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Development policy after Beijing
How are development policymakers to proceed in the aftermath of the 1995 
Beijing World Conference on Women? Some believe that Beijing was a great 
step forward. Governments have acknowledged for the first tune the funda 
mentally discriminatory character of gender disadvantage. The diagnosis is a 
radical one, alleging that the causes lie hi the subordination of women in an 
interlocking way across different spheres of economic, social and political 
life. It contrasts strongly with the earlier formulation of the gender problem, 
adopted in previous World Conferences on Women, that women suffered 
from some kind of benign neglect and merely needed to be 'added in' to
development programmes.
Can this new diagnostic vision be trans 
lated into operationally useful recommen 
dations - or does it, as presented in the 
Platform for Action, the outcome 
resolution of the official Conference, lead 
merely into a 'terrible trap' (Barbara 
Harriss-White's term) of over-general, 
over-simplified policy recommendations?

This issue of Insights on gender aims to 
flesh out the operationally relevant policy 
lessons which can be drawn out from that 
radical diagnosis, with reference to 
interventions at the sectoral level. It sets 
out the bare bones of the interpretation of 
gender relations as a stratifying social 
structure, shows how failure to take 
proper account of gender issues has 
vitiated, and in the absence of change will 
continue to vitiate, development 
interventions, and identifies general, but 
concrete and powerful, lessons for 
reshaping the orientation and objectives of 
sectoral policies.

Sectoral policies operate at the meso 
level, mediating between macro level 
reforms in monetary, fiscal and exchange 
rate policy and micro level responses of 
households and enterprises. They are 
concerned to shape the markets (in labour, 
goods and credit), and the infrastructures 
(physical, social and legal), which both 
transmit macro level reforms to the micro 
level and enable or frustrate people's 
creative response. The work of Caroline 
Moser (1993), Naila Kabeer (1994) and 
others has clearly established the reasons 
for gender related failures at the micro 
level, especially in relation to projects. The 
work of Diane Elson, Nilufar Cagatay and 
others is beginning to illuminate gender 
bias in macro-economic analysis and 
policy design (see Elson and Grown 1995). 
Here we focus on the intermediate sectoral 
level, which is so critical in attempts to 
implement economic reforms.

Work on the gender reform of markets 
is rather uneven. General gender policy 
lessons have yet to be drawn from

research on labour markets, although 
important work has been done by Alison 
Scott on Latin America (Scott 1994). 
Neither the scope for making labour 
markets more egalitarian, nor the proper 
choice of policy instruments to that end, is 
clear for developing regions such as Africa 
and South Asia, where income levels are 
lower, labour markets often less integrated, 
and female formal labour force 
participation rates much lower than in 
Latin America. Similarly, although the 
discriminatory effects of gender biases in 
product markets are well known, notably 
in limiting women's market opportunities, 
constraining the productivity of women's 
enterprises and reducing the efficacy of 
investment in human capital (Harriss-White 
1996), it is not clear what type of policies 
would be most effective in modifying the 
socio-legal conditions determining the 
terms of women's entry to and operation 
within markets. More policy-oriented 
research is needed on these topics.

On the other hand, work on credit 
markets has been fruitful. Credit pro 
grammes targetted especially at women, 
free standing or linked with micro-enter 
prise programmes, have attracted great 
interest, and large amounts of resources, 
from donors in recent years. As Mayoux 
makes clear (Mayoux 1995a), the outcome 
is far less impressive than usually claimed. 
Programmes fail to make any significant 
impact on women's incomes over a long 
period. This is largely because of the 
gender biases in product markets, noted 
above. They also tend to favour the 
better-off - that is, women whose entre 
preneurial activities are relatively little sub 
ject to shortages of key resources to com 
plement inputs of credit (labour, time and 
skills). Credit schemes are not the poverty 
alleviating panacea sometimes suggested. 
The record of group lending schemes is 
tarnished by cases of extreme pressure on 
the poorest group members. Nor can 
Continued on page 4, lower column 1.

Re-orienting 
development policy 
and programmes: 
changing the 
default setting from 
'male' to 'female'
Development policy is rarely delib 
erately biased in favour of men. But 
in practice, the outcomes of policy 
all too often perpetuate, and even 
worsen, existing patterns of gender 
inequality. The male bias comes 
from a failure to recognise that 
men and women typically 
experience development processes 
hi different ways and have different 
priorities.
Social structures of gender operate, like 
race and class, to create divisions and 
give greater political weight to the 
viewpoints of the powerful. Policy 
makers see the world through male 
eyes not just because most of the key 
decision makers are men, but also 
because the male viewpoint is 
embodied in the conventional tools of 
policy analysis. Economic models, 
statistics of all kinds, cost benefit ratios, 
poverty assessments and rapid rural 
appraisals all typically begin from a set 
of assumptions which makes much of 
what women do invisible; silences 
women's voices and overrides women's ', 
priorities. They are like a computer 
programme whose default setting is at 
'male' - male experience and male 
priorities operate as the norm, while 
female experience and female priorities 
are a deviation.

We can illustrate how what makes 
sense from men's standpoint does not 
necessarily make sense from women's 
standpoint in relation to two 
fundamental concerns of development 
policy: producing and consuming. 
Production is conventionally defined 
Continued on page 4, top column 1
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In sickness and in health
The health sector, perhaps more than 
any other, targets women. But it has 
not in fact addressed women's health 
needs and rights. Gender stereotyped 
services to women and men ill-serve 
both and lead to mis-assessment of 
their respective needs. And recent pol 
icy approaches, universal primary 
health care and cost recovery, carry a 
new type of gender bias. 
Women are addressed by policymakers 
almost exclusively as mothers and wives. 
The compartmentalisation of MCH (mother 
and child health) centres in a separate, 
vertically managed system for women and 
young children has had unfortunate 
consequences.

First, the common combination of deliv 
ery of MCH and family planning services 
not only treats women exclusively as pro- 
creators and renders concerns such as 
infertility a non-issue, it fails to acknowl 
edge men as important actors and decision 
makers in sexual and reproductive health. 
Second, it limits the efficacy of attempts to 
meet the Alma Ata 1978 conference goal of 
'health for all by the year 2000' through 
integrated provision of universal primary 
health care (PHC). PHC has the potential to 
provide integrated, gender balanced health 
care, but, in leaving MCH services to func 
tion in a segregated way, it has so far failed

to challenge conventional gender relations. 
Moreover, PHC programmes treat women 
contradictorily: women's responsibility for 
meeting the routine health care needs of 
their families and communities is relied 
upon as a resource, but women's 
customary knowledge about local disease 
prevention and cure is unacknowledged. 

The cost recovery approach launched 
separately by UNICEF and the World Bank 
in 1987 has led to evaluations of 
'affordability' and 'willingness to pay' 
replacing the criteria of equity and need in 
health care. Research demonstrating the 
scale of expenditures already made is cited 
to show that affordability is not necessarily 
an obstacle, even to low income groups, to 
the introduction of user fees on health care. 
But these findings are rarely gender 
disaggregated below a synthetic 'per capita' 
or household basis. When they are, the 
likely dangers of cost recovery become 
clear: for example, a recent study in Zambia 
noted a huge difference in spending on 
health care on men (K149) and women 
(K43). In South Asia the introduction of user 
charges has reinforced son-preferences in 
accessing child health care, and has forced 
women in low-income households to 
choose between decreasing their own use 
of health services and finding extra cash 
through reduced consumption of other
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items, or increased work.
The most common trigger for pushing 

households into poverty and destitution is 
the ill-health of the main adult wage earner. 
This person is usually male and is 
correspondingly privileged in expenditure 
on health care. But research in Pakistan 
shows that even where a woman (or 
women together) provide the bulk of 
household income, male health is still 
prioritised. Male control over decision 
taking is an ongoing source of gender 
discrimination within households and a 
serious challenge to reliance on cost 
recovery policies in general. 
The potential gender biases of fee charging 

in health appropriateness need to be 
reviewed on a case by case basis, and the 
need for renewed public provision of par 
ticular services for women - or for some 
form of public action specifically against 
gender biases within the household and 
health care provision - should be 
investigated.
Jo Beall, Department of Social Policy and 
Administration, London School of Economics and 
Political Science, Houghton Street, London WC2A 
2AE. Tel: (0171) 955 7563, Fax: (0171) 955 7415, 
Email: J.Beall@lse.ac.uk Publication: 'In sickness 
and in health: engendering health policy for 
development', Third World Planning Review 
vol.17, no.2 1995.

Taking account of gender in natural resources management
Many interventions in the environment 
sector have given women a role in 
environmental projects in the hope 
that this would facilitate resource 
conservation efforts as well as 
benefiting women themselves. But 
across a whole range of sub-sectors 
(forestry, soil conservation, water, 
rangeland management, integrated pest 
management etc.), outcomes have often 
been disappointing and sometimes 
even damaging to women:
  women have often been treated as, in 

effect, a source of cheap labour, with 
little consideration as to whether the 
project really served their interests. 
Frequently the demands of a project 
merely added to women's already 
overextended workload, or required 
them to forsake some other activity.

  in cases where women were able to 
resist the attempt to commandeer their 
labour, projects often failed as a result.

  women have usually been sidelined in 
the management of projects, once they 
come on stream, and rarely given any 
decision making powers (even where 
the project relates directly to women's 
social responsibilities), or responsibil 
ities for high-level tasks in routine 
operations.

The approach underlying past efforts to 
incorporate women into projects relied on 
a flawed conceptualisation of gender 
relations, hinging on the idea that men and 
women assumed gender roles that were 
unproblematically complementary to each 
other.

This led policymakers to focus exclusively 
on women's current, mainly subsistence, 
roles, ignoring their market-related activities 
and the dynamic interactions of men's and 
women's resource management roles and 
responsibilities; and to view women as an 
untapped pool of labour whose energies 
could be costlessly mobilised for project 
activities. It also tended to be assumed that 
participation in an environmental project 
would benefit women, without appreciating 
either that women might have no rights in 
the incremental resource so created, or that 
women's involvement with resource 
management might be a residual 
consequence of lack of access to more 
rewarding activities.

Recent research in many different settings 
has arrived at a new understanding of the 
links between gender relations and 
environmental management and one which 
carries very different policy implications. 
The prime requirement is the understanding 
that men's and women's interests in and 
incentives for environmental conservation 
may be very different, largely because 
women have lesser property rights than 
men in environmental resources. Those 
rights are usually insecure, being embedded 
within and contingent on the rights of male 
kin and, slight as they may be, they risk 
being undermined by interventions of any 
kind.
  women's property rights need to be 

identified at the outset and actively 
monitored throughout the life of a 
project.

  policymakers need to examine, support

and build on the often little visible 
institutional arrangements and networks 
which provide channels for women to 
press their concerns and guard their 
entitlements in situations of ecological 
stress or environmental change.

  women must not be expected to 
participate in or contribute to the 
furtherance of resource-use practices 
from which they themselves will not 
benefit.They must, at the least, be paid 
for any current labour contribution to a 
project on the same terms as men.

  local project management procedures 
must be designed to give real 
representation to women's interests.

  the need to widen people's, particularly 
women's, range of livelihood choices 
may sometimes imply a need for 
interventions not focussed on the 
environment per se.

  where any charges are involved, 
policies need to take account of the 
fact that 1) women have lesser 
command over cash than men and that 
2) where men control household 
expenditures, they may not give proper 
weight to women's interests or 
priorities.

Susan Joekes, Cathy Green and 
Melissa Leach
IDS, at the University of Sussex, Brighton BN1 
9RE, Tel: (01273) 678731, Fax: (01273) 621202, 
Email: s.joekes@sussex.ac.uk. Publication: 
'Integrating Gender into Environmental Research 
and Policy', Report for USAID/ EPAT/MUCIA, 
IDS Working Paper No 27, February 1996.
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Priorities and constraints for girls' education
In Sub-Saharan Africa since the mid 
1980s, there has been an absolute 
decline in primary gross enrolment 
ratios in some countries (e.g. Zambia 
and Zimbabwe). Gender disparities 
remain much greater than national 
statistics suggest (especially in rural 
areas) and, even where gender parity 
has been achieved, education outcomes 
are still 'poorer for girls. The quality of 
education has declined and households' 
ability to pay education fees has 
deteriorated.
The main focus of donor attention to 
address the stark gender inequalities in 
education in Africa has been to improve the 
access and retention of girls in school, 
mostly through interventions addressing 
both 'demand' and 'supply' factors in 
'package' programmes. On the demand side, 
interventions include the introduction of 
bursaries, scholarships and fee waiver pro 
grammes, measures to reduce the distance 
between school and home, and increased 
community participation in schools. Supply 
side policies include the deployment of 
more female teachers (especially in science), 
provision of gender sensitive textbooks and

introduction of flexible hours. The relative 
merit of these various measures remains 
unclear, so that prioritisation among them is 
presently impossible.

The economic framework of demand and 
supply has certainly helped in the develop 
ment of useful strategies for addressing 
some of the shortcomings in girls' education, 
but it has limitations. In particular, such 
issues as the high incidence of teenage 
pregnancies and HTV infection of girls in 
both primary and secondary school can only 
be explained by reference to the complex 
web of relations between household, 
community and school. The factors militating 
against the education of African girls go far 
beyond economic considerations. In the 
absence of such an understanding, gender 
problems and solutions have tended to be 
depoliticised and prescriptions often confuse 
what is desirable with what is feasible.

If the social and political constraints are to 
be properly addressed, broad based com 
munity involvement is essential. Experiences 
in South Asia (the Lock Jumbish project in 
Rajasthan, India, is an excellent example) 
have demonstrated significant improvements 
in educational outcomes for girls are

possible if interventions are truly 'owned' 
and managed by the communities they 
serve. NGOs have invariably been more 
effective than state bureaucracies in deliver 
ing education responsive to the needs of 
communities and able to galvanise their 
support.

But there must be affirmative action at all 
political levels: governments need to review 
the overall framework, paying attention to 
legal reforms, policies on school girl preg 
nancies etc. Moreover, if women are to 
participate fully in decisions affecting their 
children's lives they will need to be literate. 
The preoccupation of most aid donors with 
increasing primary enrolments of girls has 
marginalised adult education, even though 
non-formal education programmes for 
women can be relatively easily incorporated 
into school-focused interventions. 
Nicola Swainson, 60 Rugby Rd., Brighton BN1 
6ED, East Sussex, U.K., Tel: (01273) 503259, 
Publications: Nicola Swainson, 1996. Redressing 
Gender Inequalities in Education: A Review of 
constraints and priorities in Malawi, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe (ODA, British Development 
Division in Central Africa, BDDCA, Harare, 
forthcoming).

Cost recovery in the water sector
The desirability of cost recovery in the 
water sector is now so widely accepted 
amongst donor agencies that there is 
little real questioning of its desirability. 
A critique from a gender perspective 
suggests the need for a radical 
reassessment. The approach rests on an 
over- simplistic model of households, 
largely ignoring the gender implications 
and the effects on the poorest 
households. The benefits of cost recov 
ery are not as great as claimed, nor is it 
easy to implement
Choice - Despite claims that the approach 
rests on 'voluntarism', most consumers may 
have little choice about the water supplies 
to which they have access. The concepts of 
'willingness to pay' and 'consumer 
empowerment' are less convincing where 
viable alternative water sources are 
inaccessible. User preferences for free and 
unprotected water sources are not well 
modelled in most applications of cost 
recovery policies. Moreover there is an 
oversimplified assumption in such policies 
that users, payers and community decision 
makers are the same people. This is not 
supported by project experience, which 
suggests that the payers are predominantly 
women, whilst the decision makers, often 
those deciding on the tariff, remain largely 
men.

Quantification - The focus on 
quantification, supposedly the merit of the 
approach, results in a sidelining of health 
and social benefits and costs together with 
neglect of some of the undesirable 
consequences of charging for water, such as 
users' reversion to contaminated but free 
sources where available. The accuracy of 
quantitative techniques to assess willingness 
to pay is dubious; the '5% rule' is cited in

support of households being willing to pay 
that proportion of their income for water, 
and/or being able to pay 5% for water, 
and/or to predict that they will connect to 
new supplies which cost no more than this. 
Almost no attention is given to the 
implications for other categories of 
household expenditure, such as health and 
education, where increasing pressure on 
cash is evident, or to differentiation within 
households, i.e. on whom the burden of 
paying for water actually falls. In poorer 
households women often pay more of the 
total costs of water than men and a 
proportionately larger amount of their 
income is devoted to it.

Efficiency - Claims that cost recovery 
and an increased sense of beneficiary 
'ownership' of new services result in greater 
efficiency in operation and maintenance are 
much asserted but little supported by data. 
It is doubtful whether efficiency gains are 
perceived by all users: the burden of man 
aging community based systems often falls 
disproportionately on women. Such tasks 
are time consuming, often unpaid and may 
require women to penalise their neighbours 
for non-payment. Whilst much is made of 
the value of new services in terms of 
women's time saved in reduced collection 
times, little is mentioned of the fact that 
they may have to spend more time on 
managing the system and on collecting fees. 
The costs incurred by the 'beneficiaries' in 
managing a cost recovery system can be 
high, variable and fall heavily on women.

Equity - The concept of 'ownership' in 
cost recovery implies the ability to exclude 
others from the use of the water supply .This 
may adversely affect women. In studies in 
both Lesotho and Zimbabwe, the house 
holds not participating in community water

supply development were female headed 
with young children: the adult female could 
not afford to take time off from casual labo 
uring to devote to the communal activities. 
In a Swaziland project, nearly a third of 
total households were to be excluded for 
non-payment.

The need amongst poorer households, 
intermittently dependent on assistance from 
others, to maintain good relationships, is 
not accounted for in the cost recovery and 
ownership models. Policies of exclusion at 
waterpoints are often perceived to increase 
the likelihood of conflict.The collapse of 
cost recovery systems had been reported in 
some cases as a result of disputes over 
water charges between different types of 
users.

Much more knowledge is needed about 
household budgeting and water, water pref 
erences, the costs to the users of managing 
water supply systems over the long term 
and the opportunity costs of paying for 
water, with special reference to the gender 
dimensions, if the intended benefits of cost 
recovery policies are to be realised. 
Frances Cleaver, Development and Project 
Planning Centre, University of Bradford, Bradford, 
West Yorkshire, BD7 1DP. Tel: C01274) 383967, 
Fax: (01274) 385280, 
Email: F.D.Cleaver@bradford.ac.uk 
Publications: Cleaver F and Elson D, 1995, 
Women and Water Resources: Continued 
Marginalisation and New Policies, JIED 
Gatekeeper Series No. 49, Sustainable Agriculture 
Programme of the International Institute for 
Environment and Development, London. 
Cleaver F and Lomas I, 1995, The Five Per Cent 
'Rule', Fact or Fiction?, DPPC Bradford mimeo. 
Cleaver F and Jobes K, 1995, The Social 
Dimensions of Cost Recovery, DPPC Bradford
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and measured from the viewpoint of men's 
lives as a set of activities that largely take 
place outside the home; are market-orient 
ed; for which money is paid and which are 
socially recognised as work. In all too 
many development programmes men are 
the 'producers' (farmers; workers; entre 
preneurs) - women are their wives. From 
this point of view, women are an under 
utilised resource which can be taken for 
granted. They represent an unlimited 
supply of labour which can be drawn 
upon at all levels of development policy, 
from the national-level adjustment pro 
gramme to the village-level project.

Looked at from the viewpoint of wom 
en's lives the picture is very different. 
Women then appear as an over-exploited 
resource, working a 'double shift' of 
income generation and household and 
community maintenance, with less leisure 
than men. If development policy makes 
more demands upon their time, without 
providing complementary resources to 
increase the productivity of their time, 
something has to give: typically what has 
given is women's health, daughter's 
schooling, household and community 
maintenance or the supply response to the

adjustment programme or the develop 
ment project.

Consumption is conventionally defined 
and measured as a set of activities that use 
up resources in order to satisfy the immed 
iate personal wants of the consumer. This 
viewpoint corresponds more to men's exp 
erience of spending than to women's. 
There is a great deal of evidence from 
around the world to suggest that the con 
sumption purchases of men (even poor 
men) are more geared to recreation. The 
purchases made by women are geared 
more towards household and community 
maintenance and the well-being of 
children. Much of women's household 
consumption spending might be appropri 
ately re-classified as a kind of investment 
leading to the improvement of human and 
social resources. An extra dollar of income 
going to women is more likely to result in 
such productive consumption than an extra 
dollar of income going to men. But tax and 
expenditure policies ignore this and are 
generally based on analysis which treats 
households as undifferentiated units where 
all income is pooled, spending priorities 
are shared and household heads act benev 
olently on behalf of all members of their 
households. This kind of household model
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leads, among other things, to an 
underestimation of the possible adverse 
implications for children of programmes 
and projects.

Re-orienting development policy and 
programmes to see the world through 
women's eyes would tend to make support 
for household and community maintenance 
the central focus of both production and 
expenditure policies. The operations of the 
private and public sectors would be 
evaluated in terms of their effectiveness in 
contributing to household and community 
maintenance. The result would be a more 
sustainable, properly human-centred 
development process, in which 
dysfunctional social disintegration would 
be minimised and economic growth would 
serve the end of human well-being.

Diane Elson, Graduate School in Economic, 
Social and Legal Studies, University of 
Manchester, Oxford Road, Manchester, M13 9PL. 
Tel:(0l6l) 275 4838, Fax: (0161) 275 2450, 
Email:diane.elson@man.ac.uk. 
Publications.-'Male Bias in the Development 
Process: an overview' and 'Rethinking strategies 
for development: from male-biased to human- 
centred development' in Diane Elson (ed) Male 
Bias in the Development Process. Second Edition 
Manchester University Press 1995.
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credit schemes point to major successes in 
terms of improving women's status, at least 
not in the South Asian context. Goetz (Goetz 
and Sen Gupta, 1996, reported previously in 
Insights 13, July 1994) shows that loans 
often intensify gender conflicts within 
households and that credit programmes are 
subject to abuse, with a high proportion of 
loans co-opted by men and a creeping 
requirement that women bring a loan as part 
of dowry payment.
The features in this issue of Insights report 

on the policy recommendations which flow 
from gender analysis for infrastructural 
investments in natural resource manage 
ment, education and health. But first, Elson 
discusses the causes and consequences of 
male bias in policy, arguing that one of its 
consequences has been a diversion from the 
true end of development - serving human 
well-being. Swainson argues that the empha 
sis to date on girls' entry to education needs 
to be replaced by concern for the manifold 
gender processes which limit the outcomes 
of girls's schooling. She suggests that adult 
women's literacy programmes must be 
included as part of the effort and that 
community involvement is necessary, 
backed by action by governments to address 
gender constraints across the board. The 
force of this second qualification is echoed 
by Joekes, Green and Leach, who warn that

community involvement in the form of 
'participation' in natural resources project 
management usually fails to bring about 
gender equality. Indeed, 'participation' in 
this sense can be a negative step for 
women, reinforcing gender biases at the 
local level rather than relaxing them (see 
also Mayoux, 1995b). They point to the 
need for policy makers to identify and 
protect women's base-line property rights 
in natural resources in the project context; 
these are real but tend to be embedded in 
others' (male) rights and not formally sanc 
tioned. Great care is needed if inter 
ventions are not to undermine those rights. 
Finally, Beall and Cleaver discuss gender 
aspects of health and water policies 
respectively. Beall shows that gender equi 
table approaches require the consideration 
of men's needs as well as women's, and 
that in the health sector women have been 
over-targetted in preventive and 
promotional programmes. Like Cleaver, she 
points to a new danger: the gender inequi 
table impact of cost recovery approaches. 
We come full circle to understanding how, 
as Elson argues, faulty economic policy 
tools, in this case models of the household, 
spoil the design and implementation of 
interventions. It is time to move forward to 
new policy goals and approaches, properly 
informed by gender issues. 
Susan Joekes
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