the English 
language: ‘I am not educated to the level of reading a 
newspaper. But anything I want to know, I will ask the 
educated ones who read newspapers to tell me’.  

While respondents longed for information on adaptation, 
they observed they would understand such information better 
if gathered as a group and addressed by experts. One res-
pondent said she would appreciate any approach to engage-
ment that would allow her to seek immediate clarification 
from experts. Another explained that engaging farmers face-
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to-face in small groups would allow them to learn directly 
from experts and ‘even if we could not understand 
immediately, I’m sure that some of us would understand 
quicker. So, those who could not understand immediately 
would learn from those who understood quicker’. These 
respondents’ comments affirm observations that rural 
women in Nigeria prefer to communicate face-to-face than 
through news media (Okunna 1995).  

Participants also noted the importance of the involve-
ment of authority figures such as village chiefs and religious 
leaders in communicating climate change to rural people. 
Findings showed that authority figures wield much influ-
ence and can frustrate rural development efforts if not 
consulted. Traditional chiefs are very influential in their 
communities. As one respondent observed, they are the only 
people who ‘can easily make every youth and adult in the 
community gather at the village square’. 

Conclusion 
This study has offered some insights into a Nigerian rural 
community’s understanding of climate events and their 
continual struggle to survive. The people of the community 
continue to experience crop failure, dwindling income and 
hunger and generally lack the specialised knowledge 
needed to understand the changes they are experiencing to 
try and adapt. They rely on the knowledge framework 
operating within their community to make meaning of their 
experiences. However, rural people acknowledge their poor 
understanding of the situation and yearn for specialised 
information that will help them to understand and approp-
riately adapt. 

Furthermore, the findings indicate absence of institu-
tional leadership, therefore presenting an opportunity for 
institutional intervention with both short term and long term 
capacity building initiatives to fill the culture and know-
ledge gap in the rural people’s understanding of climate and 
other changes impacting on their livelihoods. This, among 
other initiatives, requires the improvement of communica-
tion systems and other infrastructure in rural communities. 
As already noted, rural communities across Nigeria lack 
basic infrastructure and amenities, a situation which leaves 
them vulnerable to the impacts of climate and other changes. 
It is therefore imperative for government and climate change 
communicators in Nigeria to engage rural people and educate 
them. ‘Communities are unlikely to respond to government 
policies promoting mitigation and adaptation strategies 
without an improved perception of climate change risk at a 
local level’ (Harris 2014:77).  

Engaging marginalised people on issues like climate 
change can be challenging, especially as the very inequal-
ities they regularly experience can tend to make them 
suspicious and defensive when dealing with outsiders. 
Freire (1970) recommends that those who educate the 
marginalised show love and humility to gain trust. One way 
to gain rural people’s trust is to appreciate their culture 
including their modes of communication. As Soola observed: 
‘an appreciation of the media environment of the rural non-
literate farmer and information flow within that environ-
ment is thus vital not only for meaningful communication 

with him but also for getting him to adopt the new practices 
being recommended’(1988:83). 

The first step towards engaging rural people on changes 
in climate is to work with individuals in positions of 
authority in rural communities, such as religious leaders and 
traditional chiefs who can mobilise people for meetings to 
create familiarity and acceptance for successful engagement 
and also enable external communicators the opportunity to 
understand people’s experiences of changes in climate.  

Increasing internet access and unprecedented levels of 
mobile phone distribution across Nigeria offer possibilities 
for communication changes across the country. All res-
pondents in this study owned a mobile phone—a resource 
that could facilitate production of videos and digital stories 
by rural communities to draw government attention to their 
experiences and open a discursive space that ‘enables citizens 
to share knowledge and acquire better understanding of 
the impacts on livelihood and culture’ (Harris 2014:77). 
The use of technology to build on the strength of the oral 
culture of African traditional societies has been employed 
in Madagascar where ‘participatory videos and digital 
storytelling are being used to stimulate community 
debates over climate change issues, and raise their concerns 
to decision-makers and broader audiences’ (BCO in Ospina 
and Heeks 2010:26). Such bottom-up approaches offer 
opportunities to utilise informal local networks and tech-
nology to communicate with and educate rural and margin-
alised communities in Nigeria. 

Notes 
1  A hot very dry wind that blows off the Sahara Desert. 
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 Australian Awards: Sacred cow in an age  
of uncertainty? 

Karen Medica, Monash University 

Background 
The Australian government’s longstanding development scholarship program, the 
Australia Awards (AA), is premised on achieving both development and foreign 
policy objectives, including building ‘soft-power diplomacy’; involving streng-
thened regional and diplomatic ties through higher education programmes; and 
people-to people linkages. The program is aligned to the overall development policy 
targeting the promotion of prosperity, reducing poverty and enhancing stability. In 
this paper development is described as a form of progress, moving towards some-
thing considered better, or a form of ‘good change’, a change that is meaningful, 
relevant, people-centred and with outcomes that meet the specific development 
context (Chambers 2004).  

This paper examines the AA program in the context of significant funding cuts 
to the aid budget that took place during the 2014–15 financial year. During that 
time, predicted cuts of $11 billion increased by an additional $3.7 billion announced 
later that financial year. While commitments to the aid program were uncertain in 
the lead up to 2016 budget announcements, funding for the AA program for 2015–
16 was set at $360 million, a decline from the previous year’s allocation of $371 
million, providing for around 4,500 scholarships and fellowships (DFAT 2016).   

In the same financial year, other programs also incurred significant funding cuts 
including cuts to NGO, volunteer and community programs, together accounting 
for $176 million. Of particular note are cuts to the Australian Volunteers for 
International Development (AVID) program, which has similar aims to the AA 
program including building capacity and people-to-people linkages, albeit with a 
different approach. Despite findings that the AVID program is cost effective, 
contributes significantly to capacity building and people-to-people linkages, and 
generates goodwill in terms of foreign diplomacy, commitment to this program 
dropped from $56.6 million in the 2014–15 year to $39.6 million in 2015–16 (DFAT 
2014). In relative terms the AA award program receives around nine times the 
allocation provided to the AVID program.  

Introduction 
This paper considers the rationale for upholding the status of the AA programme as 
a DFAT investment priority that continues to command higher priority compared 
with other capacity building and community development initiatives. The paper 
reviews the AA program in the context of Australian national interest, as returns to 
the Australian economy to date have lacked transparency and accountability in 
terms of development outcomes, including the aim to develop people-to-people 
linkages.  

To address these issues, the paper identifies a number of practical inter-
ventions that have the potential to strengthen development outcomes of the 
program. Such interventions can inform bilateral and multilateral aid agencies, 
educational policy makers, higher education institutions and research scholars. 
Development effectiveness relating to the AA program can be strengthened by: 
improving the alignment of development objectives with selection of awardees; 
early preparation for repatriation; and subsequent contribution to nation building 
which emphasises long term sustainability.  To enhance the sustainability of the 
AA, it is incumbent on policy makers and practitioners, in both the host and 
recipient countries, to address ongoing concerns that a weak enabling environment 
is hindering knowledge transfer after the repatriation of awardees to their home 
country.
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Methodology 
To examine the AA program, this paper draws on secondary 
program and policy documentation and related empirical 
data from a case study of the Indonesian AA program 
(Medica 2016). Although the case study focused primarily 
on cultural adjustment issues, this paper considers the AA 
program in the context of the overall aid program and 
development effectiveness. Data was collected in 2011–12. 
Responses from 60 informants were analysed in relation to 
their experience of the program, focusing on reintegration. 
Specific feedback from AA alumni related to:  

 their motivation for undertaking the program;  
 re-entry challenges they faced following repatriation;  
 details of people-to-people linkages maintained since 

completing the program; and 
 recommendations for program improvements.  

Data was disaggregated by gender and time and coded 
to identify emergent themes pertaining to the logic for the AA 
program. The emphasis on a qualitative research approach 
was used to better understand the program context from the 
perspective of the beneficiaries.  

The Australia Awards program—long term 
scholarships 
Foreign aid funded scholarships have been a feature of 
Australia’s aid to the Asia Pacific region since the emer-
gence of the Colombo Plan in 1951. Since then, scholar-
ships have assisted individuals from a range of developing 
countries to undertake studies at Australian education 
institutions. Development scholarships form a significant 
element of Australian aid, with more than 10,000 scholar-
ships provided over the past 50 years. These awards are  
the principal bilateral aid mechanism by which Australia 
provides scholarship assistance for international students to 
undertake higher education studies in Australia. The AA 
program is implemented in over 30 countries, across 
regions of Asia, Pacific, Africa and the Middle East. Fields 
of study strategically target human resource and develop-
ment priorities agreed in national plans of Australia’s 
bilateral partner countries. 

The AA program seeks to develop capacity and leader-
ship skills so individuals can contribute to economic and 
social development in their home country and build people-
to-people linkages at individual, institutional and country 
levels. The program aims to equip scholars with skills and 
knowledge to drive change and influence sustainable 
development outcomes in their own countries. Graduates 
are required to return home after completing their awards. 
It is assumed their educational sojourn in Australia will 
contribute to their nation building.  

In 2015, DFAT provided 1,676 long term AA scholar-
ships, around 90 per cent of which were at post-graduate 
level, including masters and doctoral level. The leading 
country for Australia Awards long term scholarships is 
Indonesia, followed by Vietnam and Papua New Guinea. 
The majority of awardees typically come from government, 
however in recent times the program has increased efforts 

to seek participation from the private sector. The average 
total cost per long term scholarship award ranges from 
$130,000 for a masters course work program to $272,000 at 
doctoral level (DFAT 2016).  

Benefits of an AA scholarship usually include:  

 return airfares to Australia for the scholarship recipient; 
 pre-departure programs, including English and cultural 

programs; 
 an establishment allowance;  
 introductory academic programs; 
 contributions to living expenses;  
 overseas student health cover;  
 study enrichment allowances for fieldwork;  
 conference support funding; 
 tuition fees contingencies to cover extensions; and  
 thesis preparation and supplementary academic support 

for some recipients.  

Management of the AA program is often through an 
appointed contractor funded to provide country-specific 
support, promote the awards, pre-select awardees through 
annual competitive selection rounds, place students in 
Australian higher education institutes, deliver pre-departure 
and reintegration programmes and report on program per-
formance. In addition to benefits funded by the Australian 
aid program, many awardees receive stipends from their 
government employers, on the basis they will return to their 
previous employment after completion of the program.   

Currently, DFAT statistics indicate around 97 per cent 
of alumni return to their home country. These retention 
statistics should, however, be viewed with caution as the 
Australian government is only able to check movements in 
and out of Australian borders and some awardees resettle  
in third countries, even within the mandated return period 
(Medica, 2016). Notwithstanding this, the majority of 
awardees complete the program and return to their home 
country to form part of an extensive global AA alumni 
network.  

Promoting Australian national interests  
The AA program is built around the logic that developing 
countries will benefit from aid scholarships, a position that 
has guided the Australian scholarship program since its 
inception with the Colombo Plan. Key drivers of the AA 
program have included an eclectic mix of foreign policy and 
economic objectives, associated with a neo-liberal, or free 
market approach. Scholars from the orthodox neo-liberal 
school would argue that investment in higher education is a 
key element of the development process to enhance the 
skills, knowledge, attitudes and motivation necessary to 
drive forms of economic and social capital accumulation, 
with ‘trickle-down’ effects that provide for economic and 
social development to occur (Stiglitz 2004).  

The intended goal for the Australian aid program is to 
promote Australian national interests through sustainable 
economic development and poverty reduction. While the 
AA program generates benefits for its awardees in relation 
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to enhancing their skills and prospects for employability, 
there are also significant economic gains for Australia. In 
‘development-speak’ this is often referred to as ‘boomerang 
aid’ because funding is tied to benefits for Australia, 
which flow to Australian higher education institutes and 
Australian domestic goods and service providers, including 
contractors. The promotion of Australian national interests 
is obvious with a significant proportion of funding for the 
AA program spent within Australia. Added to this are multi-
plier effects accruing to international education and other 
spillover effects from increased consumption of Australian 
goods and services (Medica 2011).  

A less realised aim of the program, linked to Australian 
national interest, is the building of people-to-people 
linkages. Studies of international students in Australia 
consistently find Asian students mix more with those of 
similar cultural background with less evidence of ties  
or friendship networks with Australians (Kiley 1999, 
Rosenthal et al. 2007, Medica 2016). There is also an unmet 
desire for international students to form social connections 
with host country nationals, particularly in the case of 
students with independent study programs (Sawir et al. 
2008, Shaw 2014).  

I think one of the issues that Indonesian or international 
students have is that they have nothing in common to 
talk about with Australians when they get there. This is 
why all of the research shows that their main friends are 
other international students. It’s very hard to initiate 
conversation with Australians. I think there’s a real gulf 
there, and I think universities work hard to bridge it, with 
the ubiquitous sausage sizzle, but it needs something 
more. (Malcolm, AA scholarship informant) 

The imperative to address development 
effectiveness  
In spite of a long history of aid funds supporting higher 
education, there is a lack of compiled data on the outcomes 
of AA graduates. A recurring theme in Australian National 
Audit Office Reports (1999, 2011) on the management of 
the AA program relates to insufficient reporting of out-
comes and lack of publicly available performance details 
despite numerous reviews and evaluations. A global tracer 
study scheduled to commence in 2016 may provide greater 
accountability and transparency if its findings are made 
available in the public domain. 

Whilst the impact of the AA program is vague, meas-
uring the return on investment, other than at an individual 
level, represents a serious challenge. Measurement of 
attribution is problematic, given the inherent challenge  
of tracing causality to any one particular intervention. In 
addition, program impacts can also be attributed to local 
conditions and policies, adding further complexity in terms 
of understanding impacts from the AA program. 

Discussion of findings 
Analysis of data from the study of the Indonesian awards 
program highlights a number of practical initiatives likely 
to positively address issues relating to development effect-
iveness. 

Optimising selection of awardees 
On paper, awardees tend to allege they are highly motivated 
to undertake an award to further development aims, yet 
findings from Indonesian award recipients challenge the 
authenticity of development-related motivation because 
their motivation was linked to individual career advance-
ment (Medica 2016). Thirty-five awardees, from a total of 
41, reported career as their major motivating factor to apply 
for the Indonesian program (ibid). There is a discrepancy 
between student motivation and foreign policy objectives 
which assume development will be addressed by sponsor-
ing foreign students. As selection criteria are generally 
weighted around 40 per cent against perceived development 
outcomes, this finding has program implications, especially 
in terms of awardee selection. While career advancement is 
not mutually exclusive to economic and social develop-
ment, such findings challenge the accuracy of government-
commissioned surveys that report motivation is unequiv-
ocally linked to home country development (Orima 2012). 

Changes to initial screening processes could target 
improving assessment of an applicant’s motivation and 
commitment to nation building. Given the significant 
investment in each scholarship awardee, the current practice 
of interviewing shortlisted candidates in person provides 
further scope in assessing motivation. As past behaviour 
can be predictive of future behaviour, inviting award 
candidates to share evidence of past involvement in devel-
opment-related activities can assist in selecting awardees 
with a genuine and demonstrated commitment to social and 
economic development.  

Start with the end in mind 
Since reintegration is a critical component and linked to the 
sustainability and effectiveness of the AA program, re-entry 
preparation should not be left to the end of the sojourn. 
Reintegration efforts should at least align with preparations 
at the ‘front-end’ of the sojourn, yet, ‘too often, reinte-
gration is first considered when a scholar returns home’ 
(AusAID 2011:5). Preparations to repatriate are often over-
looked in comparison to efforts in preparing for an 
educational sojourn.  

Re-entry preparations for the AA program extend to 
formal reintegration programs and informal arrangements 
to assist awardees in settling back into their home-based 
organisations and adjust personally and professionally. 
Reintegration workshops are, however, poorly attended in 
comparison to pre-departure and orientation programmes 
(DFAT 2016). Reintegration programs can prepare return-
ees likely to encounter reverse culture shock, and facilitate 
ongoing contact with colleagues, especially those who may 
have shared similar experiences.  

Strengthening the enabling environment  
Since the vast majority of AA awardees return home fol-
lowing their studies, the enabling environment to ensure 
they can contribute skills and knowledge gained in 
Australia is of critical importance, both in terms of the 
effectiveness of the AA program and in meeting aspirations 
of the repatriated awardees. The program currently empha-
sises the ‘on-award’, in-Australia, phase of the program and 
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capacity building at an individual level. Repatriation of 
skills and knowledge is assumed to be a by-product of the 
program and is often poorly monitored over time.  

Findings from several early and recent studies of 
Australian development scholarships illustrate that repat-
riation of skills and knowledge can be compromised if  
there is a weak enabling environment for knowledge trans-
fer and active participation (Keats 1969, Daroesman and  
Daroesman 1992, Kiley 1999, Cannon 2000, Chalid 2015, 
Medica 2016). There is also the issue of reverse culture 
shock related to work place issues (Daroesman and 
Daroesman 1992, Cannon 2000). 

A poor enabling environment is likely to preclude 
effective transfer of knowledge and skills in the work 
place, even when awardees are motivated and willing to 
disseminate knowledge to colleagues (Daroesman and 
Daroesman 1992, Kiley 1999, Chalid 2015, Medica 2016). 
Features of the enabling environment encountered by 
repatriated awardees from Indonesia included internal 
resistance to change, work place jealousy, and limited time 
for research activities due to competing priorities, such as 
administration and contracting to external parties (Medica 
2016). Returned awardees have expressed frustration and 
reverse culture shock due to under-utilisation of their know-
ledge and skills gained on-Award. This is related to rigid 
bureaucracies, including outmoded human resource devel-
opment practices which value progression through time-
serving and seniority rather than merit (Chalid 2015). Issues 
are likely to be exacerbated in the case of female awardees 
(Nilan 2005, Boey 2014, Medica 2016). Limited access  
to resources, especially in remote areas, creates further 
obstacles and diminishes the post-Award experience.  

A further risk lies in the potential mismatch between 
training conducted in Australia and local needs. Alumni 
from the Indonesian programme were questioned about the 
relevance of skills and knowledge transferred to the home 
context. Despite many declaring this to be a good match, 
there was reservation about the potential to transfer skills to 
the Indonesian setting and poor facilities the alumni face to 
implement change.  

There’s a very good match of what I learned in Australia 
and its use in Indonesia but it would be much better if 
we had more opportunities and facilities to actually 
implement those skills. If we had more facilities and 
access to everything then the skills would have been 
much better used. (Banyu, Australia Awards alumni) 

Conclusion 
The study of the AA program shows that while it is meeting 
output requirements, it is remiss in assuming the delivery  
of awards will in turn contribute to nation building. Issues 
such as a poor enabling environment appear to be largely 
ignored. To realise the aims of the program it is incumbent 
upon donors and recipient governments to devise ways to 
strengthen the local enabling environment for it to absorb 
and optimise the transfer of knowledge and skills gained on-
Award. In spite of recent efforts to address reintegration 
challenges, the AA program has demonstrated a level of 

inertia with respect to these issues, illustrated by the status 
quo over several iterations of programming in different 
country contexts. 

There is currently a need for reforms to optimise the 
post-Award experience as reintegration issues continue to 
undermine the development effectiveness of the AA pro-
gram and limit possibilities for nation building. Careful 
selection of awardees to ensure genuine commitment to 
development and an earlier focus on reintegration offer 
ways forward to improve sustainable outcomes. 

This research highlights the importance of public 
accountability and transparency, especially in terms of 
limited and coveted aid dollars. The AA program will con-
tinue to compete under conditions of disparity in terms  
of funding for other initiatives, however this again raises  
the importance of demonstrating effective development. 
Tensions between advancing Australian national interests 
over interests of the poor are becoming more apparent, 
given the uncertainty of aid allocations that are no longer 
predictable or targeting poverty alleviation.  
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The experience of development practice in an age of inequality 

Deborah Rhodes, Consultant; Rhonda Chapman, Consultant; and Meghan Cooper,  
International Women’s Development Agency

Introduction 
Development practitioners are typically motivated to tackle 
inequality and injustice in ethical ways. When development 
practitioners reach the ‘frontline’ of development assist-
ance, they face highly complex contexts, characterised by a 
range of political, cultural and institutional dilemmas. In the 
rapidly changing world of development theory, policy and 
institutions, how do practitioners successfully navigate the 
ethical and structural challenges they are regularly con-
fronted with in their work. This question was discussed by 
workshop participants as part of 5th ACFID University 
Network Conference at Monash University, June 2015, 
facilitated by the authors and Dr Mark Moran. This article 
summarises and offers insights from over 30 participants 
and four facilitators about their own practical frames of 
reference and strategies. We relate these issues to relevant 
literature, affirm the value of such reflections, and share 
them here for a wider audience. 

Practitioners in the development sector spend most of 
their time ‘doing’ development. Some think about the big 
questions: why and what approaches are important, or 
how to lead to bring about transformative change, or 
indeed, any kind of change. In practice, development 
practitioners rarely have the opportunity to collectively 
explore and reflect on the complexity of issues they face 
at personal levels. The ACFID workshop provided this 
opportunity and drew on participants’ lived experiences, 
some over many years. The facilitators organised peer 
discussions to consider ways to navigate these issues in the 
next stage of their life journeys and careers.  

Key themes generated by participants related to: ethics 
and leadership, their role as brokers, navigating one’s own 
and others’ cultural values, and the concept of working 
‘politically’.  

Workshop approach 
The stated purpose of the workshop was to ‘give 
participants a chance to collectively explore and reflect on 
the complexity of issues faced in the current development 
environment, drawing on lived experiences’. The facil-
itators designed the workshop in response to their own 
reflections as practitioners, which revealed similar themes 
across a diversity of experiences. The workshop asked 
participants to consider three questions: 

Question 1: What is our role? Are we develop-
ment brokers? 

 What is the appropriate role for us in balancing the 
priorities of partners and communities, and those of our 
own organisations and donors, particularly when they 
appear to be disconnected or even in conflict? 

Question 2: Why are we doing this? 

 What are the dominant cultural values that underpin 
development practice?  

 How do we reconcile our own values with different values 
of our organisations and donors and partners? 

 Whose values really dominate and are we unknowingly 
trying to impose our values in other contexts? 

Question 3: How do we cope? 

 What works in terms of positive coping strategies and 
tactics? 

 How have we successfully navigated and resolved the 
tensions often pulling us in different directions and chal-
lenges involved navigating between various agendas? 

 What ethical and political issues have you faced in 
making representations and in communicating progress 
between different stakeholders? What has worked well? 

Participants discussed one topic in groups of seven to eight 
people, considering the questions at individual, organisa-
tional and sectoral levels. They were encouraged to 
consider implications of questions for their own future in 
the sector. Group discussions were rich, engaging, sophis-
ticated and at times, emotionally charged.  

Discussion themes 
A number of themes emerged from the discussions and are 
discussed below: 

 Understanding one’s own values, beliefs and strengths. 
 Emotional resilience and self-care.  
 Brokering, translating and interpreting between diverse 

worlds. 
 Balancing adeptness in complex and dynamic contexts. 
 Leadership skills. 

Understanding one’s own values, beliefs and 
strengths  
One of the most dominant themes emerging from discus-
sions was the importance accorded by practitioners to 
‘understanding ourselves.’ This covered three areas: 
cultural values, personal politics and emotional strengths. 
Many participants noted these aspects of work are rarely 
considered in the rush to save lives, design and implement 
projects, and yet were identified as being fundamental to 
development effectiveness. Participants became more com-
petent and effective in managing their roles as their under-
standing of their own values, politics and emotional 
strengths developed. Some reported disquiet about expec-
tations of their role, for example, when operating within 
organisations with clashing cultural values or on projects 
where donor objectives clashed with local realities. For 
example, one said:  
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we always need to be aware of the connection or dis-
connection between our own values and those of the 
organisations we represent. 

Knowing one’s own cultural values is crucial for 
navigating the complexities of working internationally with, 
and within, different types of organisations. The many organ-
isations involved in development have their own operating 
cultures that vary at national, sub-national and community 
levels. Participants identified the need to understand both 
their own cultural values as well as those of the countries 
where they work. They also acknowledged that important 
skills and qualities are needed to successfully navigate these 
differences but these are rarely taught (Rhodes 2014). Partic-
ipants recognised that in order to navigate the multiple 
interests of donors, partners, and their employers, they 
needed to understand their own values. One said:  

the western values that underpin development approaches 
are largely not shared in the communities where we work, 
so to work across cultures effectively, we need to know 
both our own values and others ‘values’.  

Cultural value differences include the concept of 
‘personal identity politics’,1 which was mentioned by 
participants in the context of needing to understand how 
their own identity and politics influenced their interaction 
with development issues in different contexts, as well as 
how they were perceived by others. Cultural value differ-
ences are widely researched in business and change 
management disciplines but are relatively ignored in devel-
opment practice (Hofstede 1980; House 2004). Workshop 
participants regarded cultural values and differences as 
critical for understanding different perceptions of change, 
development and inequality and how they might be 
addressed. Participants acknowledged that values of donor 
countries did not always match those in receiving countries. 
For example,  

it was liberating when I realised that people in developing 
countries may seek greater material wealth, like that in the 
west, but they didn’t want to lose their family support 
networks, beliefs about the world and social structures.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Box 1 explains some typical cultural value differences 
relevant to development practice.  

Participants also noted that the wisdom acquired at 
different life stages is important, but not always recognised 
or validated. They described the importance of having a 
connection between personal values and roles played, and 
that practitioners demonstrate integrity by effectively 
building shared values across diverse teams and partners. 
For example one said:  

our phase of life has an influence on how deeply we 
understand the complexity of development work and how 
successfully we can integrate field practice and theory.’ 

Demonstrating personal integrity coupled with a clear 
sense of personal identity politics also enables practitioners 
to know what is negotiable in their role and what is not, and 
scope for compromise. The capacity to negotiate according 
to one’s personal values and integrity appears to strengthen 
over time as experience, wisdom and credibility are gained. 
Many participants stated that they begin to question their 
role, including considering leaving the sector, when they 
see their capacity to negotiate these issues is reduced or 
their balancing of integrity, values and role can no longer 
be maintained. Participants also noted that what is nego-
tiable with regard to integrity and values changes over time, 
with people being less willing to compromise the longer 
they work in the sector. Participants’ experience confirmed 
that ongoing self-reflection is critical.  

Emotional resilience and self-care 
Emotional resilience is widely identified in cultural 
adaptability research (Osland 2008). Workshop participants 
confirmed the importance of sustaining high levels of 
emotional capacity to survive tensions inherent in working 
in cross cultural and politically-charged contexts. Such 
capacity supported an individual’s ability to cope with 
insecurity, conflict-related and physical challenges. It also 
involves navigating the tensions inherent with the 
‘imposition’ of donor agendas in different cultural contexts. 
One group highlighted  

the importance of managing feelings of frustration, anger 
and stress that occur when having to design projects 
because donor money became available rather than 
because of local demand.’  

Similar feelings were reported when practitioners were 
required to close down successful projects because a 
donor’s policy had changed or budget cut made. Some 
participants commented that they had reached a stage in 
their career when they no longer had the emotional 
resilience to cope with the stresses and challenges of 
insisting on changes that were not likely to be achieved or 
reporting to donors on results that were not locally relevant. 
Others noted the importance of knowing when there was a 
need to leave their work or even the sector altogether, once 
the challenges became too great or they realised their level 
of resilience was insufficient for the situation. It is 
important for development practitioners to find a tolerable 
balance between idealism, pragmatism and values.  

Box 1: Examples of Australian and other cultural 
value differences  
Differences in social cultural values (which underpin 
power, worldviews and behaviour etc.) between donor 
and recipient countries are significant. For example, 
according to Hofstede’s research, Australian social 
values emphasise ‘low power distance’ and ‘individ-
ualism’ meaning, inter alia, that equality, participation 
and democracy are seen as positive phenomena; and 
individuals can choose their own paths. In contrast, 
many countries where aid is delivered are more likely to 
rate highly on ‘high power distance’ and ‘collectivism’ 
meaning communities expect senior and well-resourced 
leaders to make decisions on the group’s behalf (i.e. not 
necessarily the ‘public’) and that decisions are likely to 
be made in the group’s interests rather than for individual 
benefits.  
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Linked to emotional resilience are the concepts of self-
care, reflection and adaptability, which emerged as key 
themes for practitioners. Despite research on the wellbeing 
and welfare of aid workers (Porter and Emmens 2009; 
Solanki 2015), participants noted they were rarely provided 
opportunities to address these issues through networking, 
sharing personal experiences and lessons. Suggested effect-
ive strategies include: being kind to oneself; recognising the 
inevitability of projects closing and relationships being 
curtailed; developing stronger self-awareness and reflection 
skills; and deliberate attention to how to maintain personal 
integrity. This means being clear about how far one is 
willing to negotiate roles and tasks to ensure personal and 
professional integrity is maintained.  

Brokering, translating and interpreting between 
diverse worlds 
Participants grappled with the idea of ‘development 
practitioner as a broker.’ This aspect of their role in devel-
opment was seen as the ability to work through complexity 
in values and power and to question objectively. The ability 
to broker effective partnerships was widely agreed as 
important by participants. The idea is not new and is 
affirmed in literature as critical for development effective-
ness (Kelly and Roche 2014; Tennyson 2005). The prac-
titioners reflected on their experiences acting in brokering 
versus technical roles and identified different contributions 
of each to development effectiveness. A broker was dis-
tinguished as one who is constantly navigating complex 
people and organisations, enabling them to work together 
towards common goals in diverse situations. A technical 
specialist was articulated as someone who provides tailored 
advice or responds to specific needs.  

Brokering requires ongoing attention to enabling rela-
tionships between individuals from different backgrounds 
and working cultures. The role of a broker is as ‘an active 
go-between or intermediary between different organisations 
and sectors (public, private and civil society) that aim  
to collaborate as partners in a sustainable development 
initiative’ (Tennyson 2005:8). Participants noted they were 
brokering conversations and ideas as much as programs, 
services, training, or funding. Ultimately, a broker’s role 
was seen as requiring constant attention to personal values, 
one’s objectivity and recognising power that is exercised 
through this role.  

One group referred to ‘the constantly shifting sands’ of 
brokering, which require individuals to continuously nego-
tiate voice, power and representation. Workshop partic-
ipants felt this needed both adaptive and reflective practice, 
enabling individuals to be aware of the power they exercise 
through negotiation. Participants said they found the 
constant negotiation process associated with brokering to be 
challenging and sometimes isolating. A recent survey and 
review of reflective log books of partnership brokers 
(individuals accredited through the UK-based Partnership 
Brokers Accreditation Scheme) found that some of the most 
innovative partnerships involved highly complex contexts, 
requiring significant and extended negotiations for brokers 
(Promoting Effective Partnering 2016), confirming chal-
lenges noted in the workshop. Workshop participants also 

suggested: facilitating (not representing) the voices of 
people involved in development activities themselves; 
negotiating longer time frames to promote space for local 
or informal decision making; recognising the legitimacy of 
local stakeholders; applying leadership where local leader-
ship is missing; and learning when and how to compromise.  

Balancing adeptness in complex and dynamic 
contexts  
While participants understood the subjectivity of prac-
titioners’ roles, many described unease about knowing how 
or when they might be manipulating outcomes or com-
munication when working between different frames of 
reference. One group raised the question ‘are we adept or 
manipulative?’ They described the risk of manipulating 
(even without realising) information when acting as a ‘go-
between’ and acknowledged that efforts to understand their 
own influences are challenging and rarely undertaken. As 
Kaplan (2002:3) states:  

our way of thinking (and consequently, of seeing) takes 
place within the contextual landscape of our time… 
largely unconsciously, as part of the given within which 
we function. It demands tremendous effort of will to  
step outside these given parameters, to free ourselves 
sufficiently…to become conscious of the underlying 
assumptions we take for granted…’.  

Reflective practice, critical for adeptness, was 
identified as a means to better understand processes that are 
arguably inherently complex, comprehensive, reflective 
and analytical’ (Partnership Brokers Association 2012:6) 
and as a way for individuals to continually question their 
objectivity by understanding the connection between their 
personal values and role.  

Recent literature2 affirms participants’ experience in 
relation to working politically, adaptively, culturally 
appropriately, and reflectively in partnerships in order to 
achieve positive and relevant change. Participants also 
noted other necessary soft (or non-technical) skills and 
qualities including: humility, the ability to listen genuinely, 
commitment to learn from mistakes and while learning (and 
making mistakes), the ability to ‘do no harm’ through 
biases, preferences, skills and connections. As Kaplan 
(1996:108) notes ‘a growing number of developing organ-
isations implies a developing community, while the organ-
isations cannot develop unless the individuals within it are 
developing’. 

Leadership skills related to power and authority 
When working in other cultural contexts, achieving change 
requires individuals to lead from behind, exploiting the 
privilege of their position in positive ways to facilitate and 
support local leadership, to provide opportunities for local 
ownership and to generate genuine trust-based partnerships. 
Demonstration of leadership qualities when managing com-
plexity is essential for development practitioners. This may 
mean pushing against unreasonable demands, and deep-
ening understanding of power and authority in relation to 
development agendas and contexts. Early in a practitioner’s 
career, emphasis is likely to be on understanding and 
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complying donor requirements. Later, as confidence and 
understanding increase, participants spoke of increasingly 
seeking ways to manage more diverse expectations and 
potentially ‘push the envelope’ rather than simply deliver 
what appears to be inappropriate for the sake of compliance. 
This is linked with awareness of one’s own politics and 
cultural values, as discussed above.  

The ability to think and work politically is increasingly 
understood to be useful for practitioners (Menocal 2014). 
As noted in Box 1 above, perceptions of power in different 
cultural contexts require practitioners to identify plural 
definitions of power and recognise their role in exercising 
power in these contexts. Other leadership-type skills ident-
ified by practitioners included the ability to balance 
idealism and pragmatism, to identify and negotiate oppor-
tunities to bring about positive change, to push back, and to 
negotiate time frames.  

Conclusions  
Lack of adaptability within the world of development 
practice is often critiqued (Green 2012). The experience of 
the workshop leads us to ask whether the current devel-
opment system is the right one to address the complex 
reality of inequality, particularly if it is not reflecting and 
accommodating the lived experiences of those who navi-
gate this work every day. What would improve the system 
so that it enables people to work in a way that serves values 
without creating significant internal, ethical questions or 
conflict? Such questions reiterate the value and role of 
leadership and the capacity of leaders to adapt to com-
plexity and disruption.  

What does this mean for effectiveness?  
The degree to which people succeed as development prac-
titioners is a critical factor in the success of programs and 
development effectiveness overall. Effectiveness is about 
the capacity of people to be self-reflective, aware, and 
politically astute as much as it is about technical com-
petence and investment. Individuals are often working in 
brokering roles, requiring awareness of what they may or 
may not be manipulating and influencing throughout the 
development cycle. Effectiveness involves many moving 
parts. While technical skills and knowledge are highly 
valued, the skills identified by workshop participants—the 
ability to make sense of and navigate multiple interests, 
contexts and values—are just as important parts of the suite 
of skills needed by practitioners.  

What does this mean for inequality? 
Development practitioners exercise power and privilege 
both as individuals and as representatives of organisations 
or a particular culture. They hold and exercise powers daily 
and significantly influence whether inequality is reduced or 
exacerbated. Addressing inequality or enhancing equality 
requires practitioners to be aware of and understand the 
explicit and implicit influence they have as individuals, 
particularly in cross-cultural contexts.  

Practitioners in a changing age for development have 
personal and nuanced understanding of their roles and the 
relationship between these roles and development effect-
iveness. While their reflections may not be consistent with 
recent research undertaken by The Guardian,3 which ident-
ified a ‘mental health crisis’ among humanitarian aid 
workers, the experiences of workshop participants and the 
authors suggests broader tensions. Ultimately, workshop 
discussions signal scope for development organisations and 
the broader sector to make better use of practitioners’ 
experiences as a core component of increasing development 
effectiveness and reducing inequality. 

Notes 
1  The concept of identity politics generally applies to the 

political aspects and implications of membership of social 
groups which experience oppression and seek systemic 
change of some kind. 

2  Examples include: Doing Development Differently 
Manifesto 2013, Rhodes 2014, Menocal 2014, Booth and 
Unsworth 2014, Kelly and Roche 2014, Eyben 2010. 

3  http://.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-
network/2015/nov/23/guardian-research-suggests-mental-
health-crisis=among-aid-workers. 
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Creating a healthy environment for Australian aid in times of inequality  
and austerity—our professional obligations 

Katherine Gilbert, Independent Development Practitioner and Researcher and  
Rebecca Spratt, Pacific Literacy and School Leadership Program, Auckland 

In the decade following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, 
Australian aid experienced a period of sustained growth. 
Both government aid and public donations almost doubled 
and, buoyed by pursuit of the Millennium Development 
Goals and a new bipartisan commitment to aid, the period 
also saw rapid growth of the Australian aid sector itself. This 
was evidenced by increasing numbers of NGOs, research 
centres, development studies courses and enrolments, private 
contractors and volunteers engaged in aid work. 

Then in the fiscal year 2012–13, the sector suffered 
unprecedented budget cuts as well as the confirmation of a 
clear trend of declining levels of funds raised by individual 
donations. This was followed by the loss of AusAID and 
significant shifts in policy direction for the Australian 
government aid program. Howes (2015) defines the decade 
as one in which Australian aid underwent some of the most 
dramatic changes seen since the aid program began in the 
early 1970s. 

There is no doubt that we are in a period of change. 
This is unsettling for those of us who identify as part of the 
sector, and feel that the ways of working established over 
this last decade of growth are under threat. The degree of 
discomfort being experienced is indicated by the high level 
of interest in recent events such as the plenary session at the 
2015 ACFID conference ‘Creating a healthy environment 
for Australian aid in times of inequality and austerity’; 
discussion sessions that we held with practitioners in 2013 
and 2014; and the latest round of strategic planning, res-
tructuring and repositioning amongst organisations within 
the sector. There is a sense that the wellbeing of our sector 
is under threat: programs have been cut, people are fearful 
of their job security and facing changes in the nature of their 
roles, and many organisations have issued redundancy 
notices.  

However we argue that the recent changes in Australian 
aid budget and policy are not the cause of the current ill health 
of our sector, even though they may have exacerbated our 
symptoms. Instead, we suggest that this sense of ill-health is 
caused by a more fundamental tension between the values to 
which both individual professionals and organisations sub-
scribe, and the extent to which these values are compromised 
in practice by organisational imperatives. These are not new 
issues and have long dominated the after-hours talk of 
development practitioners, driving high levels of frustration 
in the sector. We argue in this opinion piece that part of  
the problem underlying this tension is that organisational 
identities dominate both discourse and practice within the 
sector. We anticipate that, by understanding more clearly our 
own professional identities and responsibilities and our 
collective potential to shape our own sector, we can find ways 
to change and improve it.  

This piece is based on a discussion series we held in 
Melbourne during 2013 and 2014 that sought to provide a 
space for aid practitioners to reflect on their roles and practice 
and explore, through dialogue with peers, ideas for improve-
ing practice. We refer to ‘improving practice’ not in the 
technical sense such as increasing efficiency of water and 
sanitation solutions, but in the relational sense of how to 
strengthen our work as ethical and accountable development 
professionals. The piece also draws on the insights and ideas 
shared during the plenary session of the 2015 ACFID 
University Network Conference, which we chaired, and at 
which Chris Roche, Joanna Spratt, Brendan Rigby and Thulsi 
Narayanasamy spoke to the question of the health of the 
Australian aid sector and what we as practitioners and 
academics can do about it. The impetus for these events came 
from our own experiences as development practitioners and 
the rich interactions we have had as members, at different 
points in time, of the Australian, New Zealand, Pacific and 
American development practitioner communities. Our aim 
therefore is to give light to the conversations taking place 
amongst peers, which are often overlooked in academic 
discussions.  

While we refer in this paper to ‘our sector’ in generic 
terms, we recognise that the sector is anything but hom-
ogenous. There are many organisations, networks and 
individuals practicing with high levels of integrity and 
professionalism. There have also been many efforts—now 
and in the past—to strengthen our sector, enhance account-
ability, and ensure ethical practice. We want to recognise 
these efforts and do not mean to discount them by focusing 
here on areas where we feel we can still improve. While the 
views expressed in this paper reflect sentiments expressed 
by our colleagues, they are our own.  

The health of the sector  
First, let us put the health of the Australian aid budget into 
historical context (something that we are not always par-
ticularly good at, being a sector with high turnover and short 
institutional memories). As Howes (2015) and Flanagan 
(2015) have shown, the history of the Australian aid budget 
has been one of relative meanness, with consistently low 
levels of aid. The increases over 2005-2015 appear as a blip 
within a more consistent trend of steady and possibly 
declining commitment to aid relative to our growing popul-
ation and our growing GNI. The recent aid cuts have 
arguably simply returned things to the (meanness) norm.  

It is our view—based on what we have heard from 
practitioners at the plenary at the ACFID conference, as 
well as our discussion groups held in 2013 and 2014—that 
discourse over the shrinking aid program is masking more 
fundamental tensions within the organisations in which we 
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work. Many of us in the sector came to it and/or the 
organisations that we work for because we were attracted to 
the values espoused. Yet these values often conflict with the 
organisational imperative to raise more resources and the 
bureaucratic processes that flow from it (Chabbott 2003).  

Communication is a prime example. There was an 
urgent sense in our discussions that we need to communicate 
better—to politicians and the wider public—about aid. There 
was a widespread sense in the ACFID conference plenary 
and within the discussion series that a lot of public com-
munication oversimplifies and inaccurately represents the 
role of aid and organisations in addressing complex issues of 
poverty and powerlessness, in order to generate funding. 
Such communication does not represent the values or 
experience, and therefore identity, of many of us working in 
the sector. This fosters a sense of disconnect between our-
selves and the public face of the sector as represented through 
organisational communication. Our own experience, and that 
of colleagues we have talked with, is that this is part of a 
broader trend in which priority is too often placed on growing 
funding and organisation survival, rather than on ensuring we 
are working towards ‘doing ourselves out of a job.’ The 
validity of this feeling is in part evidenced by the pro-
portionately high growth in spend by NGOs on fundraising 
in contrast to development project or administration costs 
(Wilson et al. 2015).  

The tension between values and funding within NGOs 
can be traced to the evolution of NGOs and issues of 
identity. In his recent history of ACFID, Kilby (2015:6) 
describes the changes that have taken place within NGOs in 
Australia (largely mirroring that of most OECD nations): 

There has been a shift from the activism for alternatives 
in the 1970s and 1980s to the adoption of a more circum-
scribed role in an uncertain NGO world of the 2010s 
where government and, to some extent, the public have 
become more sceptical.  

A central feature of this change has been that of shifts, and 
arguably confusion, in the identity of aid organisations and 
practitioners. As Edwards (1999:28) has argued: 

NGOs are still confused about their identity. They have 
always been both market-based actors, providing 
services at a lower price than the commercial sector, and 
social actors, representing particular non-market values 
and interests in the political process. These two iden-
tities have radically different implications, and although 
they can be successfully contained within the same 
organisation for a while, this becomes increasingly 
difficult as the agency grows and external pressure to 
perform effectively in each of these roles increases. 

While written over a decade ago, we believe this is still 
true of much of the sector today and applies not just to 
NGOs, but to academics and private contractors, who also 
juggle conflicting identities. It is this tension of identity, and 
the ramifications for us as professionals, which we argue 
should be the focus of our discussions. While the changes 
in our sector have been stimulated by changes in the 
external environment often beyond our control, the choice 
of how to respond has always been ours to make. As Brigg 

(2009:1423) has argued: ‘who we are may be one of the 
most important and pervasive motivating and organising 
forces in how we conceptualise and undertake development 
efforts.’ So we suggest that the important question for  
us right now is not how we, as both practitioners and 
researchers, can respond to the current context in Australia 
but, rather, who are we as a body of professionals, what  
do we perceive our professional responsibilities to be, and 
how can we be better at managing the wellbeing of our 
profession?  

Organisations dominate and constrain our 
professional practice and discourse 
We argue that the best way to deal with this tension is for 
us to focus on our roles as individual professionals and, 
collectively, as a profession, as distinct from the interests of 
the organisations that we choose to work for and that 
typically dominate our sector discourse and representation. 
In our experience, our identity is shaped, or arguably con-
strained, significantly by the organisation that we work  
for; be it DFAT, the UN, a secular or religious NGO, a 
university or as an independent or private contractor. It is 
not easy getting your first job, especially in a particular 
organisation that best reflects your values, and continued 
contracts or career advancement depends on one’s superiors 
within those organisations; thus often cementing our com-
mitment to them (and potentially our distrust of the 
approach and contribution of other organisations).  

In our own experience, we are incentivised to become 
well adept at managing politics within our organisations and 
on behalf of our organisations to survive within them and 
enable them to survive. This has a significant impact on our 
practice. As Chabbott (2003:102) has argued: 

…many international development workers sense that 
the range of their potential action is closely cir-
cumscribed by the bureaucratic logic of organisationally 
sanctioned processes, such as internal project reviews, 
logical frameworks, evaluations and strategic plans. 

Often, this means those of us working within these 
organisations or contracted to provide services to these 
organisations are forced to ‘do as I say and not as I do’, as 
we strive for implementing good development practice that 
is often at odds with the operational realities and incentives 
within our organisations. As noted by Eyben (2010:393):  

What gets reported up the system may be very different 
from what the front-line aid practitioner may have 
known to be the case, there are crises of confidence and 
contradictory behaviour among front-line workers as 
they struggle with the dissonance between what they do 
and what they report they do. 

We are not advocating here for a revolution with 
respect to organisational form. However we think that if we 
step back from our organisations, then our individual and 
collective responsibilities to shape our environment as 
members of the development profession (however loosely 
the term profession is applied) become more apparent. 
Focusing on our responsibilities as individual professionals 
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becomes even more important when we consider the diverse 
nature of our sector, in which often those involved do not 
necessarily consider development their ‘profession’ but 
identify themselves first as engineers, researchers, medical 
practitioners and so on. This provides a further challenge to 
establishing a strong professional community, given that we 
do not necessarily share the same knowledge base, causal 
beliefs or interest (Chabbott 2003). Articulating our res-
ponsibilities and ethics as individual professionals is also 
essential when considering the nature of our work; aid and 
development work is an inherently values-based exercise 
that involves significant power differentials and ethical 
tensions. Individual practitioners’ conceptualisations of 
their work and the actions they take have direct impact  
on other people’s lives, typically those that are less 
powerful. 

Our individual professional responsibilities 
and identity 
This tension between individuals and organisational interests 
is likely not unique to our profession but it exists in ours 
without a defined professional code of practice or a 
professional association that individual professionals can 
turn to and hold ourselves (and our organisations) account-
able to. Professional communities are typically defined by 
shared competencies, responsibilities (e.g. codes of conduct) 
and purpose, each of which are obviously interlinked. To 
fulfil our purpose and responsibilities as development prac-
titioners we need a particular set of competencies and 
knowledge. However currently we do not have agreed sets of 
competencies within our sector. As Spratt (2015) has argued, 
the absence of clear, agreed professional competencies for 
aid and development work makes our profession vulnerable 
to undermining and devaluing. We believe this is, in part, 
what many of us experience within our own organisations as 
our experience and skills often need to be ‘hidden’ in order 
to align with sanctioned organisational practices. Roche, 
during the ACFID conference plenary, emphasised this point 
by arguing for the need to better understand effective 
‘frontline’ development practice and then consider how 
Australian-based organisations should adapt their systems 
and operations to better support these ways of working.  

Alongside competencies sit responsibilities. So what 
are our individual professional responsibilities? To be clear, 
we are referring to responsibilities beyond those that we 
owe to the organisations that employ us. Arguably such 
responsibilities might be drawn from the Busan and Paris 
declarations on aid effectiveness, the good Humanitarian 
Donorship principles, the Red Cross’ humanitarian prin-
ciples and thinking on human rights and development. The 
‘principles of practice’ that we as professionals have  
a responsibility to uphold might include: do no harm; 
evidence based and pro-poor action; recognition of the self-
determination and dignity of every person in the contexts 
where we work; and localisation of resources and power to 
the extent possible. Coincidentally, the first three of these 
principles also form part of modernised versions of the 
Hippocratic Oath for medical practitioners. 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to consider 
each of these ‘principles of practice’ in detail, at face value 
we see immediate implications for emphasis on the com-
plexity of what we do because without that we cause harm, 
ignore evidence and neglect those with least power. We 
would thus argue that, as practitioners, our primary oblige-
tion should be to focus on the challenge of achieving change 
in the context within which we work, the reality of our role, 
and the extent of our influence in contributing to change. 
Our obligation is to stay aware of power dynamics and the 
power that we wield; to stay focused on values and ensuring 
their integrity within our working processes, not just 
focusing on tasks or results; and to engage with evidence 
(even though it may be contested) and to reflect on what this 
means for our own practice. 

We believe that articulating such ‘principles of practice’ 
will give us more ability to maintain the integrity of our 
practice when it is threatened by organisational interests or 
politics. It articulates that our primary obligations are not to 
the organisations in which we work (or the current terms of 
reference we have) but the broader goals of the shared project 
that we are working towards. Unlike Eyben (2010), who 
argues that managing aid effectively actually hinges on 
maintaining dissonance and subversion, we believe that this 
state of dissonance and values conflict is not sustainable at 
the level of individual practitioners and ultimately under-
mines effectiveness through burnout or practitioners’ simply 
‘giving in’. Instead, we believe that articulating our shared 
professional principles would give us greater capacity to 
challenge poor practice and decision making in the organ-
isations in which we work. Further we think that peer 
support—learning from and holding each other to account—
has a powerful role to play in enabling us to work in 
accordance with such principles and building critical mass 
within and outside of organisations to create spaces for good 
practice. This is one example of where, we believe, the 
fostering of a strong professional community or association 
would have a role to play, particularly within our current 
times of change and uncertainty.  

Our collective potential 
Collectively, we are yet to harness our potential to influence 
the environment in which we work. The only way in which 
parts of the sector come together is organisationally; that is, 
a sub-set of NGOs gather through ACFID, and sub-sets of 
other organisations gather through specific coalitions that 
are typically issue-based. We have much to gain from being 
members in our own right of a professional association and 
continuing to evolve as a ‘profession’ (to the extent that we 
are). The act of association has power, yet the way in which 
our profession is currently structured (or unstructured) 
works against association and collective action (Edwards 
1999). We promote collective action and coalitions amongst 
those with whom we work, but have been relatively 
ineffective in establishing the same within our own 
profession; it has been argued that we are generally stymied 
in this by key barriers of organisational competition and 
control (Blunt 2014).  
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Overcoming these barriers and associating as indi-
vidual professionals could serve a number of important 
functions. First, such an association could codify the 
professional ‘principles of practice’ that we hold as 
individuals. This would not seek to replace the existing 
ACFID Code of Conduct, as that applies only to NGOs 
and does not support or shield us in our own personal 
ethical dilemmas. Second, such an association could foster 
better collaboration between researchers and academics to 
improve the education and mentoring of new practitioners, 
and continuing education and reflection for mid- and 
senior-level practitioners. It could identify skills shortages 
or an oversupply in the job market, and help reskill those 
in the profession for other justice pursuits in the future. 
Third, the establishment of a professional body could 
provide a voice in public discourse for those of us who 
identify in one way or another as a practitioner, outside of 
our institutional identities, as well as enabling direct 
advocacy with DFAT.  

We are aware that the path towards greater professional 
association will be neither easy nor without personal 
ramifications. It requires us to ask uncomfortable questions 
about the quality of our current work and how we are 
working towards the changes that we seek. Although it 
offers greater solidarity between professionals across dif-
ferent organisations, it also demands us to take further 
personal risks on top of those that we already take in a sector 
that is hard and competitive. However a profession that 
seeks such radical change is never going to be an easy one. 
We are responsible for shaping our sector and our identity 
as professionals, so we need to take responsibility for the 
health of our sector and the integrity of our practice.  
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