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POSITIONING 

This policy document was elaborated through a process 
of consultation that dove-tailed with the drafting of the 
organisational strategy of HELVETAS Swiss Intercoop-
eration. It also draws lessons from, and builds upon, the 
pre-merger experiences of both HELVETAS and Interco-
operation. Reflecting the vision and values of HELVETAS 
Swiss Intercooperation, it sets out the ways in which we 
can better focus our work in supporting poor and disad-
vantaged individuals, particularly women and girls. As a 
policy document, it is not time bound, but establishes a 
frame of engagement.

CONTEXT

It is a fact that you are more likely to be economically 
poor if you are a woman and/or are an indigenous per-
son/member of minority ethnic group, practice a minority 
religion, come from an isolated geographical area, were 
born into a low social status (caste, bonded labour, etc), 
are very young or very old, or live with impaired health. 
Being economically poor tends to be strongly correlated 
with being socially disadvantaged – that is, experiencing 
social discrimination and powerlessness. Those in this 
unequal situation are often unable to exercise their rights 
or develop their full potential as human beings; this is 
not only a personal tragedy at individual level but also 
represents a significant loss in terms of overall social 
and economic development. Although evidence points 
to societies that are closer to social equality being bet-
ter overall, the opposite trend is true today, with social 
inequalities within countries being on the rise. Moreover, 
impacts of climate change can exacerbate existing gen-
der inequalities, thereby enhancing the vulnerabilities 
of women living in poverty. The greater vulnerability of 
women to climate change stems from gender norms and 
discrimination that result in the imbalanced division of la-
bour, lower incomes, and lesser livelihood opportunities; 
less access and control over land and other productive 

assets; enhanced exposure to gender-based violence, 
fewer legal rights; lesser mobility and lesser political and 
economic empowerment.

Although the way and degree to which women are so-
cially disadvantaged compared to men is different in dif-
ferent country contexts, support for gender equality is in 
all cases an important aspect of social equity. Numerous 
micro and macro-level studies show a strong correla-
tion between development performance and women’s 
emancipation in the home and workplace. Recent global 
reviews of progress in promoting gender equality have 
revealed progress in many fields – particularly in health, 
education and participation in the labour force, although 
advances in political participation have been far less 
marked. Yet despite many international declarations on 
the importance of women’s equality, and the existence 
of supportive international and national legislation, the 
social reality at country level is that gender inequalities 
persist, and in many parts of the world, gender gaps are 
widening. This is acknowledged in the Istanbul Princi-
ples for civil society development practice, to which HEL-
VETAS Swiss Intercooperation is a signatory. 

The first two Istanbul Principles are a commitment to 

 • Respect and promote human rights and social justice

 • Embody gender equality and equity while promoting 
women’s and girls’ rights.

HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation adopts a combined 
approach in striving for gender equality and social equity. 
The reasons for us doing so are two-fold:

 • Gender discrimination is an integral part of social 
inequity; furthermore where major social inequalities 
exist, these are often borne to a greater degree by 
women than men. 

 • An understanding of gender relations in a given coun-
try requires a wider understanding of the social context 
and power relations, and the way that different cultural 
beliefs and practices impact on women and men ac-
cording to their class, caste, ethnicity, religion, age and 
other relevant social groupings to entrench inequalities.

DEFINITIONS

Gender Equality

Gender is a socially constructed definition of roles, be-
haviours and power relations between women and men, 
not to be confused with sex (the biological characteris-
tics of women and men). Our organisational stance in 
support of gender equality is based on the recognition 
that women and men have equal rights, and should also 

Gender equality or gender equity?

Do we at HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation talk 
about gender equality or gender equity? The use of 
the word “equality” here means equal opportunities 
and equal rights, and as such has gained widespread 
use. We thus also use it in this sense – whilst recog-
nising that “equality” does not necessarily imply treat-
ing women and men in exactly the same way. However, 
we talk about social equity as this has the implication 
of fairness or social justice – of trying to redress exist-
ing social disadvantages in a pro-active manner. 



have equal opportunities and equal responsibilities in re-
alising their potential. This often entails changed power 
relations within households, working places, communi-
ties and society at large. However, gender equality does 
not always mean striving for equal numbers of men and 
women in all activities, or treating men and women in the 
same way.  Men and women often have different needs 
and priorities, face different constraints, have different 
aspirations and contribute to development in different 
ways. It is important to recognise, respect and work with 
both feminine and masculine perceptions. Furthermore, 
gender relations are often strongly interlinked with other 
power relations based on difference, such as ethnicity, 
age and education, and need to be addressed in a holis-
tic, context-specific manner: in our programme activities, 
in our collaboration with partners, and in our workforce.

Social Equity

Social equity can be understood in different ways in dif-
ferent contexts, but we take it to encompass the uphold-
ing of human rights and the combating of social injustice. 
We seek to reduce or remove the unequal life chances 
that prevent poor and disadvantaged individuals and 
groups from playing an active role in their personal, com-
munity and societal development. Such inequalities may 
relate to the individuals themselves, in terms of their 
health, education and skills; to social practices that dis-
criminate particular ethnic groups, castes or religions, 
women or persons of different sexual orientation (includ-
ing those of “third gender”); and to ways of community 
organisation and political systems that are dominated by 
elites and allow little or no room for the voice of others. 

KEY PRINCIPLES

1. We strive to include the marginalised and ex-
cluded
We inform ourselves about local and wider power dy-
namics, seeking to ensure that those who have the 
least space to develop their own development initia-
tives benefit the most from our interventions.

2. We are sensitive to local culture whilst re-
specting human rights 
In raising awareness about socially-embedded cul-
tural practices and norms that are gender-biased or 
otherwise discriminatory in nature, we seek to un-
derstand the rationale behind them and to find non-
discriminatory responses that uphold human rights.

3. We intervene in a focused manner
In working with women and other poor and disadvan-
taged individuals or groups, we aim to support them 
to build their human capital, promote their economic 
empowerment and increase their voice (agency, or 
social and political empowerment).

4. We acknowledge the needs and opinions of 
men and women 
We are aware that changes in gender relations re-
quire a changed perception of social norms and 
expectations amongst both men and women. Fur-
thermore, we acknowledge the fact that men’s and 
women’s knowledge and opinions are often different 
and together provide a more comprehensive picture; 
we seek to build on this wherever possible.

5. Our partnerships are based on shared values
We are selective in our choice of cooperation part-
ners – government, private and NGO – endeavouring 
to work with those that share our values with regard

to gender equality and social equity as set out here  
and in the HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation or-
ganisational strategy, and to support them in building 
their capacities accordingly. 

6. We follow a gender sensitive approach in cli-
mate change project interventions
Through our climate change activities, we aim to 
strengthen the resilience and adaptation capacity of 
the most vulnerable groups using a gender-respon-
sive and inclusive approach. We equally strive to im-
prove women’s and youth opportunities to participate 
in the green economy, notably clean technology and 
renewable energy. 

7. We seek to highlight gender equality and so-
cial equity in development policy debates 
We intervene in a targeted manner in policy discussions 
and campaigns supporting gender equality and so-
cial equity in the context of development cooperation.

8. We uphold gender equality and diversity in 
our internal organisation
Our human resource policy supports gender equality 
and workforce diversity, and we aim for as gender-
balanced a workforce as possible, especially in mid-
dle and senior management as well as in our Board 
of Directors.

9. In monitoring and evaluating our efforts, we 
seek to learn and improve
Through our planning, monitoring and evaluation pro-
cedures we seek to continuously learn from experi-
ence and improve our performance in promoting gen-
der equality and social equity – also sharing with and 
learning from others working in the same field.



Another important aspect of social equity is supporting 
the socially marginalised in gaining secure access to nat-
ural, financial and other resources. Social equity is also 
relevant within our own organisation, both amongst our 
Country Programme and Head Office staff, in that we 
seek to promote workforce diversity, champion human 
rights, and to encourage inter-cultural communication. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR WORK

1. We strive to include the marginalised and 
excluded

Our experience shows that it is generally easier to work 
with groups and individuals (often men) who have some 
assets, education, and are willing to take risks because 
they can afford to do so. Working with such people is 
a valid part of development efforts, but they should not 
be those who benefit most from our activities. We are 
committed to including women, poor and disadvantaged 
individuals, and are aware that this requires a pro-active 
effort. Thus all country programmes:

 • carefully analyse their local context, identify the most 
poor and disadvantaged groups, and systematically 
ensure that they are at the centre of the programme 
and benefit the most from direct and indirect pro-
gramme support – without excluding and thus alienat-
ing more wealthy and powerful groups;

 • aim for a balance between support for broadly benefi-
cial social and economic development, and specific, 
targeted support for poor and disadvantaged groups 
– especially girls and women.

We uphold a “do no harm approach”, ensuring that none 
of our interventions exacerbate conflict or have a detri-
mental impact on the most poor and disadvantaged. 
Furthermore, we are aware that disadvantage and dis-
crimination between individuals occur within households 
as well as at the wider community or societal level. We 
design out interventions with this in mind.

2. We are sensitive to local culture whilst re-
specting human rights

Gender norms and stereotypical expectations based 
on ethnicity, caste and other identities are often deeply 
embedded in cultural norms, leading to a perceived ten-
sion or even incompatibility between supporting gender 
equality and social equity and respecting local culture. 
However, in all countries of the world, culture is dynam-
ic and evolving – sometimes at a fast pace, sometimes 
more slowly. Furthermore, different individuals in society 
often have different viewpoints, influenced by factors 
such as their own values, world vision, and background. 
This provides an opportunity to engage in discussion 

and to facilitate self-reflection, taking the human rights-
based approach. 

 • As part of our country level planning, we analyse and 
attempt, as far as possible, to address gender roles at 
all levels – household, social group, local community 
and within wider society. This often entails specific 
interventions that empower women. We also analyse 
wider patterns of social inequality and consider how 
one influences the other.

 • When challenging existing cultural practices or be-
liefs, we seek to work in a sensitive manner, and sup-
port local organisations and individuals who share 
our values. 

 • In countries in which it is difficult to access women 
directly, we adopt culturally appropriate approaches 
(such as seeking the support of tribal and/or religious 
leaders, working through respected elderly women or 
teachers, etc). 

 • We uphold the dignity of women and men and take a 
stance against gender-based violence.

 • Where useful and feasible, we promote institutional 
and wider public exchange on the topic of social dis-
crimination based on gender or other criteria – by, 
for example, convening local speakers with differing 
views to discuss discriminatory practices and norms 
in the context of today’s society. 

3. We intervene in a focused manner

Within each country programme, we aim to focus our 
support for women, poor and disadvantaged individuals 
according to three main thrusts,

building their human capital through improved health (ex-
pected through access to drinking water and sanitation), 
education (formal and informal) and skills development 
(vocational training and other capacity building) with a 
particular focus on the younger generation, building their 
capacities for the future;

 • promoting their economic empowerment through 
access to resources (especially land and affordable 
credit), to labour markets (especially better paid jobs), 
gaining equal pay for equal work; and developing 
income-generating opportunities;

 • facilitating their increased voice (agency) – gaining 
representation in local user group committees and 
similar fora, but especially in important community 
and/or political decision-making positions.

 • Individual projects may focus on one or more thrusts, 
but the country programme as a whole should seek 



to cover all three. Wherever possible and construc-
tive, we support initiatives responding to strategic 
empowering needs such as securing tenure over 
resources, and legislative reform in favour of women 
and/or marginalised groups. We also seek to build 
the social capital of women, poor and disadvantaged 
individuals.

4. We acknowledge the needs and opinions of 
men and women

Seeking to challenge practices that discriminate against 
women and other vulnerable individuals and groups 
does not mean working only with women or members 
of such groups – including those amongst them who do 
not believe in change. It is essential to also understand 
masculine opinions and to work with men – for gender 
equality will be difficult to achieve against the resistance 
(passive or active) of men. Since masculine and feminine 
perspectives are often different, ensuring that both are 
taken into account generally results in a more holistic 
overall understanding and thus better, more balanced 
decision-making. 

In some situations, albeit not so common, men or boys 
may be at a disadvantage compared to women and girls. 
Examples include low motivation and poor school per-
formance of boys compared to girls in some countries, 
and in others, cultural expectations of risk-taking in young 
men that result in higher male mortality from accidents. 
Being gender sensitive requires an understanding of so-

cietal expectations of masculinity and femininity, and of 
finding appropriate ways of negotiating greater gender 
equality within the local context.

 • We support men and women who challenge narrow 
gender stereotypes in a positive way, recognising that 
both men and women have an important role in caring 
for others (so-called reproductive activities), produc-
tion (especially participation in the labour market), 
community activities, and political representation.

 • We aim especially to promote positive images of 
women and men from poor and disadvantaged back-
grounds who have successfully challenged discrimi-
nation, exercise their rights, and who can inspire oth-
ers to change their lives for the better.

 • We work with male and female opinion leaders who 
are open to greater social equity and are willing to 
publically support such a stance, challenging existing 
power relations, including gender-based violence.

5. Our partnerships are based on shared values

Given that we generally work through cooperation part-
ners in our project implementation, they play a crucial 
role in our efforts to promote gender equality and social 
equity. Whilst the nature of our collaboration with coop-
eration partners varies according to the context and task, 
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Mozambique: Improving people’s living and health conditions through the participation of men and women in local governance processes.



experience shows that it is important to build relation-
ships that go beyond simple contractual agreements, be-
ing based on trust and shared values. We

 • include GSE responsiveness as an important criteri-
on in the selection of our partners wherever possible. 

 • analyse partner performance regarding GSE, provide 
appropriate training and accompaniment to those in 
need of it, and if necessary, decide against contract 
renewal if no progress is made.

With regard to funding partners, opportunities for spe-
cific leverage may be more limited, but when considering 
new funding partnerships, we 

 • assess the degree to which the values of the potential 
partner are compatible with our own

 • avoid partnerships with organisations that openly dis-
regard gender and social equity principles.

Some funding partners (eg. SDC) have their own clear 
guidelines on gender and social inclusion. We respect 
these guidelines, and if possible seek to “go a step fur-
ther” in our own practice.

6. We follow a gender balanced approach in 
climate change project interventions 

Gender and social equity considerations are an impor-
tant basis for design of meaningful mitigation and re-
sponse measures to climate change. As climate change 
actions need to be adjusted and improved over the long 
term, equitable participation and empowerment of wom-
en and men are cornerstones of an effective and sustain-
able intervention. Hence, gender mainstreaming should 
shape the entire project cycle, from project identification 
to M&E as follows:

 • Ensure gender equitable stakeholder consultations 
and sound gendered analysis of priorities and vulner-
abilities as basis for identifying measures that are 
gender balanced. 

 • Include gender-disaggregated data collection in 
base lines along with gender specific indicators. Key 
indicators could include time saving, improved in-
come, better health outcomes, improved access and 
control over resources, access to external resources 
including early warning and climate services, and ac-
cess to platforms of decision making, among others. 

 • Systematically monitor and evaluate gender and equi-
ty results of our climate change project interventions.

 • In Climate Finance projects we align gender main-
streaming to Green Climate Fund Standards accord-
ing to the Manual for Mainstreaming Gender in Green 
Climate Fund Projects

7. We seek to highlight gender equality and 
social equity in policy debates 

As an international organisation rooted in Switzerland, 
we are aware of potential sensitivities when intervening 
in national policy issues related to gender equality and 
social equity in our partner countries. We therefore

 • work particularly through our partners, supporting 
them in their advocacy campaigns; 

 • offer our services directly as appropriate, for example 
in convening multi-stakeholder platforms and collat-
ing relevant information into a readily accessible form 
(briefing paper, video, etc)

 • tailor our policy level activities according to the country 
circumstances, with specific project or programme-
wide actions where “windows of opportunity” arise.

In Switzerland, we are active in direct publicity, advo-
cacy campaigns and political debates around gender 
equality and social equity in the context of development 
 cooperation. 

8. We uphold gender equality and diversity in 
our internal organisation

It is important that we “practice what we preach”.

 • We monitor our own workforce diversity and endeav-
our to make it as gender-balanced as possible. We 
are committed to achieving a minimum 40% women 
or men in middle and senior management, as well as 
in our Board of Directors. 

 • Our human resource regulations are responsive to 
gender equality and social equity.

 • We expect all our male and female staff to uphold GSE 
principles, and we take this into account in recruit-
ment, annual performance reviews and promotion. 

 • Where necessary, we are pro-active in recruiting 
women or men, seeking to do this in a way that chal-
lenges gender stereotypes, and offering training as 
appropriate. At country level, we aim for a workforce 
that is representative of social diversity in our pro-
gramme area.



ENDNOTES

• Gender and Governance

• Gender, Conflict and Peace 

• Gender and Migration Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) 5th Assessment report

• Global Gender Gap Report https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-

global-gender-gap-report-2018 

• World Inequality Report https://wir2018.wid.world/ 

• Human Rights World Report https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/

files/world_report_download/201801world_report_web.pdf 

•  Fragile States Index http://fundforpeace.org/fsi/wp-content/

uploads/2018/04/951181805-Fragile-States-Index-Annual-Re-

port-2018.pdf 

• World Migration Report https://www.iom.int/wmr/world-migration-

report-2018 

• Global Youth Index Report https://www.youthindex.org/full-report 

• UN World Urbanization Prospectshttps://www.un.org/development/

desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.

html 

• Most notably, the 1979 UN Convention on the Elimination of all 

forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) which has been 

ratified by most countries of the world www.un.org/womenwatch/

daw/cedaw/ 

• SDGs that specifically seek to address women’s needs (goals 

5 and 10) however worth noting is that gender indicators are 

mainstreamed across all SDGs. https://sustainabledevelopment.

un.org/?menu=1300 

• See https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Gender for access to strategic, 

methodic and practical resources, information and tools on gender 

https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/194568/Guide-

lines_-_GCF_Toolkit_Mainstreaming_Gender.pdf/ 

860d1d03-877d-4c64-9a49-c0160c794ca7  

HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation

Weinbergstr. 22a, PO Box, CH - 8021 Zurich 
Maulbeerstr. 10, PO Box, CH - 3001 Bern 

info@helvetas.org, helvetas.org

9. In monitoring and evaluating our efforts, we 
seek to learn and improve

We seek foremost to learn from our own experiences in 
promoting gender equality and social equity. 

 • We establish sex disaggregated baseline data in all 
our projects, and work towards full data disaggrega-
tion on the basis of social status as well as sex. We 
devise indicators at project and programme level that 
specifically target women, poor and disadvantaged 
individuals when referring to the intended beneficiar-
ies or primary stakeholders. These are regularly moni-
tored to guide further interventions. 

 • We aim to ensure that the allocation of financial 
resources is consistent with our GSE principles To 
analyse performance and draw out lessons learned 
with regard to progress on GSE aspects in our pro-
grammes, we also conduct periodical evaluations at 
project, country and global level.

 • At the same time, we also seek to share and learn 
from the experience of others.

 • We document our experiences at country programme 
and organisational level in a systematic manner

 • We participate in networks for knowledge sharing at 
country and organisational level

 • We integrate what we learn from others with regard to 
GSE in our activities, striving to progress and innovate. 

Supporting greater and more effective participation, representation 

and leadership of women in local governance in Bangladesh
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Father takes care of his son, Bangladesh

https://www.google.com/search?q=gender+and+governance&rlz=1C1GGRV_enCH760CH760&oq=Gender+and+Governance&aqs=chrome.0.0j69i65j0l4.7215j0j8&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GGRV_enCH760CH760&ei=FGaBXKzMHfCxggfRjLDQBg&q=gender%2C+conflcit+and+peace&oq=gender%2C+conflcit+and+peace&gs_l=psy-ab.3..0i13l3j0i13i30j0i22i30.97660.104680..104852...0.0..0.114.2108.15j7......0....1..gws-wiz.......0i71j0i67j0j0i8i13i30.Dd-_KfJQdTM
https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1C1GGRV_enCH760CH760&ei=fmaBXOuSBamp_QbQwLvQCw&q=Gender+and+migration&oq=Gender+and+migration&gs_l=psy-ab.3..0l10.92776.96564..97269...0.0..0.96.1678.20......0....1..gws-wiz.......0i71j0i67.jGGl9dz8eok
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-gender-gap-report-2018
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-gender-gap-report-2018
https://wir2018.wid.world/
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/world_report_download/201801world_report_web.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/world_report_download/201801world_report_web.pdf
http://fundforpeace.org/fsi/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/951181805-Fragile-States-Index-Annual-Report-2018.pdf
http://fundforpeace.org/fsi/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/951181805-Fragile-States-Index-Annual-Report-2018.pdf
http://fundforpeace.org/fsi/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/951181805-Fragile-States-Index-Annual-Report-2018.pdf
https://www.iom.int/wmr/world-migration-report-2018
https://www.iom.int/wmr/world-migration-report-2018
https://www.youthindex.org/full-report
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Gender
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/194568/Guidelines_-_GCF_Toolkit_Mainstreaming_Gender.pdf/860d1d03-877d-4c64-9a49-c0160c794ca7
https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/194568/Guidelines_-_GCF_Toolkit_Mainstreaming_Gender.pdf/860d1d03-877d-4c64-9a49-c0160c794ca7
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