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1.	 Introduction 

Social innovation programming is an essential component of international devel-
opment and economic empowerment projects and is linked to economic growth 
and improved job opportunities (Pandey/Kumar 2019). Integral to social innova-
tion and economic expansion, women are increasingly targeted as an “untapped 
driver of growth” (Devex 2013; Collins 2016). However, despite a growing num-
ber of commitments to invest in women’s economic empowerment, women are still 
often excluded from entrepreneurial investments, receive less funding for innova-
tive business ventures, and are less likely to be engaged in full-time jobs compared 
to men (Lough/Wells, forthcoming; World Bank 2014; World Bank 2021). Fur-
thermore, only 1 in 3 small, medium, and large businesses globally are owned by 
women, and this rate drops to 1 in 4 in lower-income countries (Halim 2020). Evi-
dence of gender inequality in the economic sector can also be found in women’s dis-
proportionate time spent on unpaid care and household labor (2.5 times more than 
men), occupational segregation, lack of maternal leave provisions, and overall dis-
parity in earnings between women and men (International Labour Organization 
2017; Ferrant/Pesando/Nowacka 2014; United Nations 2015). 

Addressing the economic insecurity of women and girls is central to several global 
strategies, including the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These goals 
focus on providing equal value for unpaid care work and promoting shared domes-
tic responsibilities, as well as ensuring full participation in leadership and deci-
sion-making by women. However, the economic empowerment of women also 
requires simultaneous commitments to addressing the social and systemic prac-
tices that perpetuate gender inequality by reducing inequitable access to economic 
resources and financial services while opening new economic activities and sup-
ports to scale up social innovation.

Gender-focused social innovation (GFSI) marks a departure from previous devel-
opment strategies aimed at women’s economic empowerment in several ways. 
First, GFSI moves away from essentialist notions of economic empowerment 
that assume women’s incorporation in the market as business actors will elimi-
nate gender inequality (Collins 2016). Second, bringing a transnational feminist 
lens, a GFSI approach to development programming rejects neoliberal discourses 
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constructing subaltern women’s work as that which falls outside the purview of 
traditional market activities that are considered to be ‘productive’ (Collins 2016). 
GFSI calls attention to the exploitation of gendered and unpaid labor upon which 
economies – local and global in scale – are dependent. Moreover, GFSI perspec-
tives shift from narrow definitions of empowerment that instrumentalize gender in 
economic development projects and move toward a view of improved gender rela-
tions as a trigger, process, and product of social transformation. In this way, GFSI 
moves away from traditional market interventions and enhances our knowledge of 
innovations that are difficult to measure (Collins 2016; Blake/Hanson 2005). 

As an example of GFSI in practice, process innovations may emerge from the inter-
actions between marginalized and privileged groups who seek to combat cultural 
norms that perpetuate cycles of gendered economic exclusion (Pandey/Kumar 
2019; Blake/Hanson 2005). In this way, GFSI acknowledges the gendered relations 
of power that underlie systemic inequalities and seeks to disrupt them by enhanc-
ing peoples’ capacity to act. Consistent with this approach, this paper considers 
diverse strategies for the promotion of GFSI and women’s economic empowerment 
across ten countries. We draw on examples of the programmatic commitments and 
the characteristics of program support, namely, the role of international develop-
ment volunteers (IDVs) in advancing gender equality in economic empowerment 
and social innovation initiatives. 

Several processes and outcomes, as well as challenges and opportunities for social 
innovation, emerge as they relate to the capacity building efforts of IDVs in relation 
to GFSI. An important starting point for evaluating GFSI and the contributions of 
transnational actors is to consider the aspirational nature of GFSI, its process ori-
entation, and the significance of a GFSI approach to all stages of the development 
project, including decision-making, project planning, implementation, and mon-
itoring and development of activities with diverse groups of project participants 
(Eriksson 2014; da Silva Filho/de Souza/de Souza Lessa 2018). Within GFSI ini-
tiatives, we underscore the role of IDVs in facilitating economic change beyond 
instrumentalist women’s economic empowerment programs by considering strate-
gies that disrupt social inequalities through these transnational interventions. The 
findings from this study document how IDVs facilitate women’s economic empow-
erment as both a process and product of GFSI by challenging systemic social ine-
qualities and sustainable development in partner communities. 

2.	 Literature Review: Social Innovation and Gender 
Empowerment 

Innovation is conceptualized as the development of new or improved products, ser-
vices, and processes (Baregheh/Rowley/Sambrook 2009). Innovation in the eco-
nomic sector facilitates financial growth and is a measure of economic and positive 
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social change (Eriksson 2014). As a social response to complex and deepening eco-
nomic, political, and environmental crises (Hillier/MacCallum/Moulaert 2013), 
social innovation (SI) is defined in relation to the fulfillment of “human develop-
ment ambitions” (Neumeier 2012: 49). Characteristics of social innovation include 
participatory, collaborative, and capacity-building dimensions of change that sup-
port the needs and priorities of marginalized groups that offer novel solutions to 
social inequality (Hillier/MacCallum/Moulaert 2013). Social innovation is also 
characterized by commitments to local ownership, context specificity, and inclu-
sion and ownership of the process by those who are meant to benefit from the inter-
ventions (da Silva Filho/de Souza/de Souza Lessa 2018; Cunha/Benneworth/
Oliveira 2015; Hillier/MacCallum/Moulaert 2013; Correia/Gomez/Oliveira 2016). 

Gender equitable processes drive innovation and contribute to innovative products 
(Eriksonn 2014). Strategies that aim to include women in social innovations can 
range from short-term or limited techniques such as targeting women and girls to 
facilitate their inclusion within existing systems, to longer-term and transforma-
tional approaches that change the methods of inequality to facilitate new oppor-
tunities for women’s and girls’ participation (Rao/Tiessen 2020; Alsos/Hytti/
Ljunnggren 2013). However, not all of these strategies are wholly productive; sev-
eral limitations of women’s economic empowerment are captured by scholars who 
examine persistent inequalities within existing neoliberal economic processes 
(Hillier/MacCallum/Moulaert 2013; Morton/Muchiri/Swiss 2020). Moreover, 
a neoliberalist approach that sincerely links the achievement of “gender equality 
to economic growth” increases the risk of reproducing the “very structural issues 
that feminists, and gender and development, seek to trouble and transform” (Mor-
ton/Muchiri/Swiss 2020: 333).

An alternative to neoliberal forms of women’s economic empowerment is outlined 
in GFSI, which considers angles, structures, and assumptions and how these are 
components of social transformation and elements of both process and outputs of 
innovation (Eriksson 2014; Hillier/MacCallum/Moulaert 2013; Correia/Gomez/
Oliveira 2016). Through the GFSI lens, gender inclusion and improved social rela-
tions can transform inequitable processes that prevent marginalized groups from 
active participation in their own development and are focused on power and agency 
(Rao/Tiessen 2020; Hillier/MacCallum/Moulaert 2013). GFSI therefore recog-
nizes and re-generates the “power marginalized people already possess” (Morton/
Muchiri/Swiss 2020: 333). It does not overlook, or further neglect people based on 
“class, regional, sex, ethnic, and socio-economic differences” (Rao/Tiessen 2020: 
355; Eriksson 2014). In this way, GFSI can be used as a tool to achieve intersec-
tional and transformative development through changes to the decision-making 
processes, the implementation of plans, and the monitoring and development of 
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activities for enhanced fairness and equity among diverse groups (Eriksson 2014; 
da Silva Filho/de Souza/de Souza Lessa 2018).

International strategies designed to promote GFSI, and women’s economic 
empowerment often include a range of actors, including transnational actors, aid 
workers, and international volunteers. While recognizing the value contributed 
by the wide range of these transnational actors, the research in this study consid-
ers the role and impact of IDVs in the promotion of GFSI programming engaged in 
timely opportunities to rethink, develop, and standardize the core organizational 
processes through a gender-aware lens (Lough/Tiessen 2019; Eriksson 2014). 

Social innovation programs that are predominantly focused on the promotion of 
gender equality and women’s empowerment are an essential advancement in inter-
national development solutions. As such, they shine a spotlight on the specific 
gender inequalities and women-specific needs of development programming. As 
described by a collaboration of scholars of the gendered nature of social innova-
tion: “Gendered social innovation encompasses the identification of unsolved soci-
etal challenges of gender inequality and unmet needs among women or men as 
underrepresented or disadvantaged groups in various areas, motivating the devel-
opment of new solutions by inclusive innovation processes” (Lindberg/Forsberg/
Karlberg 2015: 472). 

A feminist theoretical lens through which we can examine GFSI emphasizes the 
role that context (place and people) plays in producing the conditions that enable 
or negate gendered social innovations, the nature of the social innovations com-
monly adopted, the process of delivering programming, and the ongoing needs and 
opportunities for gender-sensitive social innovations. Embracing a feminist lens 
considers the social and economic environment and its role in valuing and promot-
ing certain kinds of innovative activity as well as devaluing or discouraging other 
forms of innovation. Furthermore, the social identities of innovators affect, and 
are affected by, the social and economic environment, contributing to ways that 
innovations get defined and promoted. A gender-focussed lens in social innova-
tion provides insights into social and geographic contexts, as well as the enabling 
or limiting characteristics of those contexts (Blake/Hanson 2005). Thus, feminist 
and gender-focused priorities in social innovation shape, and are simultaneously 
shaped by, the negotiations over the understanding of contextually specific femi-
nist approaches. (Lindberg et al. 2015)

An analysis of gender relations filtered through the lens of feminist social inno-
vation is also shaped by the kind of social innovations introduced, including the 
nature of the relationship taking place in transnational spaces, such as the role and 
contributions of transnational actors. Scholarship in GFSI has, therefore, rein-
forced some of the core elements or drivers of social innovation, namely being 
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inclusive, exchanging ideas and values, expanding and changing relationships and 
roles played by program participants, and diverse forms of support from donors. 
Applying a gender lens to these drivers allows us to consider the following ques-
tions: how to be inclusive in line with gender inequalities (context and people); how 
to ensure that a diversity of voices are represented in the exchange of ideas; how to 
deepen our consideration of the gendered roles and gender relationships that exist; 
how these relationships can change to facilitate social innovation from diverse peo-
ple and in various contexts; and how to provide diverse forms of transnational sup-
port that will enable a gender and feminist lens in social innovation programming. 
Answers to these questions can enable a transformational approach to transna-
tional feminist scholarship on social innovation.

A transformational and transnational feminist approach to social innovation con-
siders gender-specific dimensions in a comprehensive way, focusing not just on the 
needs and interests of women and girls but also on the societal and structural bar-
riers to their social innovation opportunities and the pathways to achieving gender 
equality. In other words, a feminist approach allows us to understand the power 
dynamics that perpetuate inequality of opportunity or relational considerations 
that might promote more gender equality by breaking down the nature and impact 
of ‘place and people’. The emphasis on the context of place (i.e., community and 
culture-specific analysis) and people (i.e., transnational actors in their relation to 
local community members) is central to the analysis in this paper. 

In addition to paying attention to context, a feminist approach considers opportu-
nities for an intersectional lens to analyze the overlapping factors that can contrib-
ute to failure, success, or barriers to achieving social innovations. These intersec-
tional realities include a variety of factors in addition to gender such as race, age, 
(dis)ability, ethnicity, class, etc. (see Lough/Wells, forthcoming).

In sum, transnational feminism offers a useful theoretical lens for breaking down 
the role and impact of place and people in our analysis of gender-focused social 
innovations. We employ transnational feminism in this paper because it helps us 
understand the opportunities and barriers of GFSI, the nature of GFSI interven-
tions and how they support or counter feminist values, and the role of transnational 
actors working in local spaces. Specifically, transnational feminism underscores 
the global and cross-national impacts of social, historical, political, and economic 
activities carried out by diverse actors navigating their relationships to achieve 
social goals. In this way, the study provides new insight into contextually-specific 
feminist interpretations and perspectives of social innovation programming.
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3.	 Methods

Interviews were conducted in 2018 – 2019 with 150 partner organization staff in 
ten countries. Once all interviews were transcribed, data were coded to identify 
common themes throughout. Data were analyzed using discourse analysis. The 
introduction to this special edition has more detailed information on the methodol-
ogy for data collection and the analysis of findings. 

4.	 Findings

Findings from the data highlight the social innovation processes and results facili-
tated by IDVs working in community-based organizations. These findings provide 
insights into the nature and extent of IDVs’ support to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment (GEWE), and social innovation programming. IDVs were widely 
recognized for introducing new ideas in support of social innovation and build-
ing the capacity of local communities, including supporting organization staff 
with skills and competencies needed to advance social innovation programs and 
to support entrepreneurship training. The contributions made by IDVs were sig-
nificant for social innovations in numerous development sectors, from agricultural 
programming to microfinance and tourism. However, despite many successes and 
opportunities created through the work of the IDVs, several challenges were also 
highlighted, particularly in relation to IDVs’ understanding of cultural context and 
their local interpretations of how to achieve gender equality. Respondents that par-
ticipated in the research believed that improved knowledge of local culture and 
enhanced skills among IDVs were needed to navigate different cultural contexts. 
They asserted that heightened cultural knowledge and competence were central 
needs in the delivery of future transnational support by IDVs working in interna-
tional development programs.

In the sections that follow, we consider the nature and extent to which feminism 
is seen as a guiding lens for GFSI programs that have clear goals of women’s eco-
nomic empowerment across all ten countries. We outline how feminism is inter-
preted differently and situated within national and local realities and cultural prac-
tices. This is important for thinking about GFSI programs through a feminist lens 
because these findings reinforce the need to design GEWE programming within 
local contexts, keeping people and place at the forefront of development interven-
tions.

4.1	 New Insights for Innovative Programming in Place

Partner organization staff valued IDVs for their fresh perspectives, new ideas, and 
contributions to knowledge. As a participant from Tanzania noted: “What I value 
the most is [their] experience and perception of things”. This participant went on 
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to explain how the different backgrounds and perspectives allow for “fresh eyes on 
some old stuff,” which enables organization staff to modify or improve program-
ming. The new perspectives generated through interactions with IDVs are seen, 
however, in a generative way: “These experiences we are sharing from their coun-
try and our country, our perception of things, it develops both of us.” This is an 
important insight as it shows the significance of shared and mutual learning in 
transnational spaces.

Among the shared knowledge and mutual contributions are new ideas in support 
of local innovations. Partner organization staff highlighted several examples of 
innovations shared by IDVs. These interventions were considered to have, as one 
participant from Tanzania explained, a “huge economic and social impact”. This 
example highlighted the innovation shared by IDVs for biogas generation using 
waste to generate electricity. The community benefited from this project because it 
resulted in monetary savings. This intervention also facilitated training and knowl-
edge building for all community members and established a protocol to ensure that 
young mothers are able to benefit from the training. Specifically, the project incor-
porated childcare support for mothers who wanted to access the training. 

One example of a program in Ghana included creating a childcare facility and pro-
viding childcare services for mothers who wanted to participate in the trainings. 
This initiative was proposed by an IDV and was considered “quite unique” by local 
actors. This project ultimately led to a much more inclusive training program for a 
diverse set of community members. The inclusivity protocols included in this initi-
ative were highly valued by partner organizations who saw impacts in terms of edu-
cation, training, and knowledge sharing for those who were previously prevented 
from such opportunities. As one of the Ghanaian participants said: “I value most 
their contribution” to these new ideas and approaches – contributions that “are not 
measurable.” 

The second example of IDV support for innovative programming in Ghana 
included help with the design of a monitoring tool that could capture and measure 
gender inclusion in radio programming. A participant from Ghana added: “There 
was nothing like monitoring the gender responsiveness of a radio program. But 
with the help of the tools, we were able to give feedback to the radio team on how 
gender responsive their program was.” The information generated from this eval-
uation tool allowed the radio program team to keep track of the number of women 
who called, the number of women interviewed, and the number of women who con-
tributed to the program. The results of this initiative led to better equity in radio 
program representation with efforts to always have one man and one woman host-
ing a radio program together. Combined with this initiative was a training ses-
sion that helped the staff members understand how gender inequality permeated 
organizational practice and helped the participants to “understand the way we are 
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continuing the whole stereo-typing information dissemination that goes on focus-
ing only on men.” 

Several programs implemented in Nepal tracked the impacts on women’s partici-
pation in economic opportunities. Outcomes of these programs include socio-eco-
nomic development, including the establishment of “114 sub-sector producers’ 
groups (PGs) in vegetable farming (mainly cauliflower and tomatoes), milk pro-
duction, and goat-raising in the three project districts” (CECI 2018). The programs 
focused on including women and marginalized groups (Dalits in particular) with a 
goal of maximizing benefits through project interventions. These efforts resulted 
in a high degree of participation among marginalized groups including a participa-
tion rate of 72% women, 65% youth, and representation of Dalits and single women 
(CECI 2018). The project focussed on skills development, management of agricul-
tural practices, and livestock activities. Interview participants in Nepal highlighted 
a number of ways that IDVs contributed to these programs, including economic 
empowerment programs designed to reduce the financial dependence of women on 
men. Specific projects promoting economic empowerment could be found in com-
mercial agricultural projects, women’s leadership and ownership of projects, and 
the creation of opportunities for women to enhance skills in the economic sector, 
promoting women entrepreneurs and cooperative management. 

The primary goal of the Nepal program was to create opportunities for women and 
youth to benefit from technical training to facilitate better inclusion of women in 
the economy, on economic decision-making bodies, and in political spaces. IDVs 
provide this support in partnership with the locally-based organization staff. All 15 
of the interview participants in Nepal provided examples of the role that IDVs play 
in supporting gender-focus social innovation and entrepreneurship programming, 
including activities such as the development of a guiding manual for a cooperative, 
trainings, video production, and proposal writing, among other activities. In one 
example, the partner organization staff explained how the IDV wrote a project pro-
posal that received funding to start up an essential oil business that benefited more 
than 75 women in the community through a new business venture. In addition to 
the proposal writing, the IDV also helped with the business development and mar-
keting of the product. 

Other IDVs in Nepal played a pivotal role in helping local organization staff trans-
late their goals and priorities into actions. For example, IDVs were able to help the 
organization’s staff develop a “concrete plan about how and where to begin” with 
gender equality programming and policies. The IDVs helped develop planning strat-
egies (two-year action plans). Specific targets of these initiatives included increas-
ing the number of women members in the cooperatives and including women in the 
policy and decision-making processes. As one participant for Nepal noted: “Only 
after the arrival of … volunteers, we realized the need for and importance of GESI 
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[gender equality and social inclusion] in the organization.” This example reinforces 
the importance of transnational actors in providing knowledge and ideas for trans-
lating ideas into practice. The priority of a stronger focus on women’s needs and 
gender equality was already established by the organization in Nepal, and the vol-
unteer’s role was to help translate that idea into a reality. 

Participants from Nepal provided several additional examples of how the vol-
unteers used their knowledge of gender equality and social inclusion to improve 
development programming. As one interviewee from Nepal explained, the volun-
teers conducted research on farmers who were involved in the milk production sec-
tor over a long period of time: their problems, quality production, and maintenance 
of those milk products, which further helped in developing the new proposals and 
launching the new programs. The IDVs actively engaged the local farmers in these 
communities and ensured they were involved in the milk production. Over, time 
the IDVs realized that the milk was not being consumed by other communities and 
the IDVs saw this as an opportunity to expand the business and gain access to local 
markets where the farmers could sell the milk. Cultural marginalization of these 
farmers had previously made it difficult for them to access markets. Other com-
munities in the area saw the possibilities created for the milk farmers who would 
bring the milk to the market to sell and began bringing their own goods to the mar-
ket, including meat from buffaloes and cows. The IDVs worked with those excluded 
communities to help them understand the steps needed to bring their goods to mar-
ket and encouraged them to develop their businesses in new ways. The knowledge 
of one of the IDVs who grew up on a cattle farm in Canada was particularly wel-
comed. The IDV had advanced knowledge about cattle, their digestive systems, 
and how best to feed and care for the cows. In addition to this practical knowl-
edge, IDVs played an advocacy role for women farmers who began conversations 
with communities and partner organizations about the nature and extent of wom-
en’s involvement in the dairy sector. However, as the IDVs noted, only men have 
legal control over the agricultural business. Through these observations, partner 
organizations began to think of new training programs to support women’s rights, 
empowerment, and legal changes to support women’s ownership of businesses. 

Similar examples were provided in Tanzania, where partner organization staff 
explained the valuable contributions of IDVs who were able to identify knowledge 
gaps or missed opportunities. The IDVs were able to share these observations with 
partner organizations, and together, new initiatives and training opportunities 
were created to bridge knowledge gaps. The projects in Tanzania focused heavily 
on fruits and vegetable markets and business growth, and ecotourism. To support 
the fruits and vegetable agricultural sector, programs were geared to increasing 
entrepreneurial opportunities, business, and agronomic skills among women and 
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youth and to improving productivity and market information and linkages to mar-
kets for women and youth. 

In Tanzania, partner organizations provided several examples of the role of IDVs in 
promoting economic empowerment and gender equality in the areas of fruit pro-
duction and processing, ecotourism, and agricultural programming. One example 
included a poultry production opportunity that was introduced to Maasai women 
since women often do not reap the benefits of raising livestock. The opportunity to 
raise chickens gave women a new source of income and an economic opportunity 
that they could own and control. This project also included gender sensitivity train-
ing for men and women in the community to ensure that women’s labour is linked 
to financial gains from these projects and also developing greater economic inde-
pendence and decision-making power.

Examples from Tanzania also included a significant emphasis on the importance 
of gender equality training and knowledge sharing. In some cases, partner organ-
ization staff considered this understanding of gender equality as a core feature of 
a feminist approach to development. In other cases, some participants explained 
they were not familiar with the meaning of feminism or did not consider it a helpful 
guiding concept for the work they were doing. 

In Malawi, IDVs were able to build organizational capacity by introducing new 
reporting templates that would allow the organization to capture data better. As 
a participant from Malawi explained, IDVs worked with office staff to develop a 
tool that tracks: “the contributions per member, per month, per group so that we 
are able to track…strides we are making. If we have a group, if the savings are not 
increasing, the group is dead.” The small contributions made by IDVs were often 
explained in relation to their ability to integrate a helpful innovation – such as the 
tracking tool – into an organization’s projects. They also remarked on the IDVs’ 
ability to provide innovative suggestions to improve existing initiatives in new 
ways.

One partner organization in Vietnam explained the contribution of an IDV who 
integrated principles of corporate social responsibility (CSR) to the organization. 
The staff member explained how the IDV shared information about the need for 
the industry to “pay back to the communities.” This knowledge helped the organi-
zations in Vietnam think about fairness in corporations that extended well beyond 
gender equality to strengthen overall economic fairness. 

Another IDV working in Vietnam filled important gaps in organizational assess-
ments of fairness by identifying new priorities for the organizations and creating 
an opportunity to critically reflect on these priorities using a SWOT (strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis. Through the SWOT analysis, 
organizations were able to consider a large number of variables needed for the 
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equitable delivery of their programs and the actions needed to achieve their next 
steps. The recommendations that arose from this process allowed the organiza-
tions to consider their place in the broader organizational community, how they 
can be more competitive, and ways to communicate their ideas better. In just one 
year, the organization noted a large number of changes.

GFSI programs in Guatemala aimed to impact economic, social, and professional 
outcomes for more than 12,000 women and youth. These projects were designed 
to strengthen an inclusive market, increase economic competitiveness, and build 
the capacities of community members through technical support. Some projects 
focused on the agricultural sector designed to provide sustainable growth and to 
foster inclusive market systems. Other projects focused on enhancing the partici-
pation of women and youth in the agricultural industry through the creation of new 
opportunities in the coffee industry (production, management, administration, 
and commercialization). Similarly, the cardamom export sector has many oppor-
tunities for job creation for women and youth. Another project area included the 
food processing industry with a focus on job creation for women and youth, spe-
cifically in processing and packaging fruits and vegetables and in the preparation 
of marmalades and jellies. These projects resulted in increased incomes (by 25%) 
for agricultural producers, 40,000 trees planted, support to 1,332 coffee producers 
– 25% of whom were women – and collective outcomes that led to improved price 
negotiation skills, production infrastructures, technological innovation, process-
ing, and improved governance and women’s participation (CECI no date). 

The support provided by IDVs in Guatemala led to entrepreneurial development, 
including the creation of 769 small and micro businesses and 1,539 jobs, with pri-
ority given to women and youth. Business plans were created by “907 micro-entre-
preneurs and business service centers developed gender equity policies and imple-
mented special projects for women and youth.” (CECI no date). The IDVs were 
integral to the delivery of these programs, providing a range of resources and sup-
port through new ideas, networking, skills development, and capacity building. As 
one partner organization in Guatemala noted, the IDV “was here for one year, and 
she helped us on the commercial side of things. It was a pilot project I was doing … 
it was the first time they gave us the opportunity to develop business opportunities 
for our members, and [the volunteer sending organization’s] primary interest was 
to help smaller producers in the field.”

The research conducted in Guatemala highlighted that the majority of IDVs 
engaged in GFSI programs focused on women’s economic empowerment. IDVs 
provided support to: develop business opportunities and building partnerships 
with female-led businesses, enhance an organization’s social programs that target 
both male and female youth, and conduct a human resources evaluation with a par-
ticular focus on gender relations within the organization’s workplace. Specifically, 
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IDVs partnered with local organizations and community members to increase 
women’s salaries by building a business development model with a local business 
that was widely celebrated in the community. Other IDVs offered workshops on 
how to start a business with a focus on the empowerment of women to take advan-
tage of opportunities. IDVs also focused on finding new ways of managing and 
handling the finances of the project to ensure funds distributed were used for their 
intended purposes. Finally, IDVs generated business opportunities for commu-
nity members in order to help smaller producers achieve economic empowerment. 
Overall, the Guatemala interview participants agreed (8/15 strongly agreed and 
7/15 somewhat agreed) that the IDVs contributed to improving the partner organ-
ization’s capacity to address gender equality.

Across these different interpretations and implementations of GEWE program-
ming in place, the interview participants noted a high level of satisfaction with the 
work that IDVs do to promote gender equality. The contributions of IDVs to GEWE 
within specific contexts was found to be significant. Understanding the local cul-
tural contexts were central features of partner organization’s reflections on the 
role and impact of IDVs. Within these specific locations, interviewees indicated 
that IDVs help to build local capacity, address and break down barriers to promote 
GEWE and advocate for policy enhancements while engaging with local knowl-
edge holders and compromising on approaches to fit within local contexts. The 
partner organizations attributed IDVs with bringing in fresh perspectives, curi-
osity and energy, commitment to empowerment, capacity building, skills develop-
ment, and changes that resulted from new attitudes and behaviors to organizations 
and communities. As transnational actors working in place, IDVs play an important 
role in shaping new perspectives, attitudes, and reciprocal learning that are only 
available through the engagement of external actors. Participants also described 
indirect contributions to GEWE that transformed local attitudes towards gen-
der norms and expectations through IDVs’ lived examples and informal dialogue 
with community members. Further, IDVs were also able to provide support to local 
staff in the day-to-day running of business operations through communication and 
IT skills, allowing for the strengthening of the host partner organization’s efforts 
towards GEWE.

4.2	 IDV Considerations for Improved GFSI Outcomes

Though IDVs were highly praised for their effectiveness in promoting GFSI in part-
ner countries, respondents also noted several challenges that limited IDVs’ abil-
ity to fully impart sustainable change in their respective communities. Specifically, 
their level of expertise, limited time commitments, and language barriers were 
frequently identified as significant factors that impeded GFSI outcomes in social 
innovation programs. Respondents expressed their frustrations with volunteers’ 
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expertise and professional experience with GFSI, as many volunteers lacked formal 
training in gender equality work; however, it is important to note that while many 
IDVs lacked professional experience in gender equality, most were viewed as flexi-
ble and willing to learn to assist with GFSI initiatives. 

Finally, respondents agreed that limited time commitments impacted the effec-
tiveness of IDVs’ integration into the community and, thus, their impacts on 
GEWE initiatives as well. They described a lack of continuity after volunteers leave 
because their organizations do not have enough personnel to fill the full-time posi-
tions required to sustain the projects that were started by volunteers. Some of the 
partner organization staff also highlighted the need for IDVs to spend more time 
learning about the local context and drawing fewer conclusions before they had 
sufficient knowledge. A participant from Peru noted: “to transform things; you 
need to understand and not judge.” Similarly, in Senegal, a staff member said she 
expected more understanding from the IDVs and to see differences in how coun-
tries run their enterprises, since “from the logistic and operational points of view, 
it is not the same”. 

5.	 Discussion and Analysis

Partner organizations working to promote social innovation in GEWE in the 
Global South engage in a unique relationship and exchange focused on the differ-
ences in cultural gender norms within the Global North and South. This exchange 
is characterized by an embrace of gender equality perspectives that have emerged 
both locally and internationally. At times, these interactions resulted in clashes 
related to cultural norms creating tension, confusion, but oftentimes, innovative 
initiatives. Partner organizations often promoted (and implemented) core pro-
gramming geared to improving gender relations and women’s empowerment while 
also adapting what may be culturally irrelevant or unacceptable. Our findings rein-
force the significance of context in relation to the interpretation of GFSI. This helps 
us understand and expand transnational feminist theory by advancing an intersec-
tional approach and pursuing a broader strategy that more fully incorporates com-
munity-centered inclusive practices. A social-inclusion approach to GEWE (par-
ticularly evident in Nepal) offers an important insight into transnational feminism 
by highlighting the way that partner organizations navigate donor demands in 
partnership with IDVs as transnational actors working to advance GFSI program-
ming.

The examples provided in the findings above highlight the specific contributions 
made by IDVs to promote GFSI and women’s economic empowerment. The nature 
of the gender-focused innovations introduced by the IDVs opened up spaces for 
women’s participation and addressed some of the systemic barriers to women’s 
inclusion. Other examples included IDVs playing a role in providing resources 
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or supports that could facilitate women’s participation. In so doing, the projects 
moved from an approach of targeting women’s participation in economic empow-
erment programs to eliminating some of the barriers to their participation by iden-
tifying the factors that prevent participation and finding ways (through social inno-
vations) to circumvent or tackle those barriers.

Social innovations are important for enhancing women’s participation and address-
ing the systemic barriers to participation. On the other hand, several important 
limitations were also noted as areas to be addressed to enhance the contributions 
of IDVs. The implications for improving empowerment programming emphasize 
how social innovations introduced by IDVs are best proposed through participa-
tory and informed processes that involve IDVs asking critical questions and engag-
ing partners in discussions about what is possible before making suggestions or 
imposing changes that may not be culturally appropriate or sensitive.

Taken together, findings from this study shine a light on the critical importance of 
people and place as a central lens for the implementation and analysis of GEWE 
programming where transnational volunteers work in people-to-people relation-
ships with local actors. Policies that aim to advance gender equality cannot be reg-
ulated or administered in a vacuum. To work effectively, the gender equality poli-
cies that drive programming must consider the specific social, historical, political, 
economic, religious, and other conditions that define people’s lived reality in par-
ticular contexts. While transnational actors often work to advance gender equal-
ity through standard methods such as recognizing the value of unpaid care work, 
promoting shared domestic responsibilities, ensuring women’s full participation 
in leadership and decision-making, and empowering women economically, they 
must carefully “situate” these approaches within the milieu of place and human 
relationships. Furthermore, by situating interventions in context, IDVs can also 
deliver capacity building methods that enable partner organizations to “formulate 
and own” their own approach to internal partner organization transformation so 
that gender-focused innovation outcomes can answer the needs of the local con-
text” long after the IDVs’ mandate is over (Rao/Tiessen 2020: 365; Devereux 2008; 
Hillier/MacCallum/Moulaert 2013; da Silva Filho/de Souza/de Souza Lessa 2018; 
Lough/Tiessen 2020).

6.	 Conclusion

The findings examined here lend themselves to several key recommendations. The 
first recommendation is to ensure that IDVs have the necessary knowledge and 
training in gender equality and women’s empowerment when tasked with work-
ing on GFSI projects. While technical training is an important first step, it must 
also be paired with contextual information and knowledge about local cultural 
norms and practices as well as culturally distinct approaches to addressing gender 
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equality. International volunteer cooperation organizations (IVCOs), universities 
and colleges, faith-based organizations, and other institutions that send volunteers 
abroad need to structure their programs to enable IDVs to spend time listening and 
learning from partners about their own gender equality strategies and feminist 
practices. The pathways toward achieving gender equality differ across countries, 
and organizations and volunteers need to adjust strategies to each place. By tailor-
ing their implementation strategies, volunteers can ensure that their interventions 
are culturally appropriate, while also helping to build social cohesion and gaining 
community buy-in.

IDVs play a valuable role in advancing gender equality programming, and they 
contribute to new perspectives in gender-focused social innovations. Likewise, 
community members and partner organization staff who are embedded in local 
places can contribute their own education, experience, knowledge, and training 
to enhance the capacities of international volunteers. To do feminist work effec-
tively, IDVs and the organizations that facilitate their placements must promote the 
exchange of ideas, engage in reciprocal learning opportunities, work to understand 
and apply emic feminist frameworks that work effectively in place, and stay fully 
open to culturally-divergent pathways for achieving gender equality.

Social inclusion is not a magic bullet to promote GEWE but rather a strategy to 
further explore its potential boundaries, limitations, and promises. Ultimately, the 
findings in this study remind us that the implementation of feminist principles and 
GFSI hinges on the depth of understanding that transnational actors have about 
the cultural norms (context) and the spaces for integrating a gendered-focused 
approach that is culturally specific and valued. A transnational feminist approach 
to GFSI is linked to effective program implementation because GFSI program-
ming requires a commitment to understanding local context and values, includ-
ing a respect for the resilience and social transformation of local communities. 
Successful strategies focused on gender equality and social inclusion must begin 
with a context-specific feminist approach while also maintaining social cohesion, 
preventing conflict, and creating buy-in among staff and community members to 
cooperatively implement and sustain GFSI projects.
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