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When a village health committee was established in our 
village in February 2007, I was elected President and we 
began to organize the committee. We found a small  
room which was repaired at our behest. We worked together 
with local schools and were given tables and benches. 
There is a school parliament, consisting of four to five male 
and female students. Then we started the work in con- 
sultation with the district and the village health committee. 
We worked a lot for the campaigns on malaria, brucellosis, 
sanitation, hygiene, blood pressure, colds, nutrition of 
pregnant women, nutrition of infants, teeth, AIDS, etc.

I like to work in the health committees of the 
district and the village very much. We are progressive;  
every modern active business woman must be fully trained. 
If the diagnoses I knew earlier were confined to “cold”  
and “appendicitis”, I can now call myself a doctor, as we 
learned many things. This happened thanks to the  
Kyrgyz-Swiss-Swedish health project.

I am very happy! Would you like to know why? 
Because as President I submitted two projects for support  
– and I won! So I have helped male and female students and 
colleagues from the village. If you try to make others happy 
you become a lot happier yourself. Even the distribution  
of pamphlets makes you happy, because nowadays you do 
not get anything free. I and our male and female leaders 
take part in seminars which are conducted by the district 
health committee. We are active participants, and all the 
male and female leaders attend the seminars with great joy 
and come back satisfied.

Now I want to tell my story. As President of 
the district health committee (RHC) and Village Health 
Committee (VHC), I feel the responsibility everywhere and 
always. I am a teacher at the local school. I have a family, 
so a husband, children and grandchildren. Of course we 
talk about the work we have carried out, problems, future 
plans, etc. At first, my husband supported my second job, 
VHC, but then he turned against it. The reason for this was 
that I was more and more busy and I was not able to 
devote much time to my family and the house. I began to 

tell lies when I participated in seminars. In the end how- 
ever he has understood everything. I said something to 
justify myself.

Once I had to attend a seminar that was 
conducted by the district health committee. When I got 
home there was a big scandal. My husband shouted: “You 
are wasting your time: it will get to the stage that you  
are working for nothing!» I was faced with an ultimatum: 
family or VHC. I replied “VHC” and disappeared, closing 
the door behind me. It was already dark outside. I took  
a taxi and drove to my sister in Kara-Balta.1 The taxi driver 
asked for 450 Soms. When I saw my sister, I burst into  
tears out of regret and at my husband’s lack of understand-
ing. But my will to work and my patriotism were much 
stronger. I called in sick for three days and stayed with my 
sister. After three days I went back home and wanted  
to start work. When I met my husband, he smiled and said: 
“In God’s name, you can work in the VHC if you want.”  
So I convinced my husband that if a person loves her job, 
he or she appreciates it very much. Later he began to be 
interested in my job in the VHC and sometimes he asks me 
what is happening there. Now I work even harder, without 
any obstacles!

Kyrgyzstan 

care story V

Asylkul Ajimuratova

“My will to work and my patriotism 
were much stronger.”

1 A small village about 60 km away 
from the capital Bishkek and 25 km 
from the village Altyn.

Asylkul Ajimuratova, President of the district and village health committee from Altyn, Chuy province, Kyrgyzstan
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Only a revaluation of work will allow  
gender-equal vocational training

Gender asymmetries in vocational training and  
the labour market

Education is a key driver of development, in the 
struggle against poverty, and in the struggle against 
social inequality. This realization is reflected not 
least in Millennium Development Goal 2, with its 
demand for universal education. While the MDG 
addresses basic education, it is soon evident in fast-
growing economies that there is a dearth of solid and 
practically oriented vocational training too, or that 
the existing schemes are not affordable for disadvan-
taged groups and that these groups are thus confined 
to practical experience in the informal sector.

The aim of vocational training is to qualify people 
for participation in economic life and to open new 
opportunities for productive employment and access 
to properly paid jobs. Swiss Development Coopera-
tion (SDC) was until the early 1990s particularly 
active in the field of vocational education. The dual 
structure of vocational training practiced in Switzer-
land was considered an ideal model because it adapts 
to an existing labour market and thus responds to 
regional needs. In the late 1990s poverty eradication 
held centre stage, but today there is once again a call 
for a strong commitment by DC to vocational educa-
tion, and the question as to the compatibility of such 
initiatives with the overarching goal of poverty eradi-
cation is on the table (NZZ , 2011).1 

The practice of vocational training in DC involves 
different levels of activities. On the government side 
it about the regulation of professional education, 
professional recognition and the ability to deliver 
open and egalitarian access to training. The promo-
tion of innovative teaching and learning methods 
also plays an important role. Vocational training and 
further education also needs to make adjustments if 
it is to be effective in rural areas, and this is indeed 
an important goal, because it has a great potential to 
trigger development in poor marginal regions. If 
possible, occupation specific courses are always 
accompanied by general knowledge teaching that is 
designed to pave the way to self-employment for the 
course participants.

Vocational education programmes thus need to be 
restructured so that poor and disadvantaged popula-
tion groups can benefit from them. These groups 
often include women, who have certain socially 
ascribed roles and whose access to existing opportu-
nities is more difficult and who are thus stuck in the 
growing informal sector or are pushed into it; there 
their labour power is used up at a great burden to 
them, and at very low profit margin. Male and female 
actors who advocate vocational training as a strategy 
of DC thus fundamentally welcome gender main-
streaming, not only because the participation of 
trained women in the market makes the market itself 
more dynamic, but because it could contribute to the 
improvement of women’s household budgets. Profes-
sional qualifications give women more economic 
autonomy and bargaining power, a central goal of 
GM in DC. Good examples are often found in women-
only projects. Such “project islands” must not 
however be allowed to hide the fact that education 
only creates gender equality if the gender dimension 
is also included in national economic planning. 
Furthermore it is demonstrated that women’s flexible 
unskilled labour makes an important contribution to 
business growth in certain companies, especially in 
the textile industry, at least in the short term. Studies 
that have examined these relations also prove that if 
gender inequalities are present it is in the national 
economic interest to invest in the (vocational) train-
ing of women at all levels (Busse et al. 2011). But it is 
not only economic considerations that should encour-
age gender mainstreaming in vocational education, 
because ultimately, gender justice in this area is an 
essential goal of DC interventions in itself. In educa-

introduction� by Annemarie Sancar4

1 “Export the spirit not the model of vocational training”: 
in NZZ dated August 12, 2011;  
URL: www.nzz.ch/nachrichten/politik/schweiz/den_geist_nicht_
das_modell_der_berufsbildung_exportieren_1.11876175.html  
(last accessed: August 16, 2011).

2 SDC – Gender and skills development. 
URL: www.sdc-gender-development.net/en/Home/ 
Instruments_Methods/Gender_Mainstreaming  
(last accessed: October 20, 2011).
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tion, labour market and social policies, gender still 
receives little attention, perhaps especially because 
women-only projects suppress a confrontation with 
strategic transformations in the relevant sectoral poli-
cies.

 
“Occupational segregation in terms of gender is 
amongst the world’s most dominant and most persist-
ent aspects of employment. It begins not in the labour 
market however, but earlier. Social role models are 
laid down in childhood and adolescence, which have 
an effect on access to training opportunities. Key 
words in this context include the allocation of roles in 
the family, gendered rights and duties and differential 
access to resources. When designing training courses 
we must therefore take into account not only the 
numerous economic and labour market aspects but 
also this broader social context.”(SDC)2 

 
GM in vocational training means offering a range of 
training courses focused on equality. In order that 
women and men can benefit equally from interven-
tions, gender-specific roles, needs and opportunities 
need to be analyzed in context. Projects are more 
successful if they take into account existing gender 
asymmetries in everyday life, which manifest them-
selves in the differential availability of time, mobility, 
self-esteem, energy and money. Taking these findings 
into account it can be assumed that the entry of 
women into professional life will be easier if the 
terms of the training on offer can be reconciled with 
the daily life situation of women. Gender-sensitive 
initiatives can in the short term certainly improve the 
situation of women. Training alone, however, is not 
sufficient to provide women employment opportuni-
ties, and thus more bargaining power in the long 
term. The formal labour market may open up and 
provide women an income that may be more secure 
than if they were working informally. It says little 
however about wage levels or other aspects that 
would ultimately be considered to correspond to the 
requirements of a fair labour market. If the step into 
economic integration is not successful, stereotypes 
and the gendered character of occupational profiles 
and occupational fields remain in place. GM only 
succeeds if not only the everyday realities and thus 
the practical needs are served, that is, if just enough 
income is being generated to cope with everyday life; 
in fact it requires transformations at the macro level, 

i.e. strategies that address the structural causes of 
gender segregation in vocational training and on the 
labour market.

Vocational training is an important instrument for 
promoting gender equality and the elimination of 
structural discrimination. It therefore needs targeted 
investments to eliminate gender-related discrimina-
tion. On the one hand, this means more money for 
areas in which, experience shows, more women can 
be trained, and on the other hand for the reorganiza-
tion of training previously attended mostly by men, 
with the aim of promoting the participation of 
women. Technical and organizational measures can 
certainly facilitate women’s access to vocational 
education. But they do not yet change the fact that 
typical male activities are not performed under the 
same conditions as female ones; by this we mean 
care-work above all, which is only defined as a 
profession under very specific conditions and only 
then counted as a subject to be taught in a vocational 
training course. The value ascribed to particular 
professions and skills in turn determines investment 
and subsidy decisions in state vocational training 
policies and this assessment thus belongs to the 
contextual analysis of DC if the intervention is 
designed not only to make a short term course correc-
tions but also is designed over the longer term to 
influence the chain of causation of education, 
employment market opportunities and income in 
favour of greater gender equality. A comparison of 
the value to the national economy of various profes-
sions and skills, in which there are almost exclusively 
either men or women, is also instructive, also with 
regard to the notions as to which activities are 
supposed to be more useful than others. The care 
approach offers an interesting analytical matrix in 
this context, in order to pose anew the question as to 
whether or not certain activities are economic, and 
the values ascribed to them in relation to vocational 
training.

Women should be encouraged, for example to 
become plumbers, and it is similarly worthwhile to 
invest in training courses in “typically female” occu-
pational fields. Perhaps the latter is more pressing in 
the rural context where wage labour is less common. 
Experiences in Ecuador (see following interview) 
suggest this, where professional training initiatives in 
women-specific occupational fields created jobs for 
young women whilst at the same time professionaliz-

Vocational training is an important instrument  
for promoting gender equality and the elimination  

of structural discrimination. 
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ing typical female occupations in the field of care 
work. Money is increasingly important in order to 
cope with everyday life. Women-focused professional 
education opens new opportunities in the formal 
labour market. These are old claims. There is also 
however a need for long-term strategies which aim to 
enhance the value of apprenticeships and wages for 
occupations that are not organised through the 
market and to overcome gender-based wage dispari-
ties. Otherwise the desired transformation of gender 
relations will fall by the way side. In interventions in 
vocational education the different values ascribed to 
the various occupations of women and men in a 
given context thus plays a crucial role. They shed 
light on the conditions under which care work is 
done, why certain types of care work are remuner-
ated whilst others are carried out without remunera-
tion. 

The professionalization of care work is one way to 
tackle gender inequalities and can strengthen women 
in their socially ascribed care roles. The risk remains 
that national economies that are under pressure to 
save money will be most likely to make cuts here. 
This means that certain care occupations slip back 
into the unremunerated sector. If gender mainstream-
ing is to be used as a strategy to understand gender 

specific inequalities that have become blurred clichés, 
it is necessary to bring together various measures in 
a meaningful way; these will however only be effec-
tive if they are tied to strategic interventions at the 
macro- economic level, which in turn are based on 
measures derived from practical needs in the micro-
context. The project examples show how difficult this 
undertaking is. Women-specific projects are to be 
welcomed, but their effect is limited and their long-
term effects on gender relations are not acknowl-
edged enough. In Kosovo the project breaks through 
the so-called typical career expectations, which is to 
be welcomed. But it is still unclear whether the 
sectors can grow and how wages will evolve. The 
example of Nepal illustrates how important long-
term critical observation of the project is, using well 
chosen indicators to document how women-only 
projects affect the work burden of women and their 
standard of living. The interview and the project 
examples in this chapter highlight the reasons why 
the gender question often becomes the victim of an 
“industry perspective”; they document the methodo-
logical challenges of a vocational training course that 
not only scratches the surface of the common sense 
occupational logic of a normal male biography, but 
also seeks strategic gender justice. 
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“Especially in programmes with an  
occupational focus the gender issue actually 
was usually completely forgotten.”

Interview with Simon Junker,  
training policy advisor, SDC

SDC is working in the field of income generation 
using the “employability” approach and professional 
training; what exactly do these concepts mean?
 
Simon Junker: There is certainly an overlap, because 
ultimately both concepts are about increasing chances 
on the labour market. Employability has a different 
focus. Whilst vocational training projects and meas-
ures primarily concentrate on good education and 
training in order to help people find employment and 
an income, this approach emphasises the specific 
skills needed to get work that generates an income. 
Maybe employability projects are also a reaction to 
the experience that vocational training measures by 
themselves do not guarantee that someone will really 
find work. People say: “we did absolutely everything 
to ensure that the qualifications of this person were as 
good as possible so that their chances in the labour 
market were greater; we could not do more in the 
context of vocational training.” Integration into labour 
markets and into work does however presuppose 
certain skills and technical competencies.

I assume that upstream and downstream fields of 
vocational training such as career counselling will be 
more important in the future to achieve the goal of 
employability. In addition to improving vocational 
skills, social skills have to strengthened, indeed the 
entire profile of a person must be improved and their 
qualification strengthened.
 
Even if you are very well qualified, that does not 
mean that you will find work, often jobs are lacking. 
Who initiates vocational training programmes?
 
There is probably no other area that is as context 
dependent as vocational training. This is the reason 
why there is no model that fits everywhere. So the 
answer to the question as to who takes the initiative 
is also very variable. It may be a state issue in a capi-
tal city, or often it may be a small civil society or reli-
giously oriented organization which takes the initia-
tive in a remote place to broaden the opportunities 
for gaining qualifications. Projects to improve the 
vocational education system of a country are very 
different from initiatives that invest regionally in the 
capacity of a specific population group to enter the 
labour market. 

All projects have in common that their propo-
nents have the end as the starting point: they ask 

4 Only a revaluation of work will allow gender-equal vocational training� by Annemarie Sancar and Nicole Stolz
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where the opportunities are so that there are jobs at 
the end and which qualifications and practical skills 
do the people need to have a real chance of getting 
this work. At the same time we must be aware that 
not all additional professional qualifications lead to 
a paid job, but that people afterwards often have to 
build up their own independent employment oppor-
tunity.

The work begins with practical questions 
concerning issues of curriculum development or the 
definition of meaningful content. Too often educa-
tional content is defined theoretically, without 
taking into account the specific circumstances and 
needs. Future male or female employers must be 
included from the start, the self-employment poten-
tial must be analyzed and the respective partner 
institutions must be identified. If the existing struc-
tures do not meet the organizational requirements 
this can be very expensive and time consuming. 
Trade guilds often first have to be established, in the 
sense of: “you, as a group of carpenters in this 
region: what are the qualities carpenters need, not 
only internally in their businesses, but more 
broadly?”
 
In the end it is always about having an income, 
employment or self-employment in order to improve 
the standard of living or at least maintain it. How do 
you assess the potential for different social groups, 
and when does gender come into play?
 
We first analyze the labour market potential and 
then the profiles which have the best possible 
chances on the labour market after suitable training. 
Only then do we check to see whom we can train as 
close as possible to this desired individual profile. 
Further criteria may also flow into this decision 
making process, certain social criteria. The goal 
then also includes the integration of people who 
have fewer opportunities in life; gender for example 
is an explicit criterion. In programmes in the classic 
male trades one logically generally reaches mainly 
young men. I did not choose the example of carpen-
ters accidentally; especially in programmes in the 
manual trades the gender issue is often forgotten. 
But I have also seen that the participation of women 
in the manual trades touches on a taboo, or, more 
generally, that young women can not even go 
through such a training programme. Background 

research may also lead to a decision to differentiate 
and exclude certain professional fields or adapt the 
training structures in order to make access easier for 
various groups. In this decision-making process it is 
not only gender that is considered, but also the age 
or stage of life of the candidate. The more flexible 
the training on offer, the wider the range of people 
who can make use of it. Thus instead of offering the 
courses during the day when people may be blocked 
from attending due to their main job, the courses 
may take place in the evening, or seasonally, taking 
into account that the target groups may be busy in 
their agricultural occupation. The training on offer 
is thus adapted to the respective life situations and 
possibilities.

Especially with evening classes it is often forgotten 
that working women who would like to get a quali-
fication, have to do household chores and care 
work. What has proved to be successful especially 
for women?
 
From a gender perspective it is clear that flexibility is 
crucial for women. In Bangladesh early evening is 
considered sensible, but it raises the question of 
when the women do their “normal” daily work; there 
is the risk that there is an additional burden. Full 
time training or training that takes place far away 
often is out of the question for women, but also for 
men. In addition, the training is often modular. Addi-
tional training is designed to follow a two-week 
course with specific content. This creates additional 
flexibility and training opportunities that can be more 
harmoniously matched to individual needs.
 
How do you deal with the fact that occupations are 
strongly gender segregated, not only as far as train-
ing and job opportunities are concerned but also in 
terms of wages?
 
In many programmes, gender is only recorded statis-
tically, i.e. how many women and men participated 
in a programme. This raises the question of whether 
to focus on gender-specific professions or to try a 
mix. Both are important. In Ecuador there was a 
rural programme which began with traditional male 
jobs, and later offered a bilingual qualification in 
Spanish and Quechua for female or male infant 
teachers. Of course this could cement roles; women 
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took advantage of these offers because the prospects 
of finding a job afterwards were good. The 
programmes specifically concentrated on occupa-
tions about which one could assume that there 
would be a demand for them in the labour market. 
Often these are occupations with male connota-
tions. For example, in Bangladesh, where many jobs 
are genuinely tied to industry, we have a real indus-
try focus. Nonetheless the projects try to train as 
many young women as possible. How good their 
chances then are on the labour market is another 
question. The segregation after all happens at vari-
ous levels: who is actually admitted to a training 
course? How does the labour market react? Is gender 
a relevant variable in the selection of workers?
 
Who has that industry perspective?
 
In Bangladesh, men have built up an impressive 
project that unlike many rural programmes to gain 
qualifications, addresses the underprivileged in 
urban areas. With this “Underprivileged Children 
Education Project UCEP” they followed the logic 
that the labour market potential there is greatest in 
the industrial sector. The question then arises which 
industries are even looking for skilled workers. In 
Bangladesh cheap production – if you will – is a 
market advantage in the textile industry. The inter-
est in qualified people is not great because they are 
not needed for assembly line work. Other qualifica-
tions are not in demand and do not bring more 
income at the assembly line. Only a higher qualifi-
cation in a technical or commercial field would 
effectively lead to a higher income. Significantly it is 
mostly women who are in these unqualified jobs, 
especially in the textile industry. More recently 
however there are also many men to be found in 
unskilled markets. However, it is obvious: the higher 
up, the fewer the number of women.
 
Does SDC also work on the macro level, the level 
where labour markets evolve, and does it influence 
decisions about which vocational training to 
invested in? Are there situations where the urgency 
to train people in health is perhaps placed above the 
training for profit-oriented manufacturing industry?
 
We often hear the accusation that we focus too 
much on poverty eradication in rural areas and too 

little on productive sectors, which would develop 
the economy of a country. At the same time there is 
a demand that skills training projects should also 
develop social skills and that the goals should be 
participation and influence. The range that educa-
tional projects cover is huge and the demand ranges 
from purely industrial, macro-economic aims 
through to social objectives of equality that emerge 
more from an idealised educational goal.

In the professional fields of healthcare and educa-
tion, SDC is relatively under-represented. The health 
sector in many countries is not designed as a train-
ing area and the corresponding occupations are not 
professionalized along state guidelines. Rather it is 
assumed that it is classical care work which women 
do anyway. SDC focuses on qualifications in the 
non-formal sector and tries in this way to contribute 
to the improved integration of the poor. Our contri-
bution in the political dialogue thus focuses more 
on getting certification even for these unconven-
tional areas which then give diploma-holders the 
opportunity to take up further training.

What role does the profitability of a sector play in 
the selection of specific training areas? Is it true that 
certain sectors, due to their focus on interactive 
work, are therefore considered less profitable, and 
are therefore dropped?

These interactive work sectors where often  
“typically female” work is done, should be 

publicly funded. But often state budgets make 
too little provision for these services and  

the work is then unremunerated and done  
voluntarily, because it simply has to be done. 
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These interactive work sectors where often “typi-
cally female” work is done, should be publicly 
funded. But often state budgets make too little 
provision for these services and the work is then 
unremunerated and done voluntarily, because it 
simply has to be done. So it is a question of funding 
which goes far beyond vocational training. Our 
thematic focus is on “work and income”; therefore 
the aim has to be that people have a better income 
after completing their training. This can be achieved 
in various ways and does not necessarily have to be 
associated with work in the private sector. However, 
with a vocational training programme we can 
neither fundamentally change the level of public 
expenditure nor the pattern of resource distribution 
in a country.
 
SDC could approach it the other way round, namely 
not intervening where market interests are espe-
cially strong, but where the conditions for a decent 
standard of living are being created, even if these 
sectors appear at first glance to be unprofitable: 
health, education, care of the elderly.
 
The focus today is more on training in the health-
care sector, also in the context of migration. The 
states of the South are today investing more in 
health education because they expect the qualified 
people to find qualified work in the North and to 
contribute added value in the form of foreign remit-
tances. In this way even vocational training in the 
health sector has an economic rationale.
 
Let us return to the actual topic, namely the rele-
vance of vocational training to poverty eradication, 
and we find that classical training projects in rural 
areas train a large number of women dressmakers 
and hairdressers, and men become mechanics or 
carpenters. Where is the effectiveness, if everyone 
has the same skills? Or does one not do this anymore 
nowadays?
 
It is still partly done like this, but the awareness 
that there really is a problem, is growing. Let us 
take a classic project that trains people in the 
manual trades. The good results used to lead to 
young people being offered an apprenticeship. So it 
happened that the first generation of craftsmen 
trained their own competitors. They then of course 

withdrew from the project: “Why should I do this?” 
The origin of such projects was the assumption that 
you have to offer these poor people something, 
without analyzing exactly what the added value is 
once they have the training. In Bangladesh for 
example, there are programmes that educate thou-
sands of seamstresses – something must after all be 
done to help these poor women – a side effect of 
gender mainstreaming, perhaps? Some of them 
then work for their little village; others are supposed 
to be supported to access regional markets where 
they are supposed to sell their products. This does 
not work. But one has moved away from this now 
and is investing in courses in agricultural skills, not 
vocations in the traditional sense. Thus we try and 
cover as many fields as possible, with services as 
elements of a value chain or for finance, consulting 
and vocational training. We focus not just on voca-
tional training. There is a demand for general qual-
ifications, where it does not matter that many 
people are trained in the same thing. On the other 
hand there are subject-specific and occupation-
specific qualities which are then offered specifi-
cally. At both levels the gender issue plays a role, 
for example, in the manner in which general knowl-
edge is imparted.
 
Are there indicators to measure the relevance to 
poverty eradication – also in a gender disaggregated 
way?
 
The question of measurability is crucial. What can 
be measured? The number of people who find a job 
after training says little about poverty eradication, 
because one does not know anything about the 
quality of work or the level of income. One requires 
a comparative indicator regarding income before 
and after training to be able to say something about 
poverty reduction. Income growth is certainly more 
meaningful. It is enormously difficult to follow 
people in their mobile professional lives. One simply 
assumes that the chances of mobility grow as the 
number of qualifications rise. Nonetheless it is diffi-
cult in the long run to demonstrate success. Of 
course, fluctuations in the labour market are also 
determining factors, not only the project itself. 
Nevertheless, one should look at these issues more 
closely, even if it is extremely difficult to find people 
again after two or three years. One should do tracer 
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studies, for example, where one tries to filter out 
social mobility or the status within the family using 
questionnaires. 

Are such projects analysed more broadly in order to 
determine how the well-being of women and men 
develops over time? Women receive training, how 
are the men then, and vice versa. Is this even a rele-
vant question for you?
 
The question regarding the circumstances of life and 
the changes is important. But how relevant is the 
level of education here? It is quite far removed and 
the direct influence can not clearly be established. 
Nevertheless reflection is needed on this topic, how 
education changes the situation of men and women 
as well as the hierarchies, and how these can be 
measured. It is important in this respect to look at 
working conditions, and there are ILO standards 
here (decent work), which should be followed. We 
would never fund training in sectors where the rele-
vance of these standards was not recognised. Often 
it is also true that better qualified female and male 
workers have more opportunities to make clear 
demands on the male or female employers. I believe 
that better training not only means higher incomes 
but also leads to greater awareness of one’s own 
position in the economic fabric, and that one can 
express oneself better. This again reveals that it is 
not only technical skills but also social skills and 
general knowledge that are important as emancipa-
tory aspects of a programme. In classical training, 
which is about gaining professional technical quali-
fications in a specific subject, this aspect of the 
rights of male and female workers, unfortunately, 
often remains in the background.
 

Are there any programmes where women’s rights as 
workers are explicitly discussed as well?
 
Yes there are. In Bangladesh for example there are 
programmes that actively deal with women’s rights. 
The female course participants learn, for example, 
that their participation also involves a social 
contract. In other words, they are acquiring knowl-
edge not only for themselves but are passing on 
what they have learned to their own community and 
they bring to the table certain emancipatory issues 
such as sex education, discussion and decision-
making structures within the family, control over 
income and other issues. 

In Bangladesh for example, there are programmes  
that educate thousands of seamstresses – something  

must after all be done to help these poor women  
– a side effect of gender mainstreaming, perhaps? 
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households with a female head of household is very 
high, as many men have migrated in search of a job. 
Although the percentage of businesses run by women 
entrepreneurs has now reached 43%, female entre-
preneurs earn less than their male counterparts, and 
they also have to fight cultural barriers and legal and 
administrative barriers.

Access to the labour market due to  
additional qualification

Based on previous successfully implemented voca-
tional training projects with the private sector, SDC 
and Helvetas initiated the Employment Fund (EF) in 
Nepal in 2007. The aim of the EF is for 14 000 poor 
female and male school leavers aged 16-35 (over 50% 
women) who are discriminated against, to be provide 
additional qualifications and to facilitate their access 
to the labour market or self-employed work. The 
project is supported by over 30 partners (vocational 
education and training providers in the private 
sector).

The main result of this project is improved employ-
ability of the female and male graduates from these 
training programmes: 80% of the trained adolescents 
found a job within 6 months of completing their 
training at a pre-defined minimum income. Core 
elements of the project approach are the result-
oriented payment for the services of partner organisa-
tions and the strong focus on the labour market. The 
target group is young people from poor backgrounds; 
especially women and members of oppressed castes 
and ethnic groups.

 

Objectives and realities in relation to  
gender relations

In the four years to date 30 000 people have received 
vocational education thanks to EF and at least 80% of 
them have subsequently found profitable employ-
ment. Thousands of young women were able to inte-
grate into the labour market and gain a degree of 
economic independence. The integration of women 
into the training courses, one of the main objectives 
of the project, presents a special challenge because 
many find their access to vocational training courses 
blocked by cultural barriers: according to traditional 
gender roles, women are not supposed to work 

Women in Nepal: socially but not  
 economically empowered

Triggered by the democratic movements in Nepal, a 
broad dialogue on the social, political and economic 
inclusion of women and the traditional, gender segre-
gated structures came up in public in Nepal in the 
1990s. Under pressure from civil society, the govern-
ment took steps towards social and economic better-
ment of women and indigenous groups; at the politi-
cal level, for example a women’s quota of one third 
was introduced in Parliament. The high hopes with 
regard to changes in gender relations have hitherto 
not been fulfilled however. A look at the structure of 
poverty shows that in addition to gender, ethnicity 
and origin are significant factors. In economic, social, 
political and legal terms women are on average worse 
off than men. Rural women work more hours a day, 
but they get up to 50% less pay, have little control 
over property and income, and very rarely have deci-
sion-making power within their household. Two out 
of three Nepalese women are illiterate, 65% of all 
girls leave school after standard five or even earlier. 
This is directly related to the high proportion of 
young women in the badly remunerated informal 
sector and to child marriages that are as widespread 
as ever in remote regions. Nearly 80% of all women 
in Nepal are married by the age of 20, 90% of them 
have had their first child before the age of 25. A 
disproportionately large number of women work in 
agriculture (82%), and, moreover, the proportion of 

Well-trained but not in demand
Women in vocational training in Nepal

4 Only a revaluation of work will allow gender-equal vocational training project example I� by Siroco Messerli*

project title	 �Employment Fund Nepal
responsible	H elvetas Swiss Intercooperation
partners	� over 30 private further education and training providers and 

government agencies (development of standardized curricula)
project scope	 2007 – 2013
funding	�SDC , UKAid (Department for International Development, DFID) 

and World Bank

basic data

* Siroco Messerli,  
team leader Employment Fund secretariat / 
Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation
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outside the house and if they do, then only in female-
dominated fields. Opposition to remunerated work in 
occupations considered unusual for women (such as 
carpentry or driving taxis) were initially very high, 
even amongst women themselves. The opposition 
could be dismantled due to, amongst other things, 
the cooperation of various women’s organizations, 
but also by EF spreading “success stories” about 
women.

One of the conditions of the funders – to target 
one of the project components at young women in 
the age group of 16-24 years – proved to be unhelpful 
as most Nepalese women marry at precisely this age 
and have children, and thus hardly have time for 
education. Therefore the training courses are attended 
mostly by women between the ages of 30 and 35, and 
ideally an extension of the upper age limit to 40 
should be considered. Furthermore, it should be 
noted that mothers can only attend classes at partic-
ular times of day and the daily training sessions 
should not be too long.

For women who graduated from the EF-training 
courses, the integration into the labour market proved 
more difficult than for men – this too the result of 
stereotypical notions of femininity. It is almost impos-
sible for married women to start their own business, 
unless it is in a typical female field like tailoring, 
beauty or embroidery, which in turn is associated 
with low income levels. Of the 10 occupations with 
the highest income only two are typically chosen by 
women, the eight remaining ones are the exclusive 
domain of men. The occupations chosen by women 
(e.g. brick making or garment making) open fewer 
career opportunities and working conditions rarely 
come up to the standards set by the ILO. Women are 
also exposed to exploitation and sexual violence, 
especially when they migrate (e.g. as housekeepers 
to the Middle East).

The payment to the training provider takes place, 
as already mentioned, only after its completion, and 
only if the male and female graduates achieve the 
predefined minimum income level. The result is that 
some training organisations are reluctant to select 
women because they realized that women often 
(have to) work part-time – and therefore generate 
less income – which leads to a lower profit for the 
training partner. In the evaluation of the project it 
also came out that a high level of self-confidence is 
required to get a job, which women often lack. There-

fore currently more time and effort is being spent to 
impart skills such as communication, gender aware-
ness, and knowledge of employment rights etc. to the 
male and female participants. 

From discussions with entrepreneurs and training 
partners it emerged that the main reasons for employ-
ers to hire a woman, is that they work for lower 
wages (20-30% less than men), that they are less 
likely to organize themselves into trade unions or 
organise labour protests, that they are more disci-
plined and accurate in their work, they are less absent 
from work and they perform the tasks assigned to 
them quicker.

In certain outsourcing sectors with piece rate 
contracts, e.g. garment manufacturing, exclusively 
women are employed. For women this has the advan-
tage that they can combine care work with remuner-
ated work. For employers, this has the added advan-
tage that women are not in a position to participate in 
the company level discussions about the level of 
wages, working conditions etc. So what looks at first 
glance as empowerment can lead to problematic 
dependency.

In summary we can say that socio-cultural norms 
and the reality of the labour market represent major 
challenges to the Employment Fund – core issues are 
gender-based notions and prejudices, which still 
stand in the way of women’s economic empower-
ment. 

Core issues are gender-based notions  
and prejudices, which still stand in the way  

of women’s economic empowerment. 
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of firms were in the agricultural and industrial sector 
and 7% in construction. Although according to 
Kosovo law women have equal rights as men in all 
spheres of life, women in Kosovo are still clearly 
disadvantaged. Thus in 2008 girls for example left 
school without matriculating far more frequently than 
boys, which led to a rural illiteracy rate among women 
of 10% compared to 2% of men. Also as far as employ-
ment opportunities are concerned, women only make 
up one third of the labour force and are thus under-
represented. Only 6% of all registered firms in 2008 
were controlled by women. In politics and the media 
too women are marginalized, especially in rural areas. 
In contrast, after the war, in numerous Kosovo fami-
lies, women (mainly widows) are the sole breadwin-
ners in the family and are thus forced to acquire 
professional skills and use them to become economi-
cally active. For this, they need support and specific 
and personal encouragement not only to improve 
their self-confidence and bring about empowerment, 
but also in relation to their entry into growth-oriented, 
dynamic economic sectors and professions.

The project (2001-2008)

The project, which was aimed exclusively at women, 
consisted of various components that were attuned to 
each other in terms of timing and content:
–	� lending and brokerage service of small loans for 

small female entrepreneurs (mainly start-ups)
–	� small loans up to a maximum of 1000 € for PR 

and advertising measures of the newly establis-
hed enterprises

–	� support of local service providers for the develop-
ment and provision of tailor-made business 
services and further education courses adapted to 
the special needs of women

–	� provision of labour market oriented short courses 
for women in cooperation with local training and 
consultancy institutions and local businesses for 
internships

–	� campaigns and various measures for general 
awareness building

–	� media relations

In the short courses, lasting on average 3 to 4 months 
plus a one-month internship in a local company or 
institution, the result at the end of 2008 was that out of 

From 2001 to 2008 Swisscontact implemented the 
“Women Business Development Project” on behalf of 
SDC in the Dukagjini region of Kosovo. The main 
objective of the project was economic empowerment 
of women and access to income and employment. 
This happened on the one hand by means of continu-
ous awareness training in the whole of Kosovo society 
and on the other hand through strengthening local 
service providers for small male and female entrepre-
neurs as well as providing information and profes-
sional knowledge.

The context

The project began in the very difficult post-conflict 
situation, which was mainly characterized by a very 
high unemployment rate of around 45% (70% of 
women and nearly 80% of all adolescents). 90% of all 
these unemployed had been unemployed for over a 
year, two thirds of all registered unemployed were 
unskilled. The Dukagjini region was especially affected 
by high unemployment which is why this project site 
was chosen.

At the beginning of the project, the growth of the 
private sector was dependent on a few private sector 
firms with very low productivity, which increased the 
high level of dependence on international develop-
ment funds even more. Business activities were 
restricted mainly to small trading firms and only 10% 

Beyond traditional female career choices
Women in vocational education in Kosovo

4 Only a revaluation of work will allow gender-equal vocational training project example II� by Ulrike Gminder*

project title	 Women Business Development Project (WBDP)
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		�T  rade associations
project scope	 2001 – 2008
funding	SDC

basic data

* Ulrike Gminder, Swisscontact,  
Director of communication and former 
project manager of the Women Business 
Development Project in Kosovo
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a total of 500 trained women almost half were able to 
find a job. This was not least thanks to the careful 
market analysis in the choice of vocations, as well as 
the inclusion of potential male and female employers 
in the preparation and conduct of the courses. One of 
the selection criteria for cooperation with course 
providers was that they had to provide a short market 
analysis of the opportunities that trained women in the 
various professions would have in the Kosovo labour 
market (e.g. how many insurance assistants have real-
istic chances of getting a job). Courses and internships 
were offered in amongst others the following fields, 
some of which went beyond the traditional career 
choices for women: legal assistant, customs assistant, 
general medical assistant  / nursing assistant, insurance 
assistant, graphic design, journalism, accounts assist-
ant, and general administrative assistant.

The results

In order to smoothen the path into work mainly for 
young women, the emphasis was put on very practi-
cal, then still new and relatively unknown professions, 
which went beyond the traditional career choices 
(hairdresser, seamstress, nurse, etc.). The participants 
had to pay a small fee; educational background and 
professional experience were also important selection 
criteria. The women’s success was considerable: while 
before the project started nearly 60% of participating 
women had an income of less than 100 €, the percent-
age had declined to 30% by the end of the project. 
Furthermore, the proportion of women with an income 
of between 101€ and 300 € increased from 20% to 
almost 40%, a significant improvement also in 
comparison to the unemployed who, without their 
own income, are only able to keep afloat with remit-
tances from family members living abroad.

Thus, for example, after 3 months of training to 
become an administrative assistant the trainees were 
placed in a local company for a 1 month internship. 
This was done after entering into written agreements 
with the companies in which the learning goals and 
work descriptions were agreed. There was no visible 
resistance to the young women; but it was generally 
difficult to find companies that offered an internship 
at all. It was only gradually possible to explain to the 
companies that they also carry a responsibility for the 
education of young people.

Thanks to supporting events such as sales fairs for 
women entrepreneurs, where they had the opportu-
nity to present their products and services, and 
contests like “Best Business Woman of the Year” and 
“Best Journalist of the Year”, each with high media 
exposure, the self-confidence of the women went up 
quite considerably over the years. Regular TV and 
radio shows with women entrepreneurs and profes-
sional women helped to spread awareness about the 
enormous potential of women in business and also as 
mentioned their successes in society in general. As 
business women, women can strengthen their role in 
the family environment as well as in the business 
environment and are taken seriously. This will hope-
fully eventually lead to women having more negotiat-
ing power in the work place, but also in politics and 
in the public sphere generally.

Conclusion

One of the most important pre-conditions for ensur-
ing that women actually gain added value from a 
project, is certainly that women on the one hand 
have responsible positions in project management 
functions and, secondly, that they are involved in 
project planning from the beginning. Both conditions 
were fulfilled in the Kosovo case.

As far as successful job placement for women is 
concerned, the one-month internships in local 
companies were a good opportunity to assert them-
selves in an actual work environment and even to 
gain some work experience. Thus it was also possible 
to get local firms to accept their responsibilities and 
duties as providers of internship places for women 
and men. Similarly, the employers were directly 
involved in the design of the short courses from the 
beginning. This ensured that the course content 
corresponded to the specific needs and expectations 
of potential male or female employers.

Finally, supportive measures such as trade fairs, 
contests, television and radio programmes and inten-
sive media work were important factors for perma-
nently strengthening the role of women in Kosovo soci-
ety. Women will continue to play a central role in the 
development of a strong Kosovan economy and society.

 
“The thing women have yet to learn is nobody gives 
you power. You just take it.” (Roseanne Barr)

Finally, supportive measures such as trade fairs, contests,  
television and radio programmes and intensive media work 

were important factors for permanently strengthening  
the role of women in Kosovo society. 
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and without training. The vocational training in 
these care areas therefore is in a difficult position: 
as a rule women are either trained in male-domi-
nated areas where they are very likely – as shown 
in the Nepal example – to work under poor condi-
tions, if they can find work at all. Or they are 
trained for already over-saturated or less profitable 
service industries, such as tailoring or hairdressing, 
as the experiences from Bangladesh or Kosovo 
show. In Albania new professions were opened up 
which are still relatively less stereotyped and there-
fore more accessible to women. However, this 
approach assumes that the labour market in these 
areas is opening up, whether through private inves-
tors or through state investments or international 
financing or funding. 

The integration of women into the labour market 
is determined by various factors. Over and above 
pure market studies there is thus a need for holistic 
studies that shed light on the linkages between 
social, economic and political aspects at all levels. 
It is not sufficient to expand the knowledge of 
women with educational campaigns and to 
strengthen their skills if gender segregation in the 
various occupational fields leaves discrimination 
more deeply entrenched. Gender-specific training 
means a re-evaluation of those activities that do not 
work primarily according to the profit-oriented 
logic of the market but which ensure the well being 
of people. It requires national economic and politi-
cal interventions in order to introduce gender-rele-
vant structural changes and reduce gender specific 
income differentials, especially in the sectors where 
care work is done professionally and is remuner-
ated. If vocational training is to lead to greater 
equality, then, in addition to increased participa-
tion by women in education projects, there is also a 
need to tackle gender asymmetries in wage struc-
tures and in the skill training and vocational train-
ing sectors. DC interventions thus should tackle 
gender issues at various levels: the micro-level to 
ensure that the offers are as much open to women 
as to men, and on the macro-economic level, in 
order to tackle the impact of financial flows on 
gender segregation in vocational training, in labour 
markets and on wages.

Interventions in the field of vocational training are 
central to overcoming poverty, yet they do not auto-
matically bring more equality for women, not even 
if gender equality is promoted with special meas-
ures. The labour market is gender-segregated and 
generally the areas in which men find work are also 
those production sectors that promise greater prof-
itability, growth and economic development. Occu-
pations in areas with female connotations (health, 
education, and social services) are barely profita-
ble, they are cost-intensive and, as Simon Junker 
said in the interview, are generally under pressure 
to save money or are subject to cuts under the 
state’s structural adjustment programmes and 
therefore assigned to the private sector, thus loos-
ing their status as professions. “Women do it 
anyway”, is the motto and they do it without pay 

Gender-specific training means a  
re-evaluation of those activities that do  
not work primarily according to  
the profit-oriented logic of the market  
but which ensure the well being of people.

Promoting the professionalization of  
female occupational fields

Conclusion

4 Only a revaluation of work will allow gender-equal vocational training � by annemarie sancar
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Her work appears neither in the national accounts,  
nor is it included in the statistics as an occupational sector. 
Although it is indispensable, what housewives do is  
considered thankless work, receiving little recognition, 
neither from family members who benefit from it;  
nor is it hardly appreciated as real work even by the  
women themselves who go about their duties as  
housewives.

“I do not work, I am a housewife”, said 
Migdalia García, a 68 year old woman from Havana, 
mother of two daughters and grandmother of three  
school boys.

Garcia barely values the many obligations and 
responsibilities that she has carried out in her house for 
practically all her life. “For me, this is nothing extraordinary. 
It is what I have always done, since I got married and 
moved out of my parents’ house“, she adds.

Migdalia García belongs to the group of 
women who receive neither a salary nor are they protected 
by labour rights, even though they devote their entire, 
precious time to housework and family life.

They receive neither a salary nor do they ever 
have a holiday, and they are specialists at doing several 
things at once, spending more hours in endless work shifts, 
that are constantly repeated from one day to the next.  
If one were to translate their work into a formal working 
relationship, it would be clear that they carry the work- 
load of several people.

“My husband was always working and I took 
care of everything in the house. I also helped my two 
daughters so that they could study and work: one of them 
is a paediatrician and the other decided to get a teaching 
degree“, said Migdalia.

Even if her daughters urge her to rest more 
and worry less about the housework, she nevertheless 

takes on most of the work: early in the morning she goes 
to the market, prepares the food and does “a bit” of  
cleaning, as she says. She also mends the clothes, sewing 
on a button here and there or fixing a tear, tidies up and 
makes the beds in the morning.

“Normally this work is not even noticed. Not 
only does the family not notice it but the women them-
selves do not notice it, because it is a kind of cultural and 
social template that is perceived and interpreted differently 
for women and men”, says the anthropologist Leticia  
Artiles from SEMLAC, who is currently co-ordinating the 
Asociación Latinoamericana de Medicina Social (ALAMES).

This reproductive role – including all the 
domestic occupations of taking care of the health of the 
family members, the preparation of meals, education, 
cleaning, and many others -, “… is only given value when 
the same woman performs it in a different place”, adds  
the expert, who also works as a professor at the Medical 
School of Havana.

Some of the expert’s calculations provide an 
estimate of the value of housework in the national 
accounts and thus make visible the economic investment 
that housework constitutes. In other words, with her 
accounting of the actual costs she is translating the user 
value of household work into its exchange value. For 
instance a meal of rice, salad, carbohydrates and protein 
costs 25 pesos per day (around 1.25 dollars) at the farmers’ 
market. If a serving like this had to be paid for once a day 
for a month for a family of four, it would cost 3000 Cuban 
pesos (nearly $ 150), which, according to data from the 
National Bureau of Statistics (ONE) is equivalent to approxi-
mately eight times the average wage (387 pesos = $ 19)  
in the public sector and the mixed sectors.

“If I did the same calculation for the laundry, 
and if I compared the results with the price that a  

cuba 

care story VI

Migdalia García and Rosario Varela

“As a domestic worker  
I was making more than if  
I had remained a teacher.”
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commercial laundry charges, and if I were to add the other 
occupations and attach a monetary value to them, a  
housewife’s salary would be substantial.”

This insight seems to have been the basis for 
Rosario Varelas to take her decision as a then 47 year old 
mathematician, to give up her job as a school teacher in 
1993 to work as a maid for a family of diplomats.

“I earned well, but I also worked till I fell over. 
I left my house at dawn and rode my bike there. I cleaned a 
huge two storey house and ironed the laundry once a 
week. Sometimes I earned extra if I did the babysitting for 
the children on an evening when the parents went out.  
I definitely earned much more than if I had stayed working 
in my job”, she notes.

In the hard times in the 1990s caused by the 
economic crisis, further exacerbated by problems in  
the transport sector, the raw material scarcity and plant 
closures, many female Cuban citizens went back to the 
domestic hearth. Others changed their job and received 
higher compensation and were thus able to overcome  
the crisis better.

Slightly more than one million Cuban women 
dedicate themselves to housework with body and soul, 
according to unofficial estimates most of them are 45 years 
old or older. Added to this group are the women who  
work outside the home, but the moment they arrive home, 
take on the housework.
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How much justice? 
Conclusion

My persistence and the continuous efforts paid off: my 
husband began to change his attitude. After he 
finished his work, he came home and helped the 
family. Through my contribution to the household 
income we increased our land holdings.1

They cut flowers, fill mango and pineapple into plas-
tic containers, they harvest tea and coffee and thereby 
achieve a significant increase in household income, 
as a comparative study in Guatemala, Indonesia and 
Kenya shows: all countries where women work in 
large numbers in vegetable production for export. In 
comparison to other production companies the 
participating companies did far better, and the 
women themselves were also of the opinion that the 
VC initiatives did well: many women were able to 
save money that they then invested in land, seeds, or 
building up a small business (Mehra and Rojas 2011). 
A success story. Why then are there still doubts in 
some quarters about the benefits and effect of these 
and similar initiatives to eradicate poverty? And even 
if the criticism that women are poorly paid, are barely 
or inadequately organized and work too much, were 
true: is this not a temporary phase as part of longer-
term regional economic growth? Is this not the price 
that must be paid in the interest of sustainable 
poverty alleviation and improving the welfare of all 
in this phase?

The aim of this publication was to submit experi-
ences of market promotion programmes and various 
initiatives to strengthen local economies using market 
models for the poor to a differentiated assessment 
from a gender perspective. Critical voices were as 
welcome as the points of view of the advocates and 
proponents of a growth-oriented development model. 
Basically, the experiences presented here move 
between the poles of economic development, poverty 
eradication and the struggle against social and 
economic inequality. Against the background of these 
conflicting priorities the papers collected here discuss 
measures ranging from training programmes through 
to numerous variants of micro-finance initiatives. 
The primary objective of such approaches is not to 
promote economic growth, but to improve the situa-
tion of the poorest. This does not mean that develop-
ment cooperation should not promote market struc-
tures. Unlike the World Bank for example, whose 
primary goal is to increase global economic growth, 
development cooperation agencies and their partner 
organizations are committed to poverty eradication 
and the struggle against the causes of discrimination 
and inequality. More recently, however, experts have 
identified a shift in the goal hierarchies. Macro-
economic growth strategies are displacing the 
demand for equality and justice, they are postponing 
them till “later” or positively exploiting existing 
gender inequalities as stimuli for growth (Berik et al. 
2009, p. 23).

The big challenge is not just to put up alternative 
points of view in the fight against absolute poverty, 
but to actually achieve the stated goal of reaching the 
target group of those most severely affected by 
poverty. A prerequisite for this is the systematic 
examination of the conflicting goals of gender equal-
ity and economic growth: “It does mean recognizing 
that these are two different objectives, and policies 
that maximize the possibilities of achieving one do 
not necessarily maximize the possibility of achieving 
the other” ( Elson, 2011, p. 43). Since women in most 
societies are positioned differently than men in the 
economic system, the editors set the goal of particu-
larly examining the conditions for securing gender 
equality in general and the reduction of inequalities 
in the context of poverty reduction programmes in 
particular. The reflections gathered are intended as a 
contribution to the discussion as to whether and how 
gender equality is anchored as a separate objective 

conclusion� by Sabin Bieri, Lilian Fankhauser, Annemarie Sancar and Nicole Stolz5

The care economy is concerned with questions 
of how a society organizes the welfare of  
its members, how national or local economic  
decisions affect the fields of relational work  
and only weakly productive work in the longer 
term.
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and implemented; what are the experiences in this 
respect, in which areas is more knowledge needed 
and which problems still have to be overcome.

In the final chapter considerations and approaches 
are presented that are derived from these contribu-
tions, bearing in mind the sticking points identified 
in the introduction; views were deepened in two 
hearings with experts from the government adminis-
tration and from NGOs as well as international male 
and female experts.2 They are grouped into three 
main areas: in a first part the editors introduce some 
considerations regarding the added value of the care 
approach and discuss the experiences and opportuni-
ties for aligning development measures to it. The 
second section covers the role of the state and the 
changes in the wake of new political and economic 
conditions. In the third part we ask whether there are 
opportunities for ensuring the quality of economic 
development measures with regard to gender equal-
ity without having to limit ourselves to the often very 
narrowly conceived instruments of effects monitor-
ing.

1. Added value of the care concept:  
analysis of complex economic realities  
in the global South

Programmes that are intended to eradicate poverty 
through economic development, frequently work 
with traditional and thus reductionistic models of 
economic production. The inadequacy of this view is 
now also recognized by leading male and female 
economists. Thus the high powered Commission on 
the Measurement of Economic Performance and 
Social Progress convened by Nicolas Sarkozy came to 
the conclusion that in addition to the economic indi-
cators that measure GDP other indicators should also 
be included in overall economic accounting that 
make it possible to make certain statements about 
well-being.3 The weakness of the mainstream models 
is further that the development activities are directed 
at individuals, who are supposed to be enabled 
through a targeted stimulus to overcome their poverty 
in a sustainable manner, whilst the structural reasons 
for poverty that are found in existing power relations, 
are excluded (Bauhardt and Caglar 2010 ). The other 
problem is that development agencies work with an 
exclusionary concept of work, which does not 
adequately deal with the reality of household 
economics in the South with their close intertwining 
of subsistence, the survival economy, informal, remu-
nerated and unremunerated work. The concept does 
not allow an analytic approach to unremunerated, 
mostly women’s care work and does not dignify it 
with the status of an economically productive occu-
pation. It is this distortion of economic reality that 
attracts the criticism of feminist economists: “In my 
opinion, mainstream economics, with its single 
central story of competitive production and exchange 
in markets, is too simple a theory to provide an 
adequate explanation of the economy, especially as it 
affects, and is affected by, women’s caring 
work”(Donath, 2000, p. 116). The inclusion of care in 
the analysis of an economic situation is essential; 
however, it is still unclear how this should be done 
sensibly. In fact, in many programmes there is grow-
ing recognition that care work is an important factor 
in relation to time. This is especially true for projects 
aimed at improving the situation of everyday subsist-
ence and survival. Here the care question seems to 
come up more straightforward than in those projects 

1 Khaleda Bulbuli, Bangladesh. see.p. 38

2 On September 8, 2011, in Bern.

3 The CMEPSP Commission was convened by President 
Sarkozy in February 2008. It was chaired by Joseph Stiglitz, 
Amartya Sen and Paul Fitoussi. URL of the final report of  
the Commission: www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr/en/index.htm 
(last accessed: October 24, 2011).
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which aim at providing male and female farmers 
with access to markets. Surprisingly however in both 
cases, the question as to what this conceptual exten-
sion means for the implementation of development 
programmes, remains unanswered; what kind of 
insights and what kind of potential for change arise, 
and to what extent are gender relations addressed. 
The inclusion of care in development cooperation 
actually means more than just the calculation of time 
spent on housework, child care and women-specific 
tasks in the subsistence and survival economy. The 
care economy is concerned with questions of how a 
society organizes the welfare of its members, how 
national or local economic decisions affect the fields 
of relational work and only weakly productive work 
in the longer term, and what criteria are used to 
distinguish productive work from unproductive work 
or from occupations that are not considered work. 
This question is not addressed in classical economics 
(Madörin, 2010b). The focus of traditional models is 
on the efficient use of scarce means of production – 
including primarily labour, land, and capital. In this 
logic unremunerated care work is not scarce but, like 
environmental factors, is available without limit 
(Knobloch 2008). In the year 2000 Nancy Folbre and 
Julie Nelson had already criticised the limited explan-
atory power of classic economic models due to the 
fact that they externalize essential factors of produc-
tion. They pleaded for a modification of the models 
by making the value of care work visible (Folbre and 
Nelson, 2000).

The conceptual shift from “reproductive work” to 
“care” means the recognition of the fact that value 
creation occurs not only in the context of remuner-
ated or unremunerated work, but that relational 
work, whether remunerated or unremunerated, 
contributes significantly to prosperity and well being. 
On behalf of a UN research institute Masha Madörin 
calculated the magnitude of the value of remunerated 
and unremunerated relational work for Switzerland.4 
The impressive figures support the argument that 
care work makes a significant contribution to quality 
of life, which is suppressed in all the relevant quanti-
fications. Similar calculations were done by Sarah 
Gammage in Guatemala (2010). According to her 
figures the productivity of households corresponds to 
30 percent of GDP. The implication of these findings 
is a new set of national accounts, where these factors 
are accounted for. Thus a crucial foundation is laid 
not only for talking about the additional burden of 
social provisioning that women carry, but for initiat-
ing a discussion about the effective and economically 
necessary redistribution of this work. This discussion 
is relevant especially for development cooperation 
and in particular for programmes whose objective is 
the integration of subsistence and survival oriented 
households into regional markets. The analysis of 
care work and reflections on its redistribution are a 
prerequisite for sustainable development which is 
also supposed to reach the poorest population 
segments.

The care concept is key for development coopera-
tion experts for analyzing the roles and opportunities 
of different target groups with regard to their capabil-
ities5; it refers to the structural conditions of extreme 
poverty and persistent inequality. The care approach 
focuses attention on two key issues: on one hand 
how work is distributed within the household and 
how it can be redistributed. On the other hand, this 
perspective raises questions about the preconditions 
for social provisioning which are created by the 
global economic order and national economic and 
social policies. This connects to the inevitable linkage 
of the micro and macro levels. With the care diamond 
perspective Shahra Razavi provides an analytic 
perspective that involves four institutions which are 
responsible for designing, financing and providing 
care work (Razavi, 2010, p. 2). With the care diamond, 
the conditions under which care work whether remu-
nerated or unremunerated, whether private or public, 

4 Thus the unremunerated work in Switzerland in 2004 amounted 
to nearly 8.5 billion hours. The time thus spent exceeds the amount  
of time spent on paid work – which was 7 billion hours – by 20%. 
The gross value added of unpaid work in 2004 was 64% of GDP. 
Thus the household sector is economically more important than 
the service sector, it exceeds the gross value of the financial sector 
5.5 fold. Taking only the estimated value of unremunerated care 
work done by women for children, the sick and the infirm, this 
value corresponds to the value of the property and income taxes 
of all natural persons (Madörin et al. 2010c).

5 See glossary

6 See glossary under the concept of “care”



79Added Value SDC, ICFG, Caritas Switzerland 2011

is done, are systematically analyzed and at the same 
time the changes in the structures needed for ensur-
ing survival are documented and demonstrated. If, 
for example, as a result of austerity measures, public 
expenditures in remunerated health services are cut, 
this limits not only the employment and income 
earning opportunities for women but it also affects 
households – the livelihoods and the capabilities of 
its members. Very often women jump into the gap 
left by absent public services. Within development 
cooperation programmes such changes must be dealt 
with as an integral part of poverty eradication.

The added value of the care approach, as the 
editors understand it, based on Madörin (2010 a), can 
therefore be described as covering three points: a) 
the conceptual separation of certain activities from 
gender stereotypes, b) the importance of work and c) 
the link between micro and macro levels.

Breaking free from stereotypes In the sense of 
relational work or social provisioning6, care work as 
a concept includes occupations that in the 1980s 
would have been described as reproductive work. 
The concept of care implies evaluating certain activi-
ties – which were hitherto implicitly bound to a 

biological precondition, and anchored in households 
and in the logic of projects via gender stereotypes -, 
in their economic relation and with a focus on holis-
tic national, regional or local economic accounting. 
The focus on care expands the analytical perspective 
and allows us to systematically analyse the roles and 
needs of care-receivers, but also of the care-provid-
ers, in order to create the conditions for doing unre-
munerated and remunerated work within and outside 
the household in an inclusive and equitable way. 
Infrastructure and public services affect care as much 
as the (lack of) time, energy, and the division of 
labour within the household. A reduction in the cost 
of products of daily use could provide relief as much 
as pensions for male and female farmers could, as 
could child care, gynaecological care, the right to 
health insurance as well as investments in water, 
energy supplies and mobility. The complexity of 
projects increases though if the interventions are 
evaluated in terms of their impact on care work. In 
the wake of increased pressure for market integra-
tion, securing livelihoods leads to a one-sided addi-
tional burden on women and girls and to a reduction 
in their capabilities. These trends should be corrected 
in the project planning stage itself.
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New view of 'work' “I can confirm that we are work-
ing without pause, except at night, when we sleep.”7 
This statement by the woman from Benin who 
described her daily life in an interview conducted as 
part of the research for this publication, points to the 
core of the economic development issue and inclusion 
of the poor, especially women. Work, understood as 
those occupations that secure the basic needs of a 
household, is the key to human well-being and the 
improvement of capabilities. This makes it clear that 
work is not exclusively a narrowly defined remuner-
ated form of wage labour, i.e. an occupation that 
generates monetary income. Rather, the term covers 
all activities that are performed for well-being and to 
ensure survival, of which many are not remunerated, 
and done under very difficult conditions. Work – and 
not a narrowly conceived conception of productivity – 
is the crucial component for the eradication of poverty. 
Work is more than the path to an economic income. 
Rather, work permits social participation, apprecia-
tion, as well as the unfolding and further develop-
ment of personal skills. This comprehensive view of 
work, including the question of the availability for 
work is included in the care approach advocated here. 
The approach implies a careful weighing of the 
changes that occur if a remunerated job comes along 
or if there is an opportunity or pressure on women to 
sell products at a regional market. Not only changes 
in the availability or otherwise of time but also ques-
tions about old and new dependencies, autonomy and 
the opportunity to maintain their own social networks.

A holistic understanding of the economy The 
care approach therefore requires a holistic under-
standing of economics, an approach that allows 
those occupations described as the “other econ-
omy” in feminist economics to be counted (Donath 
2000). The livelihood approach8 or the combination 
of governance approaches and economic develop-
ment, do indeed build on a holistic perspective, but 
they are predominantly concerned with the micro-
level; and they do not have a systematic enough 
approach to the reciprocal relations between micro 
and macro levels and the gender specific effects of 
these linkages – despite some opinions to the 
contrary (Murray 2001). These approaches also 
seem to be having a difficult time maintaining their 
position in the present debate, a view that emerged 
from informal discussions. Relevant expert groups 
within Swiss NGOs are falling apart; the integrative 
approaches are being watered down or are being 
taken out of planning documents all together. 
Professionals see strong pressure building up to 
promote value chain programmes, which are char-
acterised by an exclusively economic view point 
and are not compatible with holistic approaches or 
at best keep them on a very low flame. In discus-
sions with male and female experts conducted as 
part of the research for this publication it also 
emerged that the structural challenges in the partner 
countries, and the stereotypical image of “powerful 
women” stand in the way of the conceptual integra-
tion of care.

7 Kpagnéro Dafia, from Sinahou, 
Pèrèrè, Bénin. November 13, 2010.

8 See glossary

Work is more than the path to an economic income. Rather, work 
permits social participation, appreciation, as well as the unfolding and 
further development of personal skills. 
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2. Macro-economic structures,  
alternative economic forms and the state’s 
responsibility towards its citizens

Development measures based on economic develop-
ment are committed to the goal of poverty eradica-
tion. This means that local and regional economic 
systems that also open up economic opportunities 
even for the poorest are supported. This orientation 
will be strengthened if the care approach is used: 
care work can not be considered in isolation from 
national and international economic policy. In the 
context of decentralization measures or structural 
adjustment programmes it is important to bear in 
mind that there is always a danger that work shifts to 
private, unremunerated care work and thus puts a 
disproportionate burden on women. As the experi-
ences collected here show, collective forms of produc-
tion are more successful measures, suited to house-
hold survival strategies, than programmes that 
attempt to integrate individuals into the market. If 
they are brought together in collective forms of organ-
ization, women improve their ability to control their 
workload and have better opportunities to support 
each other to carry out their responsibilities in social 
provisioning. The burden of unremunerated work is 
reduced by being shared by several shoulders. 
Depending on the design of the programme, the 
collective framework allows specific problems of 
women to be addressed and strengthens their posi-
tion in the community and the household. Neverthe-
less, redistribution remains a critical point: even in 
collective forms, the shoulders on which the burden 
of unremunerated work rest are mainly female.

If micro-finance instruments expose female and 
male borrowers to the free play of market forces and 
do not challenge the macro-economic mechanisms 
that create poverty, it is unlikely that there will be an 
empowerment of target groups or that the members 
of these groups will jointly fight for their rights. The 
opposite is true: they are encouraged to compete 
against each other in the markets (Wichterich 2007). 
Existing collective structures are undermined to the 
detriment especially of the poorer members of society 
(Bateman 2010). These findings lead to the conclu-
sion that economic development needs to be 
conceived in the context of government institutional 
mechanisms, in the sense of grants, which give 

weaker participants additional funds and which 
allow cushioning measures to be in place in the event 
of crises. As a complementary measure to promoting 
the private sector, governments thus also need to be 
supported in order that they can transfer certain parts 
of profits from the profitable sectors to the non-prof-
itable area of social provisioning. It is essential to 
look closely at redistribution mechanisms and tax 
policies when designing these schemes. Government 
development agencies could play a role as they are 
better positioned, for example to demand consistency 
in national policies. The lack of investment in social 
security, health and education affects the quality of 
social provisioning and influences the conditions for 
carrying out occupations that create human welfare. 
Moreover, this lack is ultimately the result of, and 
expression of, a violation of the modern social 
contract caused by economic structural adjustment 
programmes: “Inclusive patterns of growth will need 
to be supplemented by redistributive policies that can 
serve to directly address the intersecting dynamics of 
social exclusion (…) the allocation of budgets and 
services to different sectors and the distribution of 
social transfers and subsidies will have direct bearing 
on the financing of social services and social protec-
tion measures of greatest relevance to poor and 
excluded groups”(Kabeer 2010, p. 8). The care approach 
helps to uncover the consequences of such a viola-
tion as it affects the development of society, and to 
develop strategies for substantially relieving women 
of the burden of unremunerated care work.

Other ideas include the re-launch of a “national 
insurance” or a global fund for social welfare, which 
could be in the particular interest of women, whose 
access to basic health services is relatively insecure 
and very insecure in relation to their needs. Initia-
tives that support communities or municipalities to 
develop budget processes and tax collection systems, 
which accommodate the strategic needs of different 
population groups, are especially effective. The 
effects of finance and investment policy decisions are 
primarily felt at the local level, and gender-respon-
sive budget analysis provides particularly insightful 
information on this. The pre-condition for collecting 
such information is the presence of well-functioning 
civil society organizations that know the rights of 
male and female citizens and can also defend them in 
court if social security, human rights or labour stand-
ards are violated. Measures to strengthen these 

In the context of decentralization measures or structural adjustment 
programmes it is important to bear in mind that there is always  

a danger that work shifts to private, unremunerated care work and 
thus puts a disproportionate burden on women. 
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organizations, to enable these organisations to exert 
political influence, to give them instruments for 
public interest litigation, and to support them in their 
role as observers of government actions and as 
defenders of human rights, are absolutely critical.

Finally, there is a profound need for alternative 
forms of economic organisation, such as common 
ownership models for production and collectively 
managed assets. These could be developed and 
expanded by means of incentive systems that are not 
only judged on the basis of conventional market prin-
ciples; by establishing systems for evaluating effec-
tiveness that are not exclusively derived from the 
relationship “between costs and revenue to the 
company / male and female producers and an optimal 
ratio between the price of the product and the bene-
fit to the consumer”(Madörin 2010, p. 91). These alter-
natives include the aforementioned cooperative 
structures and collaborations, but the fairtrade move-
ment too – which has largely managed to enforce the 
inclusion of environmental criteria in production- 
could be a starting point; though on the basis of 
experience it seems that it is difficult to enforce social 
conditionalities in a binding and credible manner. 
The political process surrounding Rio +20 initiatives 
offers a unique opportunity to address these issues. 
Groundbreaking initiatives could be based on 
combining the objectives of income generation and 
food security. Investing in new technologies and in 
appropriate training is central, but must not happen 
at the expense of social security or vocational train-
ing in health and education, where budgetary cuts 
and de-professionalisation directly increase the 
burden of unremunerated care work. For this 
combined strategy, binding international policy initi-
atives are needed to give the demands the necessary 
support. 

3. Monitoring – ensuring quality –  
identifying impact

“Women and men may have very different priorities 
and possibilities. (…) First, it implies that data will 
have to be disaggregated to take account of intra-
household differentials in “beings and doings”. 
Second, it implies the need for indicators which 
recognize that women’s lives are governed by differ-
ent and often more complex social constraints, enti-
tlements and responsibilities than those of men, and 
are led to a far greater extent outside the monetized 
domain”(Kabeer 2003, p. 142).

In development cooperation expert circles there is 
a certain unease about the increasing pressure to 
measure the effect of development programmes. 
Although the male and female experts consider the 
demand for more transparency as justified and do 
recognise an opportunity in this process for critically 
evaluating their own work, others mainly see the 
restrictive aspects. The analysis of changes ends up 
degenerating into an exercise of providing certain 
proofs using a reductionistic causality, and the main 
objective of the impact analysis, namely, to trigger 
learning processes, gets lost. The opportunities for 
change at a broader level, to perceive connections 
and to get to the bottom of things, reduce. Even if it 
appears from the interviews with male and female 
experts that there are definitely investors who, in 
addition to looking at the bottom line, also look into 
results in relation to the “social return”, there are 
large uncertainties regarding how these are to be 
meaningfully measured, and “without much addi-
tional effort”. 

The studies above have shown that providing indi-
viduals from poverty afflicted groups with market 
access is not enough to eradicate poverty. Yet the 
presumption that it is enough, frequently remains 
unchallenged, because the desired changes can easily 
be demonstrated with the prevailing performance 
measurement tools: economic growth and income 
growth are compelling outcomes and are ornaments 
for any balance sheet. That perhaps the target popu-
lation is not left with much of the income from the 
income growth if these narrow conditionalities are 
removed, is not admitted in the evaluation docu-
ments. DC programmes thus run the risk that despite 
impressive success rates, they actually do not create 
additional value, but indeed increase insecurity 
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(vulnerability). In other words, if women-specific 
production sectors are included in value chains, then, 
if at the same time there are no instruments for redis-
tributing unremunerated work, the women involved 
are forced into hopelessly oppressive situations. 
Moreover, a project of this type needs to keep in mind 
the relevant institutional conditions and the policy 
controls needed to enforce them. Here again there is 
the risk that if there are inadequate or nonexistent 
public services the burden on female family members 
increases disproportionately. If more and more 
women are pushed into the income-generating sector, 
support measures are necessary in the whole area of 
social provisioning and care work. Most project plans 
are far removed from incorporating such analytical 
frameworks. Precisely for this reason there is a need 
for concrete project components that see target 
groups not only as male or female entrepreneurs but 
as legal subjects who can claim their rights in rela-
tion to the responsible authorities. This is especially 
important in situations such as Tajikistan and Geor-
gia, where dramatic political, economic and social 
upheavals can in the short-term completely absorb 
the profits from a project.

A holistic approach is necessary not only for plan-
ning but also for evaluation. Comprehensive moni-
toring, which includes the added value of the projects 
in terms of improved well-being beyond an increase 
in income would be desirable. In the case of Georgia 
it would take an effort to improve the ownership of 
the male and female producers of the added value of 
the VC programme in real terms – for example, by 
ensuring that all the participants have a vote and join 
in the discussion about how to invest the profit. 
Measures to ensure that at least part of the profits 
flow back into the communities are necessary, and 
the processes that emerge to do this should also be 
included in the monitoring.

Overall it is clear that promoting economic 
exchanges in more holistic systems requires an appro-
priately and flexibly designed project framework. In 
addition to coordinated measures in relation to polit-
ical and economic conditions and the inclusion of 
male and female decision-makers, the cooperation of 
husbands is also a decisive component, as demon-
strated in the shea project. To assess the changes set 
in motion by a project more precisely, we need new 
methods for measuring well-being and assessing the 
welfare impact of unremunerated work. There is an 

urgent need to initiate a discussion about evaluations 
that include comparative analysis, as well as about 
the opportunities for reflecting longer-term change 
processes within the monitoring framework. In order 
to design future programmes in this way, a strong 
commitment is required from the leading develop-
ment agencies. This must include that they distance 
themselves from simplified project plans whose 
success is predicated on reductionistic statements. 
There is a need for a genuine debate which does not 
just lament the fact that more holistic perspectives 
are too complex and can not be controlled enough. 
Rather, experts should feel challenged to look beyond 
conventional ways of thinking in the search for solu-
tions, and to develop appropriate methods to inte-
grate the complex realities of subsistence-oriented 
life situations under the pressure of prevailing trends. 

The recommendations are thus that linear causali-
ties should be supplemented with a regular observa-
tion of long-term changes. Such fields of observation, 
which can be designed according to CEDAW,9 serve 
to investigate the indirect effects of interventions. For 
example, the consequences of the shift of social 
provisioning from the remunerated public sector to 
the unremunerated private sector on the unpaid time 
use of women, children’s health and the well-being 
of the sick and elderly dependents. Micro-sociologi-
cal analysis illuminate, in addition to statistical and 
comparative studies, the interplay of the various 
roles and how this interplay is shattered when 
women take up remunerated employment (Berik, van 
der Meulen and Ridgers Seguino 2009, p. 23). The 
changes must be recorded as long-term processes. 
This calls for gender-differentiated budget analysis 
and monitoring systems that detect factors such as 
time use or intensity of work processes and thus 
allow statements about work loads and tendencies 
towards time poverty (Grown, Elson and Floro, 2010). 
The classic distinction of practical versus strategic 
needs (Molyneux 1985, Moser 1989) can be used in 
impact analysis as a useful tool for an effective 
gender analysis, especially because strategic needs 
can only be unravelled through an effective analysis 
of the linkages between different interests, roles and 
capabilities as revealed in their structural context.

The preceding discussion has shown that the 
question of the impact of development cooperation 
on gender-responsive development is also a question 
of measurement and methodology. The proposed 
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approaches are alternatives to one-dimensional effect 
measurement, and in addition to quantitative indica-
tors place more emphasis on qualitative indicators. 
These include livelihood approaches,10 outcome 
mapping, and action research or analyses that are 
based on the most significant change theory,11 which 
allow the multidimensionality of development and 
the social importance of care work to be systemati-
cally documented – despite their complexity. Here, 
female and male development experts are challenged 
to make the appropriate decisions during project 
planning and as part of their budgetary decisions.

Concluding remarks

In the 1990s the rights-based approach was able to 
assert itself within the development discourse.12 
The approach identifies the root cause of poverty 
amongst other things in the condition of absence of 
rights, discrimination and inequality. With regard to 
international standards,13 this approach calls on 
governments to fulfil their obligations and to guar-
antee the fulfilment of human rights standards by 
ensuring that exclusionary mechanisms are reduced. 
An important tool in the context of rights-based 
development approaches is the strengthening of 
civil society structures in the sense of empowerment 
of men and women to assert their rights and thereby 
eliminate the structural causes of poverty.

The analyses presented in this publication lead to 
the conclusion that the rights-based development 
approach in the context of development measures 
that are generally clubbed together under the 
concept of economic development, are falling into 
disuse. This is on the one hand due to the fact that 
most of the approaches under this heading focus 
their activities on the economic potential of individ-
uals, and do not pay any attention to the power rela-
tions that underlie the unequal distribution of 
economic potential. By encouraging and training 
individual poor people to become economic market 
agents, the focus is directed away from the struc-
tural conditions of poverty. The emphasis is on facil-
itating individuals to cater for the market, in order 
then to profit as consumers. The human rights 
approach places the question of discrimination at 
the centre and focuses on the power relations due to 
which the majority of the poor remain trapped in 

poverty despite investment and growth, despite 
improvements in education, despite remunerated 
work and despite women and men engaging in 
micro-entrepreneurial endeavours; and it looks at 
how this poverty impacts the profit curves of the 
companies. It is worth keeping a tight hold on these 
important gains in international development policy 
that place equal rights above all else.

9 Convention on the Eliminiation of all Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, URL: www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/  
(last accessed: October 24, 2010).

10 See glossary

11 Outcome mapping is a monitoring and evaluation tool worked 
out by the Canadian Centre for Development Research which works 
in an actor-centred way. Instead of focusing on indicators such as 
poverty figures or policy relevance, the approach captures the 
changes in behaviour and social relationships by means of a three-
stage process of analysis. See Earl and Smutylo 2001.

12 This was not least a consequence of the influence of Amartya 
Sen and the capability approach within international institutions. 
The capability approach is not only compatible with a rights-based 
approach to development, but can be understood as a kind of  
refinement of this approach (Nussbaum, Martha 2003 “Capabilities 
as fundamental entitlements. Sen and social justice”.  
In: Bina Agarwal et al. “Amartya Sen's work and ideas.” London,  
pp. 35 – 62).

13 By signing certain international treaties – such as CEDAW – 
numerous states have bound themselves to adhere to these inter-
national standards. For CEDAW see footnote 8.)

The human rights approach places the question of discrimination at 
the centre and focuses on the power relations due to which the  

majority of the poor remain trapped in poverty despite investment and 
growth, despite improvements in education, despite remunerated  

work and despite women and men engaging in micro-entrepreneurial 
endeavours.
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Acronyms

SDC 	 Swiss Development Cooperation
DC 	 Development Cooperation 
GAD 	� Gender and Development  

(development approach)
GM 	 Gender Mainstreaming
GRB 	 Gender Responsive Budgeting
ILO 	 International Labour Organization
ICFG 	� Interdisciplinary Centre for Gender Studies, 

University of Bern
FLO 	� Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International
MFIs 	Micro-Finance Institutions
MFS 	 Micro-Finance Services
M4P 	 “Making Markets Work for the Poor” 
NGO 	 Non Governmental Organization
PSD 	 Private Sector Development
SAI 	� Sustainable Agriculture Information Platform
SECO 	State Secretariat for Economic Affairs
VC 	 Value Chain

Explanation of Terms

Capabilities    The concept of capabilities intro-
duced by Amartya Sen is closely connected to the 
shift from an understanding of poverty from an 
income and consumption based issue to human 
development, which resulted in 1990 with the intro-
duction of the Human Development Index (HDI). It 
is about what a person is and what they can do 
under given circumstances, to change their situa-
tion. At the core therefore is an individual’s ability to 
survive in a historically and geographically shaped 
context of entitlements and rights. Sen’s emphasis 
on the quality of life implies that poverty is not 
caused solely by an income deficit, but also because 
something is blocking the opportunities for human 
development within the given context. Central pillars 
of the approach are on the one hand the functionings 
and on the other the capabilities. Functionings 
describe basic things like food, shelter and literacy, 
the term also includes more complex functions like 
the opportunity to develop adequate self-esteem or 
to see oneself as a citizen. Capabilities cover the 
possible combinations of individual functionings to 
deal with a situation and are also described as well-
being and freedom. Capabilities thus describe a 
person’s ability to use the resources available to 
achieve effective functionings (Iversen 2003). This 
ability also implies a moment of choice, which in 
turn is strongly determined by the social position – 
i.e. gender. Thus Sen’s own research shows that 
women combine their personal interests very closely 
with those of the household and thus sometimes 
make decisions that reinforce their own disadvan-
tage (Sen 1990). With his contributions Sen made 
the poverty discourse open to a justice perspective, 
with terms such as autonomy and empowerment 
coming to the fore.

Care    Care work means all remunerated and 
unremunerated interactive work that directly contrib-
utes to the production and provisioning of human 
life and thus also maintains the economic system as 
such. These services are referred to as social provi-
sioning. These tasks are essential for social and 
human development, and they are often distributed 
unequally between the sexes, and, more and more 
frequently, unequally too between social classes. 
Since this inequality is deeply embedded in social 
security systems, Shahra Razavi argues for the right 
to care to be given the status of a human right – both 
in terms of care-giving as well as care-receiving 
(Razavi 2007). In the literature, the economic activi-
ties categorised under care are also referred to as 
“the other economy” (Donath 2000). “Other” 
because care services are often not market-based. 
The majority of conventional economic models 
externalize social provisioning and the costs of care, 
which leads proponents of these models to assume 

appendix6
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that economic activity is based on a kind of natural, 
inexhaustible font of care work (Elson 2005). To 
make care work visible, to reduce gender and other 
inequalities and avoid an additional concentration of 
the care burden on the shoulders of women, female 
economists like Mascha Madörin advocate for the 
inclusion of social provisioning in national accounts 
(Madörin 2006). The care economy also comprises 
the question about the institutional conditions and 
the ethical values that are necessary to make care for 
others, and a sustainable, environmentally-friendly 
way of life, possible at all (Madörin 2006). An 
outstanding feature of care work is also that it is 
based on interpersonal relationships that are often 
emotionally charged (Lynch and Walsh 2009).

Commodification    Commodification refers to the 
transformation of a product which was primarily 
intended for subsistence and consumption by the 
family, into a saleable commodity that can be 
purchased on the market at a certain price. Left to the 
free play of market forces the price is determined by 
supply and demand, without the unavoidable appli-
cation of various means of production, energy and 
especially labour necessarily being reflected. One of 
the most fateful commodification processes takes 
place in relation to land sales – land grabbing. The 
sale of huge reserves of land to private interests and 
the state is often associated with a change in produc-
tion away from staple food crops to commodified 
cash crops such as rubber, coffee or bio-fuels.

Empowerment  The concept of empowerment was 
developed in connection with development coopera-
tion for the first time at the final conference of the UN 
Decade for Women in Nairobi in 1985 by DAWN 
(Development Alternatives with Women for a New 
Era), a Network of Women from the South. It 
describes a political strategy by which women collec-
tively build up power from the bottom to pull down 
structures of exploitation and oppression (Rodenberg 
and Wichterich 1999: p. 25). Women should be able 
to control resources as well as decision-making and 
planning opportunities, in the household, in politics, 
in the economy and in culture. Apart from gender the 
other inequalities such as race and class were also 
mentioned explicitly and emancipation was sought 
not only from male domination, but also from coloni-
alism, neo-colonialism and global economic systems, 
which exclude women and other under-privileged 
groups. Women from the South thereby initiated a 
change of perspective that demanded a feminist 
pluralism. Various needs and cares of women in 
different contexts of life should be taken into account 
and defined by women themselves (Sen and Grown 
1988). In this way the duality of power versus power-
lessness and the stereotype of female subordination 
and the absence of women’s rights were dissolved. In 
its place came more differentiated approaches and 

the opinion that people with a seemingly small share 
of power also have a potential to transform their 
conditions of life (Kabeer 1994 (2003), p.  224). It is 
this precise potential that the World Bank and other 
global development institutions want to tap. The 
triumphal march of the concept of empowerment in 
these institutions is explained by the fact that it 
became detached from its critical feminist origins.  
It then becomes possible not only to integrate the 
idea of an individual acting economically into the 
empowerment approach, but it becomes a “smart” 
approach. Freeing poverty-stricken people from their 
multiple dependencies changes their starting and 
negotiating position in relation to the market, the 
state and civil society. The goal is the development of 
individuals who find their way out of poverty through 
their own strength as female and male entrepreneurs 
(World Bank 2002).

Fairtrade    Originally it was a solidarity move-
ment which had the aim of building up alternative 
trading networks outside the globalized market and 
its economic principles. A second stream focused its 
activities on certification, which delivers female and 
male producers higher sales prices and, by undertak-
ing independent verification of the rules and provid-
ing information to male and female customers, is 
supposed to facilitate consumer choice (Das 2011). 
According to critical voices in the literature, this 
second strand causes a dilution of the real principles 
of fair trade, limiting itself to components such as 
child protection and environmental protection, and 
ignoring more fundamental requirements such as 
social development and fair wages (Fridell 2003).

Gender / gender approach    Since the 1980s the 
word “gender” has been used to describe the social 
gender of individuals, as opposed to the biological 
gender, viz. “sex”. Gender is thus not a biological 
phenomenon, but a product of social interactions and 
symbolic orders. With the conceptual distinction 
between the “natural”, biological differences and the 
socially and culturally constructed gender inequali-
ties, an analytical concept has been created that 
allows the study of those processes that turn individ-
uals into men and women and which structure social, 
cultural, political and economic systems by gender 
and produce hierarchies between the sexes. In gender 
research, gender is thus a category of analysis which 
makes both the process of construction of gender and 
the meaning of gender as a social structural category, 
visible (Bieri 2006, Elson 1995). The gender approach 
charges development cooperation with including 
gender as a crosscutting theme in all phases and 
processes of planning. In order to give adequate 
weight to the importance of gender, gender-specific 
programmes and / or measures to anchor the gender 
perspective appropriately depending on context (the 



88 Bieri, Fankhauser, Sancar, Stolz 2011 Added Value

needs of women and men, capacities and priorities of 
the partners, local dynamics, etc.) should be anchored 
in organizations as complementary strategies (gender 
toolkit SDC).

Gender Mainstreaming    According to the ECOSOC 
definition from 1997, gender mainstreaming refers to 
the obligation to review any proposed action with 
respect to its implications for women and men, includ-
ing legislation, policies and programmes in all areas 
and at all levels. Gender mainstreaming was made 
binding for the entire UN system in General Assembly 
resolutions 52/100 and 50/203 (von Braunmühl 2001). 
GM is thus a means to an end (de Waal 2006): a strat-
egy that is meant to take into account the needs and 
concerns of men and women as an integral part of the 
design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of 
measures and programmes in every political, 
economic and social area with the aim of putting a 
stop to perpetuating existing inequalities. The long-
term task is the creation of gender justice. In all fields 
of action gender difference shall be described and its 
impact on men and women evaluated. This can 
happen both quantitatively and qualitatively (de Waal 
2006). The consensus in the development community 
is that the assumption that there are “gender neutral” 
interventions is outdated (ECOSOC 1997). The defini-
tion promoted and disseminated by ECOSOC misrep-
resents a meaning of the concept contained in earlier 
UNIFEM definitions (Anderson 1993, cited in: von 
Braunmühl of 2001). There the formulation of the 
goal was that mainstreaming would be the means not 
only to draw attention to women and to female life 
contexts, but to influence the development agenda in 
line with these concerns. This implied, according to 
the definition, fundamental changes in the develop-
ment paradigms and institutional structures of devel-
opment cooperation. This meaning was significantly 
weakened in favour of the above-cited comprehensive 
strategy of inclusion of women’s concerns. Against 
the wishes of the early male and female promoters of 
the approach, the shift led to the situation that the 
approach has in no way fundamentally changed the 
goals and intentions of international development 
agencies. Some successes have been achieved in 
programmes and measures however, which do indeed 
have the potential to achieve positive outcomes for 
women and men on the ground (Hafner-Burton and 
Pollack 2002, p. 298).

Livelihood Approach    The livelihood approach 
emerged as a reaction to the criticism of the domi-
nant econometric poverty indicators in the early 
1990s. In contrast to conventional approaches the 
concept also emphasises the perception of those 
affected by poverty themselves, which, studies show, 
is not only a function of income but is a variable 
determined by deprivation and insecurity caused by 
specific social relations. Vulnerability is an important 
reference in the livelihood approach: it refers to 
uncertainty as a result of the perception of changing 
environmental conditions as well as the ability of 
households to be resilient in the face of social and 
political changes (economic, environmental, social or 
political) (hence: resilience). The factors that together 
make up livelihoods, the assets, include the natural, 
the man-made, and the human, political, social and 
financial capital. It is therefore a more holistic 
approach to poverty than a purely consumer or 
income oriented calculation (see Rakodi 1999). 
Although current guidelines require multi-level anal-
yses, the most important reference variable in the 
livelihood approach is the micro level. Under the 
name of “sustainable (rural) livelihoods framework”, 
usually associated with Robert Chambers, the UK 
development agency published numerous guidelines 
that describe the concept and its application in the 
development context (see www.livelihoods.org; last 
accessed October 25, 2011).

Markets for the Poor (M4P)    M4P is a framework 
with selected instruments for the sustainable imple-
mentation of programmes in the sphere of private 
sector development (PSD), for example in value 
chain development. One of the central assumptions is 
that people living in poverty are dependent on market 
systems. The market system should therefore be 
changed so that the welfare of the poor can be 
sustainably improved and poverty can thus be 
reduced. M4P sees sustainability as the ability of a 
functioning market to ensure that relevant select 
goods and services are accessible to the poor in the 
long term in an appropriate manner, or that the target 
groups will be in a position to consume these prod-
ucts and services after the completion of an interven-
tion. Markets that are more accessible and more 
competitive offer more real opportunities even for the 
poor to find their own way out of poverty. Well-func-
tioning markets also bring greater economic gains. 
More information about M4P: www.m4phub.org/
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Neoliberalism    Neoliberalism means a return to 
classical liberal politics and economics. Under neolib-
eralism economic policy measures are designed to 
reduce the role of the state according to the laissez-
faire principle and regulating the private sector is 
avoided as much as possible. According to this ideol-
ogy the market is the only regulatory authority. Like 
liberalism, neoliberalism sees the individual as an 
independent entity acting according to market princi-
ples. Historically the term refers to the economic poli-
cies of the United Kingdom government under Marga-
ret Thatcher in the 1980s and those of Ronald Reagan’s 
Presidency in the United States of America, which 
were influenced by the work of the economist Milton 
Friedman. The debt crisis at the beginning of the 
1980s may be taken as an example of how much the 
neoliberal perspective on the world economy domi-
nated during that period. The crisis triggered the 
bankruptcy of several states in Latin America and 
ushered in numerous structural adjustment pro- 
grammes, so-called SAPs. As part of this strategy the 
IMF and the World Bank imposed rigorous condition 
on the debtor countries as pre-conditions for the 
disbursement of new loans. These conditions were 
ruthlessly imposed on almost all African countries, 
which led to a massive reduction in public services 
and to the privatization of many state enterprises. 
The effects were so devastating that the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa, ECA, 
entered into a violent dispute with the World Bank in 
the second half of the 1980s. In another form, not as 
lending conditions, but as transformation pro- 
grammes, SAPs were also deployed in the countries 
of the crumbling Soviet Union. 

Practical / strategic gender needs    Practical 
gender needs, or, as originally termed by Maxine 
Molyneux, gender interests, are the immediate needs 
associated with women’s responsibilities such as 
they are under the gender division of labour. When 
asked about their concerns women often express 
these needs first because they are existential. Practi-
cal gender interests include safety, health, food and 
income. Strategic gender interests on the other hand 
are aimed at combating hierarchical structures and 
achieving their transformation. The conceptual 
distinction is analytical in character. In other words, 
improving well-being by securing basic needs may 
therefore be a first step towards improving women’s 
bargaining position, which will then allow women to 
fight against their own subordination and transform 
unequal structures (Molyneux 1985; Moser 1989).

Value Chain    Value chain development is a central 
part of private sector development (PSD). The 
concept analyses production units and companies as 
parts of a system of different but interrelated, produc-
tion and exchange activities. The analysis of VCs 
examines goods and service flows in both directions 
of the value chain, as well as between different 
chains.
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