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Abstract  This book explores how to maximise the transformative 
potential of gender training scenarios and processes. It does so by 
highlighting and interrogating innovations from practice in order to 
overcome some of the key challenges for gender training. The book con-
structs a notion of feminist gender training, which is reflexive, self-critical 
and focused on process. This chapter traces the historical development of 
the field of gender training, drawing on a range of resources and projects 
that have attempted to map the emergence and current state of gender 
training. It then goes on to map the field of gender training and explore 
how processes of professionalisation and developing quality criteria can 
contribute to a more feminist-informed theory and practice of gender 
training. This chapter establishes the book’s explicit focus on transfor-
mation, which sets it apart from the more technocratic aspects of gender 
training. Moreover, it asks how gender training can be harnessed as a cat-
alyst for disjuncture, rupture and change.

Keywords  Mapping gender training · Professionalisation · Quality 
criteria · Transformation · Feminist gender training

This book is concerned with the possibilities and limits of gender train-
ing as a transformative tool for gender equality. The term tool has been 
selected in order to firmly locate gender training within a broader 
set of practices and processes for gender equality across a range of 

CHAPTER 1

At the Intersection of Theory and Practice: 
Locating Gender Training
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levels—institutional, societal and individual. Gender training has often 
been dismissed as overly technical and devoid of political content 
(Mukhopadhyay 2013). Indeed, this may be a fair reflection of much of 
what passes for ‘gender training’ in contemporary institutions and organ-
isations. However, I hope to reclaim optimism for what gender training 
can do and argue that it is a vital part of any change process towards 
gender equality. Of course, it is important to recognise the limitations of 
gender training. Yet even while doing so, it is possible to strive for gen-
der training to be ever more feminist and ever more political. As such, 
this book serves as a contribution to discussions about what can and can-
not be done through gender training, located within broader conversa-
tions about the possibilities for feminist change in institutions, societies 
and individuals.

Before going into these debates in a substantive manner, it is useful to 
first develop a working definition of gender training that will guide the 
conceptual and practical foundations of this book. For example, the UN 
Women Training Centre—based in Santo Domingo—offers the term 
‘training for gender equality’ as opposed to gender training, with the aim 
of broadening the scope of what such training can achieve. Training for 
gender equality is defined as:

A transformative process that aims to provide knowledge, techniques and 
tools to develop skills and changes in attitudes and behaviours. It is a long 
term continuous process that requires political will and commitment from 
all parties involved (both decision makers and trainees) with the objec-
tive of creating an aware, competent and gender equitable society. (UN 
Women Training Centre, n.d.)

This notion of a ‘transformative process’ is particularly useful for the 
focus and approach of this book. As noted in a review of gender training 
since the Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995 
(UN Women Training Centre 2015b), gender training has been referred 
to in diverse ways since the establishment of ‘gender mainstreaming’ 
in the 1990s, as shown in Fig. 1.1. The review notes that these terms 
have often been used interchangeably, and there is little conceptual clar-
ity on the differences and similarities between them. Moreover, this var-
ies by sector or Critical Area of Concern in the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action (PFA).
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Box 1.1 Focus of gender training across the PFA’s critical areas of 
concern
In some areas, the focus of training is predominantly on skills 
training for women—namely poverty, the economy and the envi-
ronment—without an explicit discussion of the role of training in 
gender mainstreaming within these fields. Other areas—notably 
education and the girl child—are concerned with non-discrimina-
tion training. In the remaining Critical Areas of the PFA, greater 
attention is given to ‘gender-sensitive training’, more closely in 
line with the approach of this book. The sections on health, vio-
lence and human rights particularly highlight the need for gen-
der-sensitive training for personnel. In the sphere of Institutional 
Mechanisms for gender equality, the proposed measures include 
staff training in designing and analysing data from a gender 

Fig. 1.1  UN Women Training Centre approach to integrating quality criteria 
and mechanisms across the training cycle (Source UN Women Training Centre 
(2017b))
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perspective, alongside training and advisory assistance to govern-
ments, in order to help integrate a gender perspective in their poli-
cies and programmes.

Source UN Women Training Centre (2015b).

In order to expand on this further, the UN Women Training Centre pro-
duced a typology of gender training in 2016, establishing five key themes: 
awareness raising and consciousness building; knowledge enhance-
ment; skills training; change in attitudes, behaviours and practices; and 
mobilisation for social transformation. Training geared towards raising 
awareness and building consciousness “introduces participants’ to key 
issues concerning gender (in)equality and women’s empowerment,” 
while training centred around knowledge enhancement “provides more 
in-depth information and understanding on these issues and the power 
structures underlying inequalities.” Skills training enhances competences 
related to gender. Training to elicit change in attitudes, behaviours and 
practices “fosters lasting positive changes in the way participants think 
and act, as well as their long-term habits.” Finally, training that aims at 
mobilisation for social transformation “stimulates participants’ capacity 
to collaboratively put their knowledge, motivation and skills into prac-
tice, in order to change their work, communities and daily lives into 
more gender equitable spaces” (UN Women Training Centre 2016: 6). 
In essence, distinguishing between ‘types’ of gender training is impor-
tant, the Training Centre argues, to help “set realistic objectives, pick 
appropriate modalities, use effective methods, cater to the needs of audi-
ences, and select suitable trainers ” (ibid.: 6). Nonetheless, they acknowl-
edge that—at its core—what really matters is process. For instance, the 
Typology notes that “different types of training are not mutually exclu-
sive [….] Nor are they meant to imply a chronological process of learn-
ing, where awareness is followed by knowledge, then skills, and change 
in attitudes, behaviours and practices, and finally, social transformation. 
Effective learning is an ongoing and continuous process in which ‘learn-
ing’ is more usefully understood as a ‘circle’ or ‘cycle’, not a linear tra-
jectory” (ibid., 2016: 11). The discussions included in this book draw 
on analytical concepts such as Training Cycle—a key analytical tool for 
exploring the different processes and power dynamics of gender train-
ing—and gender training modalities.
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What is important to highlight from this brief review of definitions 
or types of gender training is that the key concern of this book is with 
the process of gender training, as opposed to the specific content or con-
text in which it takes place. Moreover, many trainings overlap in terms of 
their form and objectives. As such, it is perhaps more useful to consider 
the underlying premise of all gender training to be social transformation. 
In order to achieve this, different types of training can be conducted in 
different modes and contexts. However, in order to be an effective trans-
formative tool for gender equality, gender training must be guided by a 
series of processes, principles and practices. These are developed in more 
detail throughout the book.

This concern with gender training as a transformative tool for gen-
der equality in institutions and public policies worldwide is located at a 
critical juncture of growing interest in transformative change processes 
(Krook and Mackay 2015; Caglar et al. 2013; Bustelo et al. 2016c; 
OPERA Team 2011; Hoard 2015). At the same time, the field of gen-
der training has continued to grow and is now a widely deployed tool 
for implementing gender mainstreaming strategies and gender equality 
policies worldwide (see, for example, the UN Women Training Centre’s 
Community of Practice and the European Institute of Gender Equality’s 
(EIGE) Gender Trainers Database, as discussed below). Despite this dual 
growth—both in terms of a field of academic research and of practice—
there is currently no academic publication specifically dedicated to the 
current state of gender training. This book aims to meet two pressing 
needs, already identified in the literature and practice on gender training: 
first, the need for more research on the theory and practice of gender 
training (Bustelo et al. 2016a); second, calls for the sharing of tools and 
strategies for overcoming practical challenges in gender training (UN 
Women Training Centre 2015a).

In sum, the book offers a critical analytical review of the theory and 
practice of gender training, with an accessible format that encourages 
and supports readers to develop pragmatic solutions to the prevailing 
challenges and tensions in the field. The objective of this introductory 
chapter is to provide an overview of the field of gender training, setting 
the context for the following chapters which address more substantive 
questions. The chapter is developed in three main sections. The first 
draws together work on gender training to offer a picture of the cur-
rent state of the field. Attempts to cultivate a professionalised field are 
mapped here, such as the UN Women Training Centre Community of 
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Practice and the EIGE Gender Trainers Database. The second part of 
the chapter involves a discussion of attempts to develop shared profes-
sional criteria, and the dilemmas and tensions raised by such processes. 
A number of such initiatives are discussed: the 2011 Madrid Declaration 
on Advancing Gender+ Training in Theory and Practice; the 2006 
Gender Manifesto; the UN Women Training Centre’s 2017 Working 
Paper and Virtual Dialogue on Professionalisation; and the 2017 UN 
Women Training Centre’s Certification Course and its Quality Assurance 
Criteria. These different approaches are critically analysed and contextu-
alised within a broader discussion of professional ethics for gender train-
ing and gender experts, following Prügl (2016). Finally, the third section 
of this chapter sets out the aims and overall approach; structure and 
format; and key themes and arguments of the book. The discussions in 
this book are guided by one overarching question: what can be done to 
maximise the potential of gender training to contribute to feminist pro-
cesses of transformative change?

Gender Training and Gender Mainstreaming

The roots of gender training as defined above can be largely traced to 
the emergence of ‘gender mainstreaming’ following the 1995 Beijing 
Conference. However, arguably gender training also has its founda-
tions in consciousness-raising workshops of the 1970s and 1980s, an 
important part of the feminist movement’s engagement with women’s 
experiences and struggles, and its questioning of how to connect these 
to broader structures of patriarchy, capitalism and other systems of 
oppression (Bustelo et al. 2016b). As set out above, in this book I am 
concerned with gender training as part of a broader process of trans-
formative change for gender equality. The relationship between gender 
training and gender mainstreaming is discussed in detail in Chapter 3. 
Here the focus is the historical development of the field of gender train-
ing, drawing on a range of resources and projects that have attempted to 
map the emergence and current state of gender training.

In order to locate the origins and development of gender training, it 
is useful to turn first to UN Women Training Centre’s (2015b) review of 
gender training since 1995. This paper begins by analysing how gender 
training was addressed in each of the review periods since Beijing, under-
taken once every five years. At Beijing +5 in 2000, training was featured 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_3
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frequently in the UN Secretary-General’s Report on advances in gender 
equality since the Beijing Conference. Noted achievements included a 
number of countries introducing awareness-raising and gender awareness 
training in an effort to change institutional culture in public sector agen-
cies and departments. The concluding section of the +5 Report calls for 
the expansion of gender training. By 2005, progress had been made on 
resource allocations for training, and a wide range of training activities 
had been conducted for government institutions, civil society, women’s 
organisations and individual women. In terms of Area H—Institutional 
Mechanisms—during this period, governments were urged to pro-
mote gender training for both women and men in government minis-
tries. Several states instigated training on gender-sensitive budgeting. 
Responses from countries in all regions included information on capac-
ity-building workshops and training programmes. As such, the Beijing 
+10 review revealed that training had become a widespread tool for gen-
der mainstreaming by 2005. Indeed, in several of the Critical Areas of 
Concern of the Beijing Platform for Action, this was the peak period for 
gender training activities (UN Women Training Centre 2015b).

By the third review of Beijing in 2010, Beijing +15, training featured 
strongly in the reports and analysis. The Secretary-General’s Report 
concluded that many national machineries had expanded their capac-
ity development and training functions for all members of government; 
the availability of gender mainstreaming tools had increased—includ-
ing guidelines, checklists, manuals and guidance for conducting gen-
der impact assessments; and that specialised training, workshops and 
seminars had been provided for staff in ministries and government 
agencies, including for senior managers. Finally, in the most recent sub-
stantive review—Beijing +20 in 2015—training was discussed primarily 
in relation to the PFA’s Critical Areas of Concern. The most detailed 
reflection was in relation to Institutional Mechanisms. The Secretary-
General’s Report outlined that some countries had developed training to 
strengthen staff skills in gender analysis. However, it also noted—as in 
previous years—that staff capacity in national gender equality machiner-
ies, limited by a lack of training and investment, remained a key chal-
lenge to implementing the Beijing PFA (ibid.). Alongside this analysis, 
the UN Women Training Centre’s paper offers a number of key findings 
and recommendations regarding the development of the field of gender 
training since 1995, as shown in Boxes 1.2 and 1.3, respectively.
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Box 1.2 Key findings of the UN Women Training Centre’s review of 
gender training since Beijing 1995
•	 Training has been an important tool for increasing gender equal-

ity, and has flourished substantively, beyond the original expecta-
tions set out in the Platform for Action.

•	 Despite the proliferation and institutionalisation of training for 
gender equality in many areas, there is a concerning lack of infor-
mation on the impact and evaluation of such training.

•	 The development and institutionalisation of training for gen-
der equality has been uneven across different Critical Areas of 
Concern.

•	 Training for gender equality since Beijing has not always 
addressed the structural aspects and power relations which per-
petuate inequality.

•	 The provision of training for gender equality has often involved 
collaboration between different actors, expanding beyond a focus 
on the public sector to encompass the private sector, civil society 
and numerous other key players.

•	 While training for gender equality has developed, evolved and 
expanded consistently since Beijing, there appears to have been a 
decline in focus on training and a reversal in its scope in recent years.

Source Adapted from UN Women Training Centre (2015b).

Box 1.3 Recommendations of the UN Women Training Centre’s 
Beijing review
•	 Raise awareness of the important role played by training for gen-

der equality in increasing equality between women and women 
since the Beijing Conference.

•	 Continue to develop adequate systems for the monitoring and 
evaluation of training for gender equality in order to measure 
outcomes and impact more systematically.

•	 Explore the possibilities for expanding training for gender equal-
ity in Critical Areas of Concern which have received less atten-
tion to date.
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•	 Promote the value and role of training for gender equality as a 
tool for transformation in gendered power relations.

•	 Encourage collaboration between a range of actors to expand 
and enhance the provision of training for gender equality while 
supporting the UN to be a world leader in this field.

•	 Work to reverse the trend of a declining focus on training.

Source Adapted from UN Women Training Centre (2015b).

As such, the development of gender training has taken place in parallel 
with the growth of gender mainstreaming worldwide. Gender trainers 
and gender equality actors seized the windows of opportunity opened at 
different levels and scales—international, EU and national or domestic 
levels—in order to embed gender training within the expanding regu-
lation and institutionalisation of gender equality (Lombardo and Forest 
2012; Kantola 2010). However, as argued by Bustelo et al. (2016b: 7), 
this potential has not been fully realised and gender training remains a 
“highly contextual, weakly institutionalized activity, which is develop-
ing at a different pace across geographical areas and policy sectors, and 
involving a multi-faceted range of actors.” Moreover, gender training has 
been exposed to the same challenges and setbacks as gender mainstream-
ing more broadly, as set out in more detail in Chapter 3.

Mapping the Field of Gender Training

Other projects have aimed to map not just the settings and areas in 
which gender training has taken place, but also who have been the actors 
involved. That is, who are the gender trainers? The OPERA-QUING 
and TARGET projects, for example, explored the “diversity of legal 
and policy settings for gender training,” highlighting the “considerable 
variety of actors and approaches involved in gender training activities” 
(ibid.: 8). One of the key activities of the OPERA-QUING project was a 
conference in Madrid in February 2011, which brought together nearly 
140 gender trainers, commissioners and experts from a range of fields, 
including gender and development, justice, post conflict management 
and policy design and implementation. The conference led to the Madrid 
Declaration on Gender+ Training, as discussed in detail below. At the 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_3
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EU level, the 2013 study Mapping Gender Training in the European 
Union and Croatia explored the profiles of gender trainers, drawing 
on the EIGE database. The study found that two-thirds of members of 
the database were affiliated with a private company, an NGO or a uni-
versity, while the majority held higher degrees in a range of disciplines. 
Individual pathways to becoming a gender trainer were varied. While 
many trainers had pursued higher degrees in gender studies, this was 
very much country specific. The field of expertise also shapes the careers 
of gender trainers. For example, international development has been one 
of the most active fields for developing the methods and tools of gender 
training worldwide.

More recently, the Graduate Institute in Geneva conducted an exten-
sive mapping exercise of 188 gender experts worldwide, in which gender 
trainers were a large part of the sample (Thompson and Prügl 2015). Its 
survey found that, of all expertise surveyed, 92% have graduate degrees, 
72% had PhDs (mostly in social sciences, with very few in gender/wom-
en’s studies), 60% self-reported as ‘feminist’, while 40% did not; and par-
ticipants primarily reported that their knowledge on how to integrate a 
gender perspective was gained from their place of work. Although this 
survey was not explicitly targeted at gender trainers, but rather experts, 
79% of whom worked for the UN, it helps to give a flavour of the field of 
gender training.

In summary, the field of gender training has developed substan-
tively since 1995. Some form of gender training programme can now 
be found in most public institutions and across a wide range of sectors. 
Yet, to date, there has not been a comprehensive study conducted on 
the provision of, and participation in, gender training worldwide. We do 
not know, for example, who provided these courses, who these partici-
pants are, how many people have taken part in gender training courses 
and what the impact of such courses has been. However, the emerg-
ing field of research on gender training and gender expertise allows us 
to understand some of these questions, albeit in a sporadic manner. In 
order to explore these questions more substantively, I now go on to 
explore attempts at professionalisation in the field, which help us under-
stand who is delivering training and the conditions under which training 
is designed and implemented. This analysis is revealing as it highlights 
some of the key tensions and challenges within the contemporary theory 
and practice of gender training, as discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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Professionalisation and Quality in Gender Training

At the global level, there is no single organisation that coordinates the 
professionalisation of gender training as a field. This section addresses 
three key questions in order to explore this further. First, what profes-
sionalisation initiatives exist to date, where are they located and what 
kinds of groups or institutions have instigated them? Second, what kinds 
of values or standards might form the basis of a more professionalised 
field of gender training? Third, what are the key tensions involved in fur-
ther professionalising the field and moving towards more standardised 
forms of certifying gender trainers? Debates regarding the professional-
isation of gender training raise questions regarding the ‘coloniality’ of 
gender and gender training as a normalising technology, as discussed in 
more detail in Chapter 2. Nevertheless, it is useful to survey such initia-
tives here in order to contribute to a more detailed picture of the con-
temporary field of gender training. Moreover, it is interesting to explore 
how processes of professionalisation and developing quality criteria can 
contribute to a more feminist-informed theory and practice of gender 
training.

Top-Down and Bottom-Up Approaches to Professionalisation

Current initiatives can broadly be categorised into two kinds of 
approaches—top-down and bottom-up. In terms of top-down initia-
tives—that is, those initiated by national governments or international 
organisations—at the national level both France and Sweden have taken 
steps to formalise the field of gender training. In Sweden, a national 
certification system for gender equality consultants has been estab-
lished, in which the expertise and experience of individual practitioners 
is reviewed and approved. Nevertheless, the field remains loosely struc-
tured and regulated, with the majority of firms and individual practi-
tioners not certified under this process (Olivius and Rönnblom 2017). 
The French Women’s Rights Ministry established a working group 
in 2013 on minimum quality criteria in gender training. The aim was 
to produce a “national framework, as well as a public label for gen-
der trainers, while bringing together public and private expertise, aca-
demic and practical knowledge, and sharing views between practitioners 
and commissioners.” To date, this has not yet been fully established.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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Nevertheless, this move has triggered discussions across the field of 
gender training regarding the adoption of quality standards (Bustelo  
et al. 2016b: 7). Similar efforts can be noted in Denmark, Germany 
and the United Kingdom. However, these have tended to focus on the 
sharing of experiences and providing resources, rather than concerted 
attempts to professionalise the field (OPERA Team 2011; EIGE 2013). 
As such, to date, there is no formal certification process for gender train-
ers operating at the national level in any country.

At the international level, the key initiative worth noting is the recent 
‘Professional Development Programme for Gender Trainers’, jointly 
managed by the UN Women Training Centre and the Royal Tropical 
Institute (KIT), the Netherlands. This programme emerges from sev-
eral years of background work by both organisations, including a Virtual 
Dialogue on professionalisation (October–November 2016); a UN 
Women Training Centre Working Paper on Quality, as discussed in more 
detail below (UN Women Training Centre 2017b); and a KIT back-
ground paper on professionalisation (Wong et al. 2016), which offers a 
comprehensive review of professionalisation initiatives to date. Building 
on this work, the six-month certified programme aims to

sharpen training skills and knowledge of gender and development concepts 
as a gender equality trainer; enable participants to better employ learning 
and knowledge strategies; support participants to re-claim training for gen-
der equality as a political feminist process; renew participants as a gender 
equality trainer and their commitment to gender training as a transforma-
tory process. (KIT and UN Women Training Centre 2018)

The course covers three main areas—conceptual depth and clarity, femi-
nist practices and training skills and methods. It is aimed at gender train-
ers with a minimum of three years’ experience and with knowledge of 
gender issues in relevant institutions.

Taken together, these initiatives at the national and international lev-
els present a range of top-down approaches to professionalisation of the 
field. Bottom-up approaches—i.e. those which emerge out of collectives 
of practitioners and researchers working on gender training—are also 
interesting and merit discussion and reflection here. At the international 
level, the UN Women Community of Practice in Training for Gender 
Equality (CoP) can be understood as one such approach. Communities 
of practice refer to “groups of people who share a concern or a passion 
for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 
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regularly” (Wenger 2007), with an “identity defined by a shared domain 
of interest.” In such communities, they “develop a shared repertoire  
of resources: experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring 
problems—in short a shared practice” (Wenger 1998). The UN Women 
Training Centre’s CoP aims to

support the informed discussion and reflection on the current trends of 
training and capacity development for gender equality, the collection 
and dissemination of good practices and the identification of institutions, 
opportunities and resources for training for gender equality at the global 
level. The Community of Practice on Training for Gender Equality (CoP) 
provides an open forum for dialogue on new and emerging issues related 
to training and capacity development processes, as well as a platform for 
articulation and knowledge exchange between training for gender equality 
practitioners, gender equality specialists, and other key stakeholders from 
all around the world. (UN Women Training Centre 2018)

This Community of Practice includes Virtual Dialogues, Webinars, an 
Interview Series, an open discussion forum and resources on gender 
training, including a frequently updated database of upcoming training 
opportunities, a resource library of training materials and a database of 
institutions that deliver gender training worldwide. While ostensibly a 
‘bottom-up’ approach to professionalising the field of gender training, 
the platform is nevertheless facilitated and moderated by UN Women. 
However, its content and exchanges are provided by CoP participants—
that is, practitioners and experts in the field. As such, this is perhaps 
best described as an open Community of Practice that is supported and 
guided by UN Women Training Centre. In many ways, this institutional 
support is essential, as the background work required to moderate such 
a forum and encourage ongoing member participation is vital for a suc-
cessful and sustainable community of practice.

Two further bottom-up initiatives can also be highlighted here. First, 
at the national level in Germany, the 2006 Gender Manifesto is con-
cerned with the “danger of preserving, or even reinforcing, the main-
stream gender order through Gender Mainstreaming and Gender 
Training.” In order to overcome this, the Manifesto proposes a series of 
“theoretical and methodological premises and the standards for profes-
sional practice derived from them,” with the aim of contributing to qual-
ity development in training and consultancy for gender equality. In terms 
of theoretical premises, they suggest making:
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a paradoxical approach to Gender the starting point for professional 
action; that is, to use Gender as an analytical category in order to over-
come Gender as a classification category [or] using gender to undo gender. 
(Gender Manifesto 2006)

This involves using a ‘three-step strategy’, from construction to recon-
struction to deconstruction, in order to “make gender analysis itself the 
subject of the analysis.” This strategy is outlined in detail in the Manifesto, 
along with five proposed criteria for professional practice.

Second, at a more international—although still arguably Euro-centric—
level, the Madrid Declaration on Advancing Gender+ Training in Theory 
and Practice (QUING 2011) was developed in a collective manner at the 
OPERA Conference on Gender+ Training in Madrid in February 2011. 
The Declaration expresses a commitment to “delivering, commissioning 
and further developing the highest quality training.” Using the term gen-
der+ , the Declaration acknowledges the fundamental importance of an 
intersectional approach to gender training—as discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 2—and sets out a clear notion of what such ‘quality’ entails. This 
relates specifically to different phases of the Training Cycle, covering posi-
tioning; content and methods; and the further development of training 
(ibid.). However, it is difficult to mobilise bottom-up approaches without 
consistent and sustainable institutional support and funding. As such, the 
Madrid Declaration has not been disseminated widely and has had a lim-
ited impact on the field and ongoing professionalisation processes.

Exploring the Foundations of Quality in Gender Training

In tandem with these efforts to professionalise gender training, discus-
sions have taken place in a range of contexts regarding the ethical prin-
ciples or normative standards that might underpin the practice of gender 
training. As noted by UN Women Training Centre (2017b: 4), “no 
consensus exists over what constitutes ‘quality’ in gender training, or 
what kinds of assurance mechanisms might be put in place for guaran-
teeing quality in this field.” It has been argued that better quality train-
ing means better gender equality outcomes; that quality assurance may 
improve the process of commissioning training by giving trainers more 
legitimacy and voice in their negotiations with training commission-
ers; and that quality training is ‘more likely’ to contribute to transfor-
mation when it takes an ‘inclusive, ongoing approach’ to quality (EIGE 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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2014; UN Women Training Centre 2017b). Quality criteria and assur-
ance mechanisms have been raised as a matter of concern by a range of 
actors and key stakeholders, including the Expert Group on Training 
for Gender Equality (UN Women Training Centre 2015a) and the 
European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE 2014). Academic litera-
ture has also raised questions about the impact of the lack of quality cri-
teria for gender training, such as the non-feminist characteristics of some 
gender work; the de-politicisation of feminist knowledge transfer; and 
the lack of a core set of ethical principles to guide gender training.

In addition to the Gender Manifesto and Madrid Declaration dis-
cussed above, two further approaches can be highlighted for discussion: 
the UN Women Training Centre’s (2017b) working paper on quality 
and Elisabeth Prügl’s (2016) work on professional ethics. This begins 
with a broader discussion of ethics, before moving onto a detailed look 
at the Training Centre’s practice-focused approach. First, it is useful to 
outline in more detail what a set of professional ethics might entail for 
gender training, and for gender expertise more broadly. Prügl’s work on 
this area is especially helpful, as she reminds us that “wielding feminist 
power requires ethical guidelines” (2016: 27). Taking a more conceptual 
approach, Prügl proposes a set of four key ethical principles for guiding 
the practice of gender training and expertise for gender equality, drawing 
on the fields of deliberative democracy and feminist methodology.

Box 1.4 Prügl’s ethical principles for gender training
•	 Rational deliberation across difference that is open towards a 

change in being;
•	 Ensuring non-coercion and equality in deliberation, while ena-

bling feminist social criticism;
•	 Inclusiveness of diverse knowledges paired with working in a par-

ticipatory manner and, in partnership, for collective validation;
•	 Reflexivity vis-à-vis both processes and epistemic commitments.

Source Prügl (2016).

Prügl (2016) argues that rational deliberation is founded on understand-
ing, requiring an openness to changing points of view and to chang-
ing the way we are. Such deliberation must be non-coercive, free from 
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unequal displaces of power, and inclusive of diverse knowledges and par-
ticipatory learning. Reflexivity is key, requiring an appreciation of the 
power relations in which we are embedded.

It is also important to acknowledge that in the practice of gender train-
ing, flexibility is required for dealing with resistances, tensions and con-
flicts—what Prügl refers to as “recognizing complexities in practice” 
(Prügl 2016: 38). This suggests an acknowledgement that, in some cases 
and contexts, a middle ground is required—between “embracing resist-
ances and deliberation and delivering feminist expertise and training in less 
than ideal circumstances” (Bustelo et al. 2016a: 171). To quote at length:

The purpose of gender expertise and gender training should be to make 
‘truths’ on gender the subject of deliberation. In turn, this shifts the focus 
of feminist knowledge transfer from a primary concern with the ‘quality of 
outcomes’ to one which pays more attention to the ‘quality of processes’ 
in which gender experts engage. (Prügl 2016: 29)

This focus on ethics and quality of process is a key underlying principle 
for this book, as set out in the final section of this chapter, and explored 
in more detail in Chapter 5.

It is also useful to consider a practice-focused approach to quality. 
Drawing on the contributions of both the Gender Manifesto and Madrid 
Declaration, the Training Centre proposes six key overarching quality 
criteria for gender training, covering three key aspects of training—qual-
ity of content and knowledge; quality of methodologies; and quality of 
trainers (see Box 1.5).

Box 1.5 UN Women Training Centre overarching quality criteria
•	 Training for gender equality is part of a feminist political project 

of transformation of unequal gendered power relations.
•	 Respect for professional ethics for feminist knowledge transfer.
•	 Training is embedded training in broader change project and 

explicitly articulated as part of a Theory of Change.
•	 Recognition of complexities in practice.
•	 Adherence to feminist pedagogical principles and practices.
•	 Intersectional analysis and approach.

Source UN Women Training Centre (2017b).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_5
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These aspects of gender training—and the challenges of applying these 
in practice—are discussed in detail throughout this book. The Training 
Centre’s paper then goes on to propose how such quality criteria can be 
applied at different stages of the Training Cycle, with the aim of creating 
mechanisms for quality assurance. A number of cross-cutting mechanisms 
that can be applied across different stages of the Training Cycle are put 
forward:

•	 Participatory feasibility assessment and learning needs assessment 
(Analysis and Planning);

•	 Theory of Change approach (Analysis and Planning, Evaluation);
•	 Feminist pedagogical practices (Design and Development, 

Implementation);
•	 Feminist/gender-transformative evaluation methods (Design and 

Development, Evaluation); and
•	 Peer review and reflexivity (Design and Development, Implementation, 

Evaluation).

As above with overarching quality criteria, these mechanisms, qualities 
and skills are discussed throughout the book, in terms of understanding 
how they can be applied in different training contexts. Figure 1.1 repre-
sents the Training Centre’s approach to integrating quality criteria and 
mechanisms at each stage of the Training Cycle. These recommendations 
offer a useful starting point for collectively defining concrete mechanisms 
to guide the upholding of quality standards throughout gender training 
initiatives, taking into consideration the aforementioned focus on ethics 
and quality of process.

Acknowledging Tensions Over Professionalisation

Processes of professionalisation and establishing quality criteria are not 
without their challenges. A number of concerns can be highlighted 
regarding key issues in these processes. For example, as I have asked 
elsewhere:

How can we make a claim that someone else’s knowledge on gender is 
wrong – that is, not feminist – and therefore not a true gender approach? 
Are we saying that only feminists can have gender expertise and knowl-
edge? What, if anything, do we gain for our profession by doing so? 
(Ferguson 2015: 386)
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Following on from this, how can processes of professionalisation and 
quality criteria deal with gender trainers who do not identify as feminist? 
What is the role of institutional politics in such a classification? A fur-
ther point to highlight is the need to reflect on the politics of gender 
knowledge and how professionalisation processes may serve to further 
entrench existing hierarchies of knowledge in which well-placed gender 
trainers become the ‘custodians’ of gender knowledge (Pialek 2007). 
Moreover, such notions of superior and hegemonic forms of knowledge 
“are often associated with Western, Western-professionalized or Western-
trained specialists” (Wong et al. 2016: 3), leading to a set of ideas about 
“a right and a wrong way to ‘do’ gender in policy contexts” (Standing 
2004: 83). As highlighted by the literature on feminist pedagogies—dis-
cussed extensively in Chapter 4—the experiences of women of colour 
have often been marginalised within this field (Kishimoto and Mwangi 
2009). Thus, professionalisation and quality processes in gender training 
should take care not to “deny or silence the contributions of women of 
colour, particularly when we want to teach students [or training partic-
ipants] to be critical of the inequalities and hegemonic social structures 
that are responsible for the world’s injustices” (Kishimoto and Mwangi 
2009). Therefore, it is important to address assumptions about the iden-
tity and location of trainers within intersecting hierarchies—of gender, 
gender identity, sexuality, class, ethnicity, etc. Insights can be drawn from 
the field of gender and education here in terms of “teaching about gen-
der inequality from a position of privilege” (Flood 2011), as discussed 
in more detail in Chapter 5. As such, an intersectional approach to pro-
fessionalisation and quality is required, in order to embrace ideas around 
‘teaching vulnerably’ and addressing the question of how our own train-
ing “affects what we can and cannot see about gender expertise and gen-
der training” (Bustelo et al. 2016a: 172).

In order to tackle some of these challenges, the UN Women Training 
Centre (2017b) puts forward a number of recommendations for future 
processes of professionalisation and quality assurance:

•	 Adopt an intersectional approach;
•	 Promote the decolonisation of knowledge on gender;
•	 Pay attention to inequalities already existing within the field of 

training for gender equality;
•	 Develop a process that is encouraging and supportive of bringing 

new actors into the field;

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_5
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•	 Focus on peer evaluation as a methodology for reviewing and 
evaluating quality; and

•	 Secure funding and human resources to develop and follow up on 
this process.

These recommendations are positioned as “a first step towards a collective 
definition, intended to lay a minimum basis for quality criteria and spark 
debate on how to take forward the development of quality mechanisms” 
(UN Women Training Centre 2017b: 32). Thus, while no official qual-
ity or professionalisation criteria currently exist for gender training, debates 
around proposed criteria are ongoing. Having set the stage the contempo-
rary dimensions of the field of gender training, the final section now sets 
out how these issues, tensions and contradictions are explored in the book.

Aims and Approach of the Book

The overall aim of this book is to enhance the potential of gender train-
ing as a transformative feminist tool for gender equality, with a focus on 
advancing both the theory and practice of gender training. First, this book 
is positioned at a dynamic intersection between theory and practice, draw-
ing equally on the work of researchers and practitioners, as well as those 
who carefully navigate both fields. The book aims to capitalise on the pro-
ductive tensions and intellectual and political challenges that arise from 
such positionalities. This means taking seriously the everyday challenges 
and frustrations of practitioners working in the field of gender training, 
while paying attention to the broader structures and patterns identified by 
feminist academics. These tensions include the tendency for academics to 
underestimate the complexity of gender training in practice; the difficulties 
of practitioners engaging in research and writing, particularly when they 
work on a freelance basis; and the precarity of gender training as a pro-
fession, particularly for junior experts. It is worth taking a moment here 
to reflect on the author’s own positionality as a freelance gender special-
ist, with no fixed income to support the writing of this book. The writing 
time has been carved out between consultancy projects, all of which have, 
in turn, enriched the practical experience explored in this book.

Following this, the book adopts a format that aims to be accessi-
ble and useful to both academics and practitioners. Where relevant, it 
includes exercises and examples from practice in order to illustrate key 
arguments and debates. These are made visible in the book through 
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references to concrete practices and gender trainers/gender training 
organisations, in order to give credit for the contributions made to the 
field. While not aiming to serve as a handbook or a manual, this book 
pairs critical analysis with practical resources and practice-informed case 
studies that can be used in the practice of gender training. The book 
relies on a number of key conceptual tools for illustrating the discussions 
of gender training and grounding these in practice, which are elabo-
rated in more detail throughout the following chapters. Attention is also 
explicitly paid to the context and type of gender training, to ensure that 
the examples and issues discussed in this book are as relevant to concrete 
practical experiences as possible.

In terms of normative and political commitments, the book is guided 
by an overarching commitment to gender training as a transformative 
tool. This is grounded in an understanding of gender training as both 
a feminist and a political endeavour. It means rejecting technocratic 
and minimalist understandings of gender training, and instead drawing 
explicitly on feminist pedagogical principles and practices to maximise 
the space for change within gender training settings and beyond. This 
explicit focus on transformation sets the book apart from much of the 
work done by practitioners in the field to date, which focuses on eas-
ily applicable tools that are unlikely to generate resistance or contesta-
tion. In contrast, this book’s approach focuses on how to harness gender 
training as a catalyst for disjuncture, rupture and change in institutions. 
A second overarching aspect of the analytical approach of the book is 
an explicit concern with intersectionality and the politics of knowledge. 
In particular, it responds to the continuing failure of most gender train-
ing to integrate intersectionality in a substantive way (Baer et al., n.d.). 
This means paying attention to how knowledge is selected, which knowl-
edge is selected, who delivers such knowledge through gender training, 
and who participates in gender training. These issues are at the forefront 
of the analytical and ethical dilemmas explored in the book. In order 
to acknowledge these very real concerns, the book strives to highlight 
power dynamics and power relations at all stages of the gender training 
process—from commissioning, to design, implementation and evalua-
tion. This involves a discussion of the politics of gender training; the role 
of feminism in the theory and practice of gender training; the challenges 
of an intersectional practice of gender training; and the unequal power 
dynamics of gender, class, ethnicity and nationality, among others, that 
shape the field and all stages of the gender training process.



1  AT THE INTERSECTION OF THEORY AND PRACTICE …   21

To explore these issues, the book is developed in the following way. 
Chapter 2 identifies the key critiques of gender training as a field, and 
explores how these play out in terms of practical challenges. Next, 
Chapter 3 explores the relationship between gender training and trans-
formative change, critically reviewing the current academic literature 
and engaging with work from practice and practice-focused research. A 
key argument developed throughout the book is that gender training 
should be guided by feminist pedagogical principles in order to contrib-
ute to transformative change projects. Chapter 4 deals specifically with 
this topic, proposing a core set of principles for the field of gender train-
ing—drawing on those put forward by the UN Women Training Centre 
(2017a)—with a specific focus on how gender trainers can operationalise 
such principles in gender training processes. The final concluding chapter, 
Chapter 5, provides a critical overview of the remaining work to be done 
in the field of gender training, identifying gaps in research and potential 
future alliances. In particular, this involves pointing to potential innova-
tive methodologies and approaches for moving the field forward, with the 
overall aim of maximising the transformative potential of gender training.
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Abstract  This chapter sets out the key critiques of gender training from 
the academic literature, such as the claim that gender training has become 
a ‘normalising technology’ (Davids and van Eerdewijk in: Bustelo et al. 
(Eds.) The Politics of Feminist Knowledge Transfer: Gender Training and 
Gender Expertise, Palgrave Macmillan, Abingdon and New York, 2016, 87) 
or that debates over gender inequalities are pushed from the realm of pol-
itics into the realm of expertise (Kunz in: Bustelo et al. (Eds.) The Politics 
of Feminist Knowledge Transfer: Gender Training and Gender Expertise, 
Palgrave Macmillan, Abingdon and New York, 2016). In response to these 
critiques, the chapter engages substantively with some of the key challenges 
of gender training from the perspective of reflexive practice, exploring 
some of the issues that stop gender training contributing to transformative 
change. The main point highlighted here is the need to work strategically 
within the constraints of gender training processes and scenarios.

Keywords  Co-optation · Neoliberal feminism · Technocracy 
Intersectionality · Reflexive practice

The contemporary theory and practice of gender training involves a 
number of key tensions and challenges. These have been raised as mat-
ters of debate and concern by practitioners and researchers, and dis-
cussed in fora such as the OPERA Conference on Gender+ Training 
in 2011 (QUING 2011); the Expert Group Meeting on Training for 
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Gender Equality in 2015 (UN Women Training Centre 2015a); and 
the UN Women Community of Practice (CoP), including a number 
of Webinars and Virtual Dialogues between 2013 and 2017. Key early 
works that identified tensions in gender training include the Revisiting 
Gender Training sourcebook (Mukhopadhyay and Wong 2007) and 
Standing’s work (2004). This chapter explores these key debates in more 
detail in order to better understand the field, with the overall objective 
of understanding how gender training can be a transformative tool. In 
order to do this, the chapter is developed in two substantive sections. 
The first section deals with major critiques of gender training, and gen-
der expertise in general, which predominantly emerge from the academic 
literature. Two such strands of critique are identified and explored here. 
One involves the arguments developed by postcolonial feminists, who 
posit that practices like gender training are part of the logic of govern-
mentalities. Their analyses are concerned with the politics of knowledge 
and the power dynamics inherent in gender training and gender exper-
tise. Another related critique emerges from academics who are critical of 
the so-called neoliberal feminism. The claim here is that gender trainers 
and experts are complicit in further embedding the logic of neoliberal 
feminism, in which feminist ideals and politics have been co-opted by the 
needs of neoliberal institutions.

Following this, three substantive sections address some of the key 
challenges for contemporary gender training, all of which are discussed 
in more detail at other points in this book. These emerge primarily 
from the literature by practitioners, or academic literature developed by 
researchers grounded in practice. The first issue regards a prevalence of 
‘technocratic’ or ‘problem-solving’ ways of addressing gender equality, 
as opposed to more transformative approaches which deal with gender 
inequalities in highly politicised ways. Another challenge is how to opera-
tionalise an intersectional approach to gender training. There is a general 
agreement across the field that gender training has failed to adequately 
address the issue of intersectionality. A third issue is that of resistances, 
which are a necessary—yet difficult—aspect of any gender training pro-
cess. In this chapter—and throughout the book—I propose that the cri-
tiques and challenges identified here are not insurmountable. While it is 
important to acknowledge these issues and continue to debate them, I 
suggest that there are causes for optimism in the transformative potential 
of gender training. This argument is developed more substantively in the 
concluding section of this chapter.
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Critiques of Gender Training

Here I am concerned with critiques of gender training, that is, 
approaches which are either ambivalent or strongly critical about the 
impact of such practices in terms of their outcomes for gender equal-
ity. The majority of these critiques come from authors who are primarily 
based in academic institutions, rather than those grounded in prac-
tice. Nevertheless, many such critiques are based on critical reflections 
of practice by academics who also practise gender training. It should be 
acknowledged that these critiques tend to span both gender training and 
gender expertise. As there is little specific literature on gender training 
and the issues remain salient for both types of work, these are worth 
expounding here. Two key critiques are outlined in this section—govern-
mentalities/postcolonialism and co-optation. Such critiques—grounded 
in governmentalities and postcolonial perspectives—are centred on a 
notion of knowledge transfer processes as inherently political and con-
tested processes which are loaded with power dynamics.

These authors draw on the Foucauldian concept of governmentali-
ties and explore “the challenges, dangers, and opportunities of govern-
mentalities in feminist knowledge transfer” (Davids and van Eerdewijk 
2016). Caglar et al. (2013: 5) suggest that gender experts produce 
policy-relevant knowledge, which—in Foucault’s words—“induces 
effects of power.” In other words, knowledge makes things governable 
and constantly draws the boundaries of acceptable behaviour in a specific 
policy field (Caglar et al. 2013: 5). As Mukhopadhyay (2014) points out, 
expertise refers to a complex mix of professionals, truth claims and tech-
nical procedures that make it possible for authorities—i.e. governments, 
multilateral institutions, donor bodies and international NGOs—to make 
their version of gender reality operable. Within this framing, it is posited 
that gender training has become a ‘disciplining mechanism’, building 
new selves that have internalised these mentalities of difference to such 
an extent that external controls, oversights and incentives are no longer 
necessary. As Davids and van Eerdewijk (2016: 87) argue, “gender train-
ing has become a normalizing technology that has installed itself as a 
rapidly growing profession.” They are also concerned with the ways in 
which gender experts and trainers have gained voice in these processes, 
rather than the voices of social movements. Kunz refers to this as “the 
demobilization of local social movements, a narrowing of feminist politi-
cal vocabularies, and the marginalization of alternative feminist agendas” 
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(Kunz 2016: 108). As discussed below, how do feminist gender trainers 
navigate these claims in order to develop a form of gender training that 
is able to respond to these kinds of critiques?

A related concern is the postcolonial dimension of the practice of 
gender training and gender expertise. As Bustelo et al. (2016b: 15) ask, 
“how can feminist actors address the power relations embedded within 
the process of feminist knowledge transfer between institutions and 
actors of the Global North and the Global South?” Kunz’s detailed study 
of gender experts in Liberia engages explicitly with such concerns. She 
shows how the feminist knowledge transfer scenario “reproduces power 
hierarchies between different actors and forms of feminist knowledges, 
and processes of in/exclusions, which render solidarities difficult” (2016: 
100). In the Liberia case study, “the authority of knowledge is located 
with international gender experts or the western feminist knowledge to 
be transferred, or with local gender experts trained by internationals. 
This establishes a hierarchy of feminist knowledges and ways of legiti-
mate thinking and acting on WPS [Women, Peace and Security]” (Kunz 
2016: 108). Moreover, feminist knowledge tends to be conceptualised 
as a form of expertise, disavowing gender as a category of critical analyt-
ics for disruption and contestation, as discussed below. The consequence 
of this, Kunz argues, is that the debate regarding gender inequalities 
is pushed from the realm of politics into the realm of expertise (ibid.). 
How, then, can gender training be developed in order to allow for 
‘disruption and contestation’?

The second key critique of gender training and gender expertise is the 
role of such processes in embedding neoliberal political and economic 
structures. As Caglar et al. have argued:

Thus in becoming part of international institutions, feminist strategizing 
develops its own rationality: to govern through subtle and indirect means. 
In this context feminist strategizing is turned from a mode of resistance 
into an instrument of power. (2013: 5–6)

A major concern here is the ‘diluting’ of feminist theory and poli-
tics in the everyday practice of gender expertise and gender train-
ing. This means that, in practice, ‘gender’ has been disassociated from 
the structural inequalities which form the basis of feminist thought. As 
a consequence, this “has also made it more acceptable to institutions, 
since ‘doing gender’ does not entail addressing structures producing 
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inequalities in general, not only gender inequalities” (Mukhopadhyay 
2014: 360). Desai (2007: 801), for example, notes how feminist insights 
and demands have been “transformed into managerial solutions” that 
do not address structural inequalities. Mukhopadhyay (2016) argues 
that gender experts and trainers are governed through a “dominant set 
of practices and technologies of power” in development. These have, in 
turn, “structured and shaped” the ways that experts and trainers govern 
themselves, thus undermining feminist practice. Reflections from the 
field of international development have shown how gender concerns have 
often ‘evaporated’ when translated into practice (Porter and Sweetman 
2005), while ‘doing gender’ is often conflated with, and reduced to, 
‘helping women’ (Cornwall 2007: 73–74). At best, it seems that gen-
der experts have not generated the transformative change hoped of them 
(Cornwall et al. 2007). For Fraser (2009: 114), this separation between 
feminism and gender expertise is a consequence of the discourse of gen-
der experts becoming independent of the feminist movement, creating ‘a 
strange shadowy version of itself ’ or ‘an uncanny double’. What is clear is 
that particular aspects of gender and feminist politics have been included 
in mainstream agendas, while others have been marginalised and under-
mined (Prügl and Lustgarten 2006). How, then, can the potential of 
gender training to contribute to transformative be maximised, and what 
kinds of theories and methodologies are required to achieve this?

Related to this, a further thematic critique of gender expertise and 
gender training is the “instrumentalization and co-optation of feminism” 
(Kunz 2016: 103). Others have argued that contemporary gender ini-
tiatives such as microcredit programs represent “a story of co-optation 
of feminist empowerment rhetorics” (Keating et al. 2010: 172), draw-
ing women further into coercive market relations under the guise of 
empowerment (ibid.: 156). This maps on to broader critiques of ‘neolib-
eral feminism’ (Prügl 2015, 2017; Roberts 2015) and is contextualised 
within the rise of the “business case for gender equality.” This involves 
presenting gender equality in terms of its benefits for other issues, not 
as a goal in itself of from a human rights/social justice perspective. Such 
arguments are now highly familiar to feminists and will not be explored 
in detail here (see, e.g., Ferguson 2015, for an in-depth review of this 
approach). In practice, this framework boils down to an approach of 
“ask not what you can do for gender equality, but what gender equality 
can do for you.” Kothari (2005: 440) places the blame for this on gen-
der professionals themselves, arguing that they (we) “tend to prioritize 
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increasing women’s participation in economic processes rather than 
uncovering and addressing broader unequal power relations between 
men and women.” For Lazreg (2002), gender training represents merely 
“another link in the chain of the normalization of the development 
enterprise in the global era through a convergence of academic femi-
nism and organizational interests.” What can a feminist notion of gender 
training contribute to countering these claims, and how can we argue for 
the value of gender training as a transformative feminist tool?

It is clear that there are strong critiques of the practice of gender 
training in itself. However, more nuanced versions of these critiques are 
available from those whose work is grounded in practice. By acknowl-
edging these tensions and exploring how such contradictions play out in 
practice, such work moves beyond the somewhat fatalistic approach of 
the critiques outlined above and aims to engage in a more concrete man-
ner with the pragmatic difficulties of gender expertise and gender train-
ing on the ground. As such, from an ‘outsider’ academic perspective, 
gender experts are merely helping to embed a purely neoliberal version 
of gender equality, in which our primary goal is to foster the ‘rational 
economic woman’ (Rankin 2002). However, this analysis relies on a 
limited acknowledgement of the constant processes of negotiation and 
renegotiation in which gender experts engage. As such, the focus of the 
remainder of the book is on how lessons from practice can enrich our 
understanding of the potential for gender training to contribute to femi-
nist processes and feminist outcomes.

Practical Challenges: Technocratic vs. Transformative 
Gender Training

As this chapter has established, the institutional and political contexts of 
contemporary gender training often demand a technocratic form of train-
ing, focusing on ‘checklists’ and ‘simple answers’ (UN Women Training 
Centre 2017a). Prügl’s (2010) review demonstrates that the majority of 
gender training manuals exclude any exercise based on reflexivity, and 
there is a lack of time and space assigned to assessing both trainees’ and 
trainer’s positionality. As Mukhopadhyay argues:

The most common standardized form of training […] is a short, event- 
oriented and workshop bounded form presenting ‘gender’ as a set of skills, 
which can be straightforwardly delivered and reproduced. (2014: 362)
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This is particularly challenging for an approach to gender training 
which aims to “resist easy answers and disallow the maintenance of 
homogenous neatness” (Miller 2005: 36), as discussed in more detail 
in Chapter 4 on feminist pedagogies. As I have discussed elsewhere, a 
key component of this kind of work is ‘getting gender right’—that is, 
developing messages on gender that will both appeal to institutions 
and promote change within them. While in academic contexts plenty 
of time is spent reflecting on the power of knowledge, positionality and 
epistemology, in practice these debates have to be internalised by gen-
der experts wishing to get a clear message across. It is highly challeng-
ing to move from a reflective environment, where knowledge claims are 
constantly challenged and reformulated, to one in which gender knowl-
edge is demanded in an instant. For example, the World Bank employ-
ees in Bedford’s study (2007: 296) noted that “it’s not that you can 
do everything, right? Because the Bank is very rigid,” while another 
explained that “the World Bank has an absolutely technocratic vision of 
gender.” This leads to a scenario in which years of reflection are consol-
idated into certain set messages and arguments. The threat of alienating 
senior management with ‘too much gender’ is ever-present. A troubling 
consequence of such a process in terms of gender training is the ‘fixing’ 
of knowledge on gender. Once established, these claims and arguments 
then become somewhat crystallised and static, despite changes in think-
ing, research and global socioeconomic developments (Ferguson 2015).

In gender training, this means that the definitions, methods and tools 
used can often become stagnated. As gender trainers have little space 
for critical reflection in between trainings—and this is rarely demanded 
of them (or even discouraged) in any case by commissioning institu-
tions—there is a danger that the ‘gender training toolkit’ becomes 
increasingly stripped of its feminist roots and begins to fit more and 
more neatly into technocratic frameworks. In effect, the demand for 
gender training to deliver coherent ‘answers’ and ‘solutions’ to gender 
issues robs gender trainers of reflexivity, a key component of feminist 
research and activism. As gender trainers, we are forced to pin down a 
single presentation and construction of gender and apply it to the rele-
vant training or institutional context (Ferguson 2015). Mukhopadhyay 
and Wong (2007) suggest that the emphasis of gender training is “on 
knowing definitions and replication.” This is a pressure widely acknowl-
edged by trainers and experts working in the field of gender equality, 
often working in contexts where there is a demand for precisely the easy  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4


32   L. FERGUSON

answers and “homogenous neatness”—in the form of ‘toolkits’ and 
‘practical skills’—that are antithetical to feminist pedagogical principles, 
as discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. A concern then is that gen-
der experts, including trainers, “draw their authority not from any polit-
ical position but from their ability to make feminist knowledge fit into 
programmes of government” (Milward et al. 2015). This is problematic 
for gender trainers, who struggle with different ways to explore feminist 
knowledge in training scenarios, and reflects the critiques of co-optation 
and instrumentalisation outlined above.

In order to understand the tensions between technocratic and more 
politicised approaches to gender training, it is useful to explore the role 
of feminism in gender training. As many practitioners and researchers 
have argued, in practice there is often strong resistance to the term ‘fem-
inist’—from commissioners, trainees and even gender trainers themselves. 
As noted by Bustelo et al. (2016b: 15–16), this issue was raised several 
times in the OPERA expert meetings and online fora. One reason iden-
tified was that some consider the political goal of transforming gender 
relations implicit in gender mainstreaming to be ‘feminist’—that is, “exces-
sively based on ideological and emotional rather than on rational, scientific, 
or legal arguments.” In response, gender trainers often practise what they 
call ‘calculated ambiguity’, in which they may omit the word ‘feminist’ or 
‘feminism’ explicitly from their training, while at the same time maintaining 
a commitment to feminist politics and practices. As Chant (2012) argues, 
there are many scenarios in which there is a need to ‘sell’ gender to scepti-
cal institutional staff and, in particular, senior management with the power 
to finance gender activities. In these cases, it is important for gender knowl-
edge to be packaged and presented in a simple yet fundamentally inoffen-
sive way—by developing what Chant calls ‘tactical slogans’ (2012: 201). 
However, it should not be taken for granted that all gender trainers and 
experts are necessarily feminists. As argued elsewhere (Ferguson, 2015), a 
key challenge for gender training and gender expertise is the prevalence of 
‘non-feminist work on gender’, as discussed in Chapter 1. Specifically:

If nonfeminist or even antifeminist people are working on gender, this cre-
ates a great deal of work for us to ‘undo’. In such situations, it becomes 
much harder to negotiate feminist key messages and get these established 
within an institution or policy area. It also becomes necessary to argue 
against the already established wisdom on gender that has been developed 
by non-gender experts or nonfeminists. (Ferguson 2015: 386)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_1
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This raises questions about the value of ‘hiding feminism’ versus being 
explicit and open about the politics of gender training processes. As 
argued throughout this book, if gender training is to be a transformative 
tool, it needs to be embedded in a highly political and contested process 
of change in gendered power dynamics and relations.

In order to deal with these challenges, gender trainers and gender 
experts enact pragmatic strategies to maximise the transformative poten-
tial of their work. Such processes are not ‘one-way’, but rather involve 
a process of negotiation between gender trainers and training commis-
sioners over what ‘gender’ does and does not mean in each specific train-
ing context (as discussed in more detail in Chapter 4). As Eyben (2007: 
65) notes: “I describe dreary, bureaucratic arguments over the choice 
of words and pictures as ‘battles’ because that is how I experienced 
them.” That is, by drawing on real-life conversations, ‘battles’, con-
frontations and negotiations, we are able to bring into sharp focus the 
political nature of gender training and explore this in a more substantive 
way. A number of detailed studies on the work of gender experts exist, 
such as Campbell and Teghtsoonian’s (2010) analysis of gender experts 
in Kyrgyzstan. Their research presents a shrewd analysis of how gender 
experts change their expectations and objectives over time, acknowledg-
ing the limitations of this work: “(G)ender advocates can only hope that 
getting the texts right – aligning the language and inserting appropriate 
indicators, for example – will have practical benefits for women on the 
ground” (ibid.: 191).

Box 2.1: Example of a conversation between gender trainers and 
commissioners
Reflecting on my work within a particular UN agency, I can still 
recall a number of conversations in which I have been called to 
‘show how this will benefit the sector’, to ‘take out the gender bit’, 
and in which it has been made clear that if we ‘don’t highlight the 
benefits of doing this, we will not get any support’. Of particular 
concern is the stripping down of empowerment to its economic—
that is, income-generating—components. I have been asked to 
‘take out the social and political empowerment bit and just focus 
on the economic side’ or to ‘take out the human rights and equal-
ity bit’. Some areas, it seems, are particularly out of bounds. I have 
struggled specifically with the issue of social reproduction, on 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
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which I have also conducted research. Even framing this issue in 
the most accessible and non-confrontational ways possible—as the 
importance of childcare provision and parental rights—meets a wall 
of resistance: ‘you’ll have to take that bit out; they won’t want to 
hear about that’. The moments after such conversations involve 
a challenging time of political and personal reflection, sometimes 
even a bit of crying in the toilets. These are the spaces in which 
the possibilities for feminist influence seem to close down around 
us. As my key research findings centre on the impact of a specific 
sector on social reproduction, it is highly frustrating to have to 
remove this issue from reports and presentations in which I have 
been asked to present as an expert by institutions concerned with 
this sector.

Source Author’s own elaboration based on first-hand research, 
including interviews with gender trainers.

As such, gender trainers find creative ways to negotiate and push back 
against the technocratic and bureaucratising urges of institutions. These 
involve crafting out political space for discussions and debates, and work-
ing along feminist pedagogical lines, as discussed extensively in Chapter 4.

Practical Challenges: Integrating Intersectionality

A concern with intersectionality is an overarching aspect of the analyti-
cal approach of this book, as highlighted in Chapter 1. As noted exten-
sively in the literature on the application of intersectional feminist theory 
to gender equality policies, the “quality of engagement of the equality 
architecture with intersectionality” varies across institutional and policy 
contexts (Walby et al. 2012: 434; Enderstein 2017). Hancock (2007) 
outlines three key approaches to intersectionality in equality policy: ‘uni-
tary’, in which each inequality is treated separately; ‘multiple’, where 
categories of inequality are all considered equally important in a prede-
termined relation with each other; and ‘intersectional’, wherein catego-
ries are all equally important but their relation to one another remains 
an empirically open question. Extensive analysis of intersectional gen-
der equality policies in the European Union (EU) concludes that the 
most common approach followed by the EU and many of its member 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
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states has been one closer to a ‘multiple’, rather than an ‘intersectional’, 
approach (Kantola and Nousiainen 2009; Lombardo and Verloo 2009). 
As Bustelo et al. argue (2016b: 17):

This European approach, which is also similar to the approaches of many 
international organizations, has influenced much of the gender training 
and gender expertise propagated by European governments and interna-
tional organizations, thus substantially limiting the development of a truly 
intersectional approach.

In addition to—or perhaps because of—the narrow vision of intersec-
tionality theory to gender equality policies, the application of an intersec-
tional approach in the practice of gender training has, to date, remained 
limited. Currently, “intersectionality is not fully integrated in regular gen-
der training experiences in any explicit way” (Bustelo et al. 2016a: 167). 
In order for this to change, intersectionality must be explicitly addressed 
both theoretically—i.e. within training content—and practically—i.e. in 
the methods employed by training—and included in all aspects of the 
training (Wong et al. 2016).

While intersectionality may not be institutionalised in any substantive 
way in gender training, there are nevertheless a number of promising 
examples from practice which point to how this may be improved. For 
example, while the authors in Bustelo et al. (2016a: 168) edited collec-
tion on gender training and gender expertise do not explicitly integrate 
intersectionality in their trainings,

Most authors do reflect on the ways in which intersectionality influences 
how power dynamics play out in knowledge transfer scenarios. That is, 
while this may not be explicitly integrated into the content of a training 
course, for example, practitioners and researchers nevertheless reflect on 
the intersectional power dynamics of a training scenario, and how this pro-
duces hierarchies of knowledge in different contexts. As such, this suggests 
that intersectionality is always present in any knowledge transfer scenario, 
just as gender is always necessarily one hierarchy among many in any con-
text. Moreover, the situated knowledges on gender drawn upon in such 
scenarios are embedded in intersectional power dynamics. Therefore, we 
suggest that the different authors find feminist ways of bringing intersec-
tionality on board in training and expertise scenarios, whether this is done 
in an explicit or implicit manner.
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A recent study by Enderstein (2018) sheds some light on the inter-
sectional practice of gender trainers and is worth discussing here at some 
length. In order to explore the “micro-level dynamics of the practice of 
gender trainers,” Enderstein conducted in-depth semi-structured inter-
views with 15 participants working as gender trainers in the EU. Her 
First, the trainers interviewed highlighted a lack of support from training 
commissioners for including intersectionality in the content of gender 
trainings. This was compounded by a lack of acknowledgement of the 
historical embeddedness of intersectionality on the part of institutions. 
Drawing on the challenges posed by technocratic approaches to gender 
training outlined above, a similar trend can be identified with an overtly 
feminist or political approach to intersectionality. As Enderstein argues, 
“a checkbox application of intersectionality is antithetical to the history 
of the concept itself, in order to preserve the political and transforma-
tive capacity of intersectionality we need to be aware of its genealogy and 
origins.” One interviewee, Eleni, suggests that “most people just want 
it like a fancy word […] also to tick the box of feeling good about our-
selves and our organisations.” Findings demonstrate a number of inno-
vative ways in which gender trainers approach intersectionality in their 
work, both as an analytical paradigm and as a practical tool. In order 
to combat this, Eleni explicitly draws on the ‘historical present’ in her 
trainings, making reference to the socio-political history of the training 
context.

A second finding concerns the practical ways in which intersectional 
thinking is integrated into gender training scenarios. Enderstein’s inter-
viewees shared a strong commitment to responding to what groups 
of participants bring to the training scenario, as opposed to relying on 
identity categories as straightforward indications of how the session will 
unfold. One trainer, Julia, discusses a form of responsiveness as a way of 
working with intersectionality. This involves “close attention to the com-
position and interaction of the group itself and the understanding that it 
is necessary to respond to emergent categories of difference specific to 
the time and space of the training scenario” (Enderstein 2018). While the 
design of gender training may be based on predetermined categories of 
differences, in their practical interactions gender trainers are able to apply 
an approach to intersectionality that “relies on emergent and situated 
identity categories which are linked to a specific time and place” (ibid.). 
In the case of intersectionality, this involves confronting power and privi-
lege and requires trainers to facilitate ‘learning through difference’ (ibid.). 
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Related to this, the trainers interviewed highlighted the importance of an 
‘affective connection’ for working with intersectionality in tandem with 
workshop participants. This is also a fundamental component of feminist 
pedagogies for gender training, which are discussed more substantively in 
Chapter 4.

Finally, Enderstein’s (2018: 15) study highlights the importance 
of the gender trainer as an intersectional subject. She describes this as 
“another intersectional subjectivity at play within gender training scenar-
ios which is often unacknowledged.” Again, this draws on key aspects of 
feminist pedagogical principles and practices as explored in Chapter 4.  
Gender trainers are able to draw on their own histories and identi-
ties in order to address resistances, and to ground themselves explicitly  
in an application of intersectionality to the training scenario of which 
they are also a part, rather than somehow ‘outside’ of. This requires 
“self-reflection and learning journeys” (ibid.) by gender trainers, part of 
a broader approach which involves a “reciprocal and temporally progres-
sive evolution over time, for both gender trainers and workshop partici-
pants” (ibid.: 18). This speaks to the issue of positionality, discussed in 
Chapter 1, and the importance of reflexivity as a key principle in gender 
training, as noted in Chapter 4.

Practical Challenges: Resistances

The third practical challenge addressed here is resistances to gender 
training. Resistances are a fundamental part of transformative gender 
training and can be understood as productive tensions that are required 
in order to move forward with a process of personal and institutional 
change towards gender equality. This issue is discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 3—in an exploration of institutional resistances—while here I 
focus more specifically on different kinds of individual resistances to gen-
der training. Lombardo and Mergaert’s (2016) work is particularly useful 
here. They categorise individual resistances at a number of different lev-
els and in different forms—implicit, explicit, gender specific or not gen-
der specific. They demonstrate that resistance from training participants 
tends to be similar across a wide range of training contexts. Three main 
forms of individual resistance are identified by Lombardo and Mergaert 
(2016)—“denial of the need for gender change,” “trivialising gender 
equality” and “refusing to accept responsibility for solving the prob-
lem.” With regard to the first, for example, training participants are often 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_3


38   L. FERGUSON

resistant to the very idea of gender equality as a legitimate goal, which 
Lombardo and Mergaert refer to as the ‘mirage of equality’. Research on 
gender training in the private sector, for instance, shows that many peo-
ple regard gender equality as an issue that is ‘out of fashion’ and which 
can, therefore, be ‘skipped’ (Ferguson and Moreno 2016: 69). Their 
perception is that “women and men are equally situated in employment, 
social life, and so a gender equality debate is useless” (Lombardo and 
Mergaert 2016: 50). The “denial of the need for gender change” refers 
to a rejection of the existence of gender inequality, or the belief that gen-
der roles are natural.

Other forms of resistance include trivialising the issue, either by sug-
gesting that gender training is a ‘waste of time’ or, conversely, trainees 
who already believe they know everything about gender equality. These 
participants are referred to by one trainer as “‘cool men’, who, when a 
trainer starts to talk about gender equality, frequently comment that they 
‘already do the washing up’” (Lombardo 2009). An example of refusing 
to accept responsibility for gender inequality is embedded in a broader 
tension—as identified above and in Chapter 3—that gender inequality is 
seen as a problem of ‘others’, and does not apply to Western European 
countries or the internal dynamics of international and development 
agencies. As Lombardo and Mergaert argue, these kinds of arguments 
serve to “legitimize the claim that a change in gender norms is unnec-
essary” (Lombardo and Mergaert 2016: 53). These kinds of resistances 
can be linked to the discussions of privileges—in particular the ways in 
which certain kinds of privilege are invisible to training participants—as 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.

While it is useful to categorise these different kinds of individual 
resistances, caution should be taken in making assumptions about train-
ing participants based on their behaviour in training scenarios. As Verloo 
and the QUING Consortium (2012) argue, gender issues tend to be 
seen as personal issues by training participants, and as such gender train-
ing can be seen as intrusive. As gender training challenges participants’ 
identity and beliefs, participants may interpret this as a form of attack 
(Lombardo and Mergaert 2013). This highlights the importance of 
engaging feminist pedagogical principles in gender training, as discussed 
in more detail in Chapter 4. In addition, individual resistances need to 
be placed in the specific institutional context in which they take place, as 
elaborated in Chapter 3.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_3
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A further issue—as highlighted by Kunz (2016: 107)—is the ways in 
which gender training can “contribute to discursive mechanisms of in/
exclusion which marginalize particular identities.” She cites the ‘wo/
man troublemaker’, who questions the implementation of gender main-
streaming or gender equality legislation (in this particular case, UN 
Security Council Resolution 1325). Kunz’s concern is that those who 
do not fall into line with the feminist knowledge transfer process may 
reflect racialised stereotypes of the ‘angry brown woman’, who is not 
taken seriously and sidelined or disciplined (cited from Razack 2004). As 
Kunz (2016: 108) argues, “this scenario of feminist knowledge transfer 
marginalizes subjects who resist or subvert the process, or who choose 
to engage on their own terms, or not to engage at all.” This calls, then, 
for a more subtle reading of resistances—one which engages with the 
personal experiences and identities of participants, and allows space for 
participants to contest, disrupt and reject a one-way understanding of a 
knowledge transfer process.

In addition to these academic reflections on resistances, useful con-
tributions can be drawn from more informal literature. For example, in 
2015, the UN Women Training Centre (2015b) conducted a Webinar 
and Virtual Dialogue on Resistances. A number of insightful discussions 
emerged from this process, as highlighted in the box below.

Box 2.2: Key points on resistances raised by the UN Women Training 
Centre’s 2015 Virtual Dialogue
•	 Webinar panellist Elisabeth Prügl argued that resistance to gen-

der training results from the fact that such training is highly 
political, and that treating gender training as a form of demo-
cratic politics may help to deal with resistances.

•	 Panellist Lut Mergaert highlighted that it is always useful to 
understand what people are resisting when they manifest resist-
ances in gender training.

•	 Panellist Maitrayee Mukhodopadhyay reiterated that gen-
der training is not just about the mechanics of doing gender, but 
rather the politics of doing gender and the understanding of social 
relations—a highly useful distinction which relates to the discus-
sion regarding technocratic gender training above. She also iden-
tified four main sources from which resistance arise:
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–	 Differing meanings of gender and gender equality, e.g. equal-
ity as sameness; affirming difference from the male norm and 
equality as transforming all established gender norms.

–	 Epistemological differences. Gender equality is especially 
challenging in institutions whose core business is scientific or 
technical. Resistances concern how evidence of gender equal-
ity is constructed and how relevant this is to the core business 
of the institution.

–	 Opposing the power of global discourses. Resistance is man-
ifest by developing country bureaucrats who face increasing 
conditions from donors and international agencies. This also 
entails resistance against a universal ideal, which is difficult to 
translate across contexts.

–	 The gendered self. As we are all gendered and have opinions 
about gender, this is a source of tension when training pro-
grammes lack the time to explore individual understandings.

Source UN Women Training Centre (2015b) Virtual 
Dialogue on Resistances in Training for Gender Equality.

Box 2.3: Ways of addressing resistances proposed by the UN Women 
Training Centre’s 2015 Virtual Dialogue
Collectively, a number of strategies or tools to support gender 
trainers in dealing with resistance were proposed during the UN 
Women Training Centre’s 2015 Webinar and Virtual Dialogue 
forum discussion on resistances:

•	 Provide clear facts, figures and examples, which are as close as 
possible to the participants’ realities. The trainer must draw on 
his/her own knowledge.

•	 Listen carefully to participants’ objections and ask questions 
to ascertain where the problem lies. When institutional or pro-
cess-related elements like a lack of resources are at play, par-
ticipants could be invited to find solutions together in group 
discussions.
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•	 Make resistances visible and investigate their causes so as to find 
solutions.

•	 Focus on the core business of the institution commissioning the 
training and ensure that trainers are knowledgeable about the 
sector they are dealing with.

•	 Spend time on gender analysis rather than solely on tools and 
procedures to mainstream gender.

•	 Allow for debate on gender concepts, even in short training ses-
sions. For example, one way to address gender subjectivity is to 
hold structured feedback sessions and ask resistant participants to 
lead discussions.

•	 Resistances to gender training can often be born from fear—fear 
of losing power and privileges, of uncertainties, of painful truth, 
of upsetting the status quo and of self-examination. As such, 
dealing with resistances requires sincerity and honesty about 
losing power and privileges on the part of both trainers and 
participants.

•	 Ensure that resistances are dealt with in a way that involves 
empathy and compassion for training participants.

Examples of specific techniques were put forth by Webinar panellist 
Lut Mergaert:

A technique we use is to ask participants how they believe their col-
leagues will react when they say they have attended gender training and 
explain what they have learnt. They anticipate potential reactions and work 
out how to respond. A debate occurs automatically as they start mixing 
expected reactions from colleagues with their own preconceptions about 
the concepts addressed.

Further examples were also highlighted by Webinar panellist 
Maitrayee Mukhodopadhyay:

There is a real urgency to go beyond technical aspects. This is not just 
about what gender means overall, but about asking participants what gen-
der equality means to them. My most recent training experience was with 
high-level bureaucrats in Kurdistan, Iraq. We had an hour-long debate on 
whether gender equality was important for their 5-year plan. This made 
things more political because issues like what equality meant vis-à-vis the 
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plan came up. I was willing to sacrifice time that would have gone into 
getting the ‘correct’ version of gender equality, or technical issues, across. 
It was more important that trainees convinced themselves that the plan will 
work given their own version of gender equality. We have to allow that 
debate. The politics of gender must be discussed.

Source UN Women Training Centre (2015b) Virtual Dialogue 
on Resistances in Training for Gender Equality.

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, resistances to gender training 
and gender equality present opportunities for gender training to con-
tribute to broader change processes. As Bustelo, Ferguson and Forest 
(2016a: 170) point out, feminist knowledge transfer requires an “explicit 
engagement with the very status of resistances in the process of feminist 
knowledge transfer” as “resistance and contestation must be present in 
order for such a scenario to be considered ‘feminist’ and ‘transforma-
tive’.” As such, on the one hand, gender trainers need to develop tools 
and strategies for addressing resistances in—and to—the training sce-
nario. At the same time, it is important to remember that resistances are 
a vital part of transformative gender training. The concluding section 
of this chapter explores how to overcome some of the key critiques and 
challenges faced by contemporary gender training.

Conclusions

This chapter has highlighted both critiques of and practical challenges 
to gender training. In terms of the critiques, these present a somewhat 
pessimistic picture of the potential of gender training as a transformative 
tool for gender equality. As I have suggested elsewhere (Ferguson 2015: 
393), “in the worst case scenario, we are merely contributing to the con-
struction of a legitimized feminist agenda within an increasingly neolib-
eral and corporate model of development” or “tinkering around with the 
tool-kit” (Kothari 2005: 444). Moreover, as set out above, for many this 
is also a practice of postcolonial politics. In order to address this conun-
drum, Kunz (2016: 109), for example, proposes a number of strate-
gies for opening up “space for decolonizing the circulation of feminist 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_3
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knowledges.” She suggests building on Jauhola’s notion of the “queered 
gender advisor, who instead of ‘knowing gender’ would have the task 
of interrupting the processes of knowing and subverting the normal-
ised understandings of gender” (Jauhola 2013: 174). This feeds into the 
overarching arguments developed in this chapter about the importance 
of contestation in gender training processes. In terms of gender training, 
this requires “resisting the colonial urge to ‘change the other’, as well as 
a critical (self-)reflection on the position of advisors and researchers [and 
trainers]” (Kunz 2016: 110).

Following on from this, Kunz (2016: 111) also calls for an acknowl-
edgement that “feminist knowledges circulate in many different ways and 
directions, defying the simplistic, linear top-down version of the transfer 
scenario.” This is a key point for gender training and follows the argu-
ment developed here—that gender training is both a political act and a 
political process, and should explicitly engage with the power dynamics 
of the training context and broader change processes. It is important to 
acknowledge the potential for co-optation, neoliberal feminism and post-
colonial practices involved in gender training. However, it is only when 
we engage with the practical challenges of gender training processes and 
scenarios—as set out in this chapter—that we can better understand the 
power dynamics involved. By exploring the “specific processes through 
which transformative impulses are translated into integrative practices” 
(Campbell and Teghtsoonian 2010: 181), we are better able to seek col-
lective solutions and strategies for addressing these challenges.

This also requires a critical and reflexive practice on the part of gender 
trainers, in order to ensure an ongoing questioning of the power dynam-
ics in which gender training is embedded, including the specific dynamics 
of each individual training scenario. As gender trainers, we can embrace 
the “messiness and ambiguities of our role” and seek “creative and flexi-
ble ways of working in order to identify the spaces for potential influence 
and transformation” (Ferguson 2015: 394), as explored in more detail in 
Chapters 4 and 5. Overall, this book develops an argument that despite 
the substantive critiques and challenges, gender training can be a trans-
formative tool for gender equality. The next chapter explores the rela-
tionship between gender training and transformative change, in order to 
establish to what extent such a claim can be made, and what more needs 
to be done to enhance the transformative potential of gender training.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
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Abstract  In this chapter, the possibilities and limitations of gender training 
for contributing to transformative change for gender equality are explored 
in detail. The chapter argues for a move beyond a focus on individual 
change—as demonstrated in current approaches to the evaluation of gender 
training—and rather on exploring institutional resistances and institutional 
change. This draws on both academic literature on feminist institutional-
ism and reflections from practice, with a focus on maximising the impact of 
gender training on institutional change. A key concern for future work in 
gender training is the lack of a clearly articulated theory of the relationship 
between gender training and transformative change. The chapter argues 
that even without perfect conditions gender trainers can work to maximise 
the spaces for feminist change within existing constraints and conditions.

Keywords  Individual change · Feminist institutionalism  
Institutional change · Theory of change · Gender-transformative 
evaluation

An analysis of change is fundamental to gender training, in order to 
understand what contribution it can make to transformative change and 
how such change can be maximised for gender equality. If the ultimate 
goal of gender training is feminist transformation, what is needed in 
order for this to be achieved? This chapter explores different approaches 
to change through gender equality in order to develop a clearer picture 
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of how training contributes to longer-term transformation or change 
projects. As argued in the UN Women Training Centre’s Theory of 
Change paper:

It is important to note that training by itself cannot bring change. In order 
for training to be able to contribute to change, it must be embedded in a 
broader set of measures and actions to influence change, and should be 
part of a long-term continuous process. (UN Women Training Centre 
2017b: 4)

As argued in the Training Centre’s Compendium of Good Practices in 
Training for Gender Equality, the extent to which training is embed-
ded in long-term change projects substantively affects the outcomes 
and impact of training. For example, “participants must feel that there 
is space to implement what they are learning during a training in 
their institutional settings” (UN Women Training Centre 2016: 17). 
Moreover, as highlighted by Mukhopadhyay and Wong (2007: 13), 
training should be seen as “one of a number of key gender strategies 
but insufficient by itself.” To date, we lack arguments—and evidence—
for demonstrating how, for whom, why and when training contributes to 
change in gendered power relations (Bustelo et al. 2016). As Mergaert 
notes,

Impact comes not in the short-term, but in the longer-term. […] it’s not 
with a one-off initiative that you will change a situation, there has to be 
a coherent approach [at a higher level]. Then the training will contribute 
something that makes sense. Because if there is no strategy in place and if 
the institutional preconditions are not fulfilled […] then the training will 
not make a difference. (Lut Mergaert, quoted in UN Women Training 
Centre 2016: 18)

However, it is also important to acknowledge the challenges and failures 
of these broader change processes—in particular gender mainstreaming. 
As noted throughout the literature on gender mainstreaming and in the 
critiques outlined in Chapter 2, the results of such interventions have 
been ambiguous and often contradictory to the original feminist goals.

Key insights from research on gender mainstreaming demonstrate 
that gender mainstreaming strategies have lacked a full articulation of 
a Theory of Change (Daly 2005). Moreover, the Theory of Change 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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underlying many gender mainstreaming actions and strategies is often 
outdated; based on assumptions that are no longer valid in the contem-
porary complex economic and political reality; and too narrow or lim-
ited, or too short term and pragmatic, forgetting the longer-term social 
transformations that would lead to sustainable shifts in gender and social 
power relations (Batliwala 2012). As Eyben et al. (2008: 201) argue, 
many of the implicit theories of change which underpin gender main-
streaming “may have become so embedded that we no longer question 
whether they are the most useful for our purpose, or if we are using 
them as well as we could.” In addition, there are currently no substantive 
methodologies for measuring the impact of gender training (UN Women 
Training Centre 2015a). Moreover, “there is little systematic assessment 
of the relationship between organizational change and training for gen-
der equality” and a stark lack of evaluation evidence on gender training. 
As outlined in UN Women Training Centre’s (2018) Evaluation Tool: 
“While there are a variety of publications on the evaluations from a gen-
der perspective of larger programmes and projects, there is very little 
found specifically on gender training. Some training manuals, especially 
when designed to be ready-to-use products, contain a small section or 
short note for the facilitator to distribute an evaluation survey at the end 
of the workshop, seminar or course.” Following on from the discussion 
of individual resistances in Chapter 2, there is also a pressing need to 
engage with institutional resistances. That is, how do institutions resist 
and tame feminist ambitions, and does gender training interact with 
these processes of resistance?

The chapter is developed in three substantive sections. The first 
explores institutional resistances to change, in the context of both 
gender training and gender mainstreaming. Following this, the sec-
ond section engages with academic critiques and analyses of feminist 
change in institutions, drawing on the literature on feminist institu-
tionalism and gender mainstreaming. In line with the format of the 
other chapters in this book, the third section looks more to the lit-
erature emerging out of the practice of gender expertise, and gen-
der training in particular—exploring Theory of Change approaches 
and evaluation. I argue that such approaches need to be developed 
more substantively in order to set more realistic expectations about 
the impact of gender training processes, and understand more clearly  
the ways in which gender training contributes to—or does not 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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contribute to—change. The concluding section of the chapter offers 
some reflections on the ways in which gender training can contrib-
ute to transformative change, and what kinds of strategies might be 
employed for maximising the impact of such change.

Institutional Resistances

As explored in Chapter 2, a range of individual resistances to gen-
der training can be identified—explicit versus implicit, gender specific 
versus non-gender specific, etc. Here, the focus is on understand-
ing resistances from an institutional perspective—that is, what are the 
specific ways in which gender training is blocked from contributing 
to transformative change through its engagement with institutions? 
As argued by Davids and Van Eerdewijk (2016: 87), “the demand for 
gender expertise has been accompanied by the decay of gender infra-
structure.” Thus, gender mainstreaming interventions are caught in a 
contradictory dynamic in which, on the one hand, there is increasing 
demand for and reliance on experts and expertise, while, on the other 
hand, internal gender infrastructures are being undermined. The role of 
training can be highlighted in this process, whereby assumptions have 
been made that “this set of technical skills of gender analysis, planning, 
and programming can be transferred to ‘everyone’” (Davids and Van 
Eerdewijk 2016: 87). As Prügl (2011: 83) argues, gender training has 
been employed to produce the right inclination among bureaucrats 
towards the governance of gender, by seeking to increase the techni-
cal and administrative skills of professionals so that they become better 
programme administrators. Consequently, gender mainstreaming—and, 
more specifically, gender training—has tended to focus on an individ-
ualistic notion of change, overemphasising the capacity for individual 
change and denying the powerful forces at work which resist gender 
equality at the institutional level.

However, it is important to understand institutional resistance in 
order to clarify the blockages to gender training’s potential to contrib-
ute to transformative change. As argued by Lut Mergaert in a 2015 UN 
Women Training Centre Virtual Dialogue on Resistances, three key indi-
cators of institutional resistance can be identified:

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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1. � The context of the training, e.g. if training is not part of a wider 
gender mainstreaming strategy, it may serve as an alibi for the 
organisation and indicate institutional resistance.

2. � The immobility or unwillingness of an organisation to change, e.g. 
when those at the top want to maintain the status quo and do not 
allocate necessary resources to training.

3. � The conditions and modalities of the training, e.g. if it is too short, 
lacks resources, or there is no space for negotiation to optimise 
training. Participant complaints of a lack of time, resources, and 
support can also denote institutional resistance (Mergaert, quoted 
in UN Women Training Centre 2015b).

This practical understanding is useful for conceptualising gender training 
processes within broader resistances to change. A further aspect to iden-
tify is the ‘externalisation’ of gendered change—that is, gender equality 
as a problem ‘out there’ and not ‘in here’, as discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 5. Davids and Van Eerdewijk (2016: 85) observe that, in the 
context of gender expertise in international development, the dialogue 
between partner and donor organisations “does not extend to debating 
donor’s policymaking and priorities themselves.” As Ferguson (2015: 
387) argues:

Gender becomes something that is only relevant in an organization’s exter-
nal activities, policies and programs. So, for example, while an institution 
might support a gender mainstreaming policy for a relevant sector or area 
of intervention, there may, at the same time, be high levels of resistance 
to any form of change in the operations and procedures of the institution 
itself.

This has substantive implications for gender training scenarios, as the 
majority of institutions do not prioritise gender mainstreaming and gen-
der equality in their internal procedures and policies. A useful example 
to illustrate this point is the UN System Wide Action Plan on Gender 
Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-SWAP), as set out in 
Box 3.1.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_5
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Box 3.1 UN System Wide Action Plan on Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women (UN-SWAP)
The UN-SWAP was endorsed by the United Nations Chief 
Executives Board for Coordination (CEB) in April 2012 and set 
2017 as the target for the UN system to meet all its Performance 
Indicators. With its 15 commonly agreed-upon Performance 
Indicators (PIs), the UN-SWAP constitutes the first unified frame-
work to systematically revitalise, capture, monitor and measure 
performance and accountability for the work of the UN system on 
gender equality and women’s empowerment. All UN entities were 
expected to meet compliance on all 15 Performance Indicators by 
the end of 2017. However, as indicated by UN Women, this tar-
get is unlikely to be met, and the UN-SWAP reporting is expected 
to continue for the foreseeable future (UN Women 2013). Since 
its inception in 2012, progress has been made across most entities 
and Performance Indicators. For example, for the overall United 
Nations system, the proportion of ratings ‘meeting’ and ‘exceed-
ing’ requirements increased from 31 to 64% between the first year 
of reporting, 2012 and 2016. However, while the proportion of 
reporting entities has increased by 18% since 2012, nearly 10% of 
entities still do not report on gender mainstreaming. It is inter-
esting to note which Performance Indicators have seen the most 
progress. The top three indicators—Gender Responsive Auditing, 
Coherence and Knowledge Generation and Communication—
are met by 90%, 88% and 86% of reporting entities, respectively. 
In contrast, the three worst performing indicators—Capacity 
Assessment, Gender Architecture and Resource Allocation—have 
registered little progress, and requirements are met by only 49%, 
25% and 22% of entities in these areas, respectively (ibid.).

This example demonstrates that institutional resistance is often stronger 
in the areas of internal gender issues, and that this is consistent across 
the UN system Programmes and Funds and Specialized Agencies. In the 
context of gender training more specifically, resistance to discussing and 
addressing internal issues—as opposed to external or programme-focused 
aspects of gender equality—often arises at all stages of the training cycle. 
At the Analysis and Planning stage, initial discussions with those com-
missioning the training are key conditioning factors for the subsequent 
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change process. As Lombardo and Mergaert (2016: 54) find, “many 
gender trainers consider support from the top levels in an organization 
as a condition for success in dealing with resistances when implement-
ing gender mainstreaming and during gender training processes.” Those 
who are directly involved in conditioning the training may have limited 
capacity to promote gender equality, depending on their position within 
institutional hierarchies and the overall institutional commitment to trans-
formative gendered change. Implicit forms of institutional resistance to 
gender equality at this stage include “dedicating insufficient funds, time, 
and personnel to gender mainstreaming and training, to the exclusion 
of non-hegemonic voices, or the refusal to make certain pieces of infor-
mation public. These may pose different constraints for gender trainers, 
including when negotiating the training activities with commissioners, for 
example, when agreeing on modalities such as the length of the training” 
(ibid.: 54). Such resistances at the commissioning/analysis and planning 
stage have a knock-on effect for the rest of the training cycle. For example, 
as found throughout the literature, training participants are more likely 
to be resistant during the training scenario when they are aware that sup-
port for gender equality and gender change are merely rhetorical, and that 
their institution does not have a substantive commitment to such change 
(Hansen-Pauly et al. 2009: 24; Mergaert and Demuynck 2011). This may 
take the form, for example, of the marginalisation of gender issues and 
activities. If gender is compartmentalised into one department or team, 
there is little incentive for staff across the organisation to take the issue 
seriously. For example, when training staff at the Association for Rural 
Advancement in South Africa, Bydawell (2010: 46) found that “some staff 
felt that the gender specialist was now ‘doing gender’ and this meant that 
they did not need to get involved with the issue themselves.”

During the Design and Development stage, institutional resistances 
may be manifested when identifying the content and approach of the 
training, as discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. For the purposes of 
this chapter, certain challenges can be highlighted. For example, follow-
ing the discussion of the externalisation of gender in/equality above, it 
may be difficult to include issues such as challenging male privilege in 
management structures; gender imbalance at different staffing levels of 
the organisation and internal policies and procedures. As highlighted in 
Chapter 2 and discussed in more detail in Chapter 4, requests for “tech-
nocratic fixes to the gender problem” are prevalent at this stage of the 
training cycle. As Ferguson (2015) notes:

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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As often found in many different aspects of feminist practice, it is “okay” 
to talk about gender as long as nobody has to give anything up or be pro-
foundly challenged about their assumptions, beliefs and behaviors. This 
can be said to function on an institutional, as well as a personal, level. It 
leads to gender being a “component” of policy and activities, but not 
an ongoing structural consideration in terms of the procedures and 
approaches of an institution – an integrationist rather than transformative 
approach. When gender can only be discussed as being external to an insti-
tution, it seems that gender expertise comes up against a wall. If we are 
unable to attack privilege and power, then how far can we get with increas-
ing gender equality? Or, put more bluntly, if we cannot get the men at the 
top to accept a gender analysis and approach, then what is the point?

Leading on from the design and development phase, institutional 
resistances are also prevalent during the Implementation of training. 
Building on the individual resistances tackled in Chapter 2, such resist-
ance is often triggered by feelings of incapacity by participants due to the 
specific constraints of their institutional context, rather than necessarily 
to the goal of gender equality. As identified by Lombardo and Mergaert 
(2016: 56):

It might be difficult for a trainer to empirically distinguish this kind of 
incapacity from ‘genuine’ resistance to gender equality during a training 
session. Nonetheless, it is possible when considering the elements included 
at the planning stage of a specific gender mainstreaming initiative. If the 
resources (funding, personnel, time) or skills (training, expert consulting) 
needed to implement gender mainstreaming have not been foreseen in the 
planning of the action, actors are likely to feel ill equipped to fulfil their 
tasks, and thus are likely to prove resistant to gender change.

Institutional resistances and limitations have a strong impact on the 
potential for gender-transformative Evaluation, as discussed in more 
detail below. If internal issues and power dynamics are not key aspects 
of the design and development of the training, it will not be possible to 
evaluate the extent to which the training has contributed to broader pro-
cesses of transformative change across an organisation. These challenges 
that may manifest themselves at different stages in the training cycle are 
mapped in Fig. 3.1.

A key question for transformative gender training is how to best 
approach and engage with institutional resistances? As argued in 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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Chapter 2, resistances are a key part of the contestation process, which 
is essential for gender training contributing to transformative change for 
gender equality. However, what strategies and tools can gender trainers 
employ for dealing with these institutional resistances at different stages 
in the training cycle? Maitrayee Mokhupadhyay, for example—during  
the UN Women Training Centre’s Virtual Dialogue on Resistances 
(2015b)—proposed two key strategies for trainers: to focus on the core 
business of the institution commissioning the training and ensure that 
trainers are knowledgeable about the sector they are dealing with; and 
to assert autonomy in the face of interventionism by institutions. These 
questions are explored in more depth in Chapter 5, which discusses 
innovative techniques and ‘ways of being’ for moving gender train-
ing forward. I now go on to explore different ways in which feminist 
change can be understood in the context of gender training.

Analysis  

Planning

Design

Developme
nt

Implement
ation

Evaluation

Forms of institutional resistance

Insufficient funds, time, and personnel 
dedicated to gender mainstreaming/training; 

the exclusion of non-hegemonic voices; 
refusal to make certain information public

Forms of institutional resistance

Externalisation; difficultiesof challenging 
male privilege in management structures; 
gender imbalance; internal policies and 

procedures; requests for technocratic fixes

Forms of institutional resistance

Participants’ feelings of incapacity due to 
specific constraints of the institutional 

context

Forms of institutional resistance

Not possible to evaluate how training has 
contributed to broader transformative 

institutional change when internal 
issues/power dynamics are not parts of the 

training's design and development

Fig. 3.1  Diagram of training cycle and institutional resistances (Source Author’s 
own design based on the UN Women Training Centre’s Training Cycle)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_5


58   L. FERGUSON

Feminist Theories of Transformative Change

Understanding the kinds of change which gender training can contrib-
ute helps to shape realistic objectives for the outcomes of gender training 
processes. Change at a number of levels can be highlighted here—from 
individual/behavioural change to societal change, as set out in Fig. 3.2. 
In terms of individual change, research from the field of behavioural 
studies is useful for gender training, highlighting that successful change 
must be guided through social interaction—“change is more sustaina-
ble when it is driven by conditions that invite people to engage in social 
learning” (Hord and Roussin 2013: 3). Thus, gender training can be 
understood as a site of ‘social learning’, in which trainers “facilitate the 
conversations that invite others to own the desired change” (ibid.). A 
number of different approaches can be used to understand what triggers 
individual behavioural change. However, for the purposes of exploring 
change through gender training, it is also important to acknowledge the 
ways in which an individual’s knowledge, actions and view of the world 
are based on his or her experiences (Freire 1992). Freire, for example, 
highlights the dialectical nature of the relationship between consciousness 
of and action upon reality, both of which are required for the transform-
ing act of praxis (Allsup 2003).

Fig. 3.2  Levels of 
change through gender 
training (Source UN 
Women Training Centre 
2017b) 

Societal change

Institutional 
framework change

Organisational 
change

Division/Unit 
change

Individual 
change



3  GENDER TRAINING AND TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE   59

This relates to more social understandings of behavioural change, 
such as Bandura’s ‘Social Learning Theory’. In this approach, behav-
iour is understood to be learned through experience and observation. In 
turn, this leads to the behaviour of others being modelled and the con-
sequence of those behaviours either reinforcing or deterring the future 
repetition of such behaviour. This is useful for gender training, as it 
suggests that certain attitudes and behaviours are not inevitable. Rather 
these are learned and, as such, can be ‘un-learned’ through training and 
education. Particularly helpful for understanding change in terms of gen-
der training is Myra Marx Ferree’s Knowledge, Desire, Ability (KDA) 
approach (UN Women Training Centre 2017b). She sets out three core 
elements of the discursive change on which gender training is focused, as 
set out in Fig. 3.3:

•	 Knowledge (K) on the desired change;
•	 Desire (D) or motivation (what is valued, feared, desired, etc.); and
•	 Abilities (A) (of articulation, reflection, communication) to make 

the change occur.

These core elements, sometimes dubbed being “ready, willing and able” 
to make a transition (Lesthaeghe and Vanderhoeft 2001), are central to 
strategic planning for change. In order to contribute to social change, 
gender training must go beyond a focus on merely one or two of these 
aspects and engage with all three—that is, it must “engage trainees in 
restructuring their existing KDA systems” (UN Women Training Centre 
2017b). Box 3.2, demonstrates why a focus on all three KDA aspects is 
so essential for gender training.

Fig. 3.3  KDA 
approach to change 
(Source UN Women 
Training Centre 2017b) 
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Box 3.2 Examples of why a KDA approach Is important for gender 
training
If gender training fosters knowledge (K) alone, it produces ‘trained 
people’ who are aware of facts related to gender equality, but are 
unlikely to have the desire (D) or ability (A) to transform their 
daily lives, work spaces or communities. If training equips trainees 
with knowledge (K) and abilities (A)—such as technical skills on 
gender—but does not support their desire (D) to engage in trans-
formative change, it will not impact their commitment to transfor-
mation. If training endows participants with knowledge (K) and a 
desire (D) for gender change, but does not support their abilities 
(A) to engage in such change, it is likely to merely ‘increase frus-
tration’. Training that focuses on abilities/skills (A) and desire/
commitment (D) but is not grounded in knowledge (K) deprives 
trainees of the facts and information they will need to put these 
skills and commitment into practice (UN Women Training Centre 
2017b).

As such, it appears that gender training which leads to change addresses 
all three components of a KDA approach, that is, training which 
increases knowledge and a desire to learn, as well as offering the ability 
to challenge gender through skills or access to networks of knowers (UN 
Women Training Centre 2017b).

In terms of institutional change, the field of feminist institutionalism 
is useful for the theory and practice of gender training. Recent research 
in this area explores “how institutional change happens and how fem-
inist strategies of claims making and inclusion can impact processes of 
institutional change” (Mackay and Waylen 2014: 490). Feminist institu-
tionalism is concerned with how institutions can be changed and draws 
on “more dynamic conceptions of institutional change, emphasizing the 
subtle and often gradual ways in which institutions evolve over time as a 
result of both exogenous and endogenous factors” (Mackay et al. 2010: 
577). For feminist institutionalism, individual and institutional changes 
are dialectic. Rather than being separate processes, they are closely inter-
woven, reinforcing and influencing one another (ibid.). By acknowledg-
ing that institutional power relations are deeply historical and constantly 
evolving, feminist institutional approaches explore how such processes 
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are susceptible to agency, change and transformation (Kenny 2007). For 
the purposes of this book, my concern is specifically the role that gen-
der training can play in such processes. Within this understanding, insti-
tutions can be seen as sites of ongoing political struggle, conflicts and 
coalitions, in which change occurs in specific historical contexts marked by 
multiple shifting interests and alliances (ibid.).

A number of further insights from the field of feminist institutional-
ism are useful for understanding the relationship between gender train-
ing and change (adapted from Kenny 2007; Mackay and Waylen 2014; 
Mackay et al. 2010; Mackay 2014). For example, the concept of ‘gen-
dered nested newness’ helps to understand “which specific elements of 
a given institutional arrangement are (or are not) renegotiable, and why 
some aspects are more amenable to change than others” (Thelen 2004: 
36; Mackay 2014) in gender training processes. In addition, it is impor-
tant to pay attention to both endogenous sources of institutional change 
and stasis—including dynamics of institutional power relations, resistance 
and reproduction (Kenny 2011)—and external change drivers, in par-
ticular the impact of changes in the wider gender order within institu-
tional environments (Waylen 2007). Further reflection would be useful 
here in terms of what this means for gender training and the extent to 
which such interventions can be understood as endogenous or exter-
nal. This brief overview on the insights of social learning theory, a KDA 
approach and feminist institutionalism maps onto the discussion of resist-
ances, above and in Chapter 2, in which both individual and institutional 
aspects of resistances are taken into account. The chapter now turns to 
Theory of Change approaches, which represent a pragmatic, yet still 
political, tool for maximising gender training’s potential to contribute to 
transformative change.

Theory of Change and Evaluation

Theory of Change approaches are a pragmatic yet political tool for 
maximising the potential of gender training to contribute to transform-
ative change, and can help to operationalise some of the theoretical dis-
cussions outlined above. In particular, such an approach offers three 
concrete contributions to the field: clarifying assumptions and “identi-
fying the intermediary steps” and “specific outputs that a programme 
or intervention can realistically anticipate” (Cohen et al. 2013); identi-
fying “entry points, risks and opportunities” specific to the institutional 
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context and “proposing an explicit Theory of Change that explains how 
gender training interventions could contribute to the organisational 
goals” (ibid.: 30); and developing “hypotheses and consensus on how 
gender training is supposed to work in a specific programme or inter-
vention; how stakeholders view the need for change; and how they 
perceive the actual changes” (ibid.: 32). Theory of Change approaches 
have been prevalent in the field of gender equality in recent years, but 
to date there is little work specifically from the field of gender training, 
with two key exceptions. First, NGO Promundo has developed a Theory 
of Change that applies to their training programmes. Key insights from 
their work include that a Theory of Change for gender training should 
be built upon considerations of structures and power relations in society; 
it should incorporate a theory of group learning in order to contribute 
to transformative and sustainable change; and that theories of learning 
are particularly important when the learning objectives of the training 
include critical reflection and attitude change (Promundo et al. 2013). 
Second, the UN Women Training Centre (2017b) proposes a model for 
Theory of Change in gender training, which incorporates:

An exploration of institutional history and power relations, as well as and 
explicit analysis of power relations and resistances. This allows for train-
ing initiatives to be located within a wider analysis of how change comes 
about, while acknowledging the wider systems and actors that influence 
change. (ibid.: 21)

While the UN Women Training Centre’s Theory of Change approach 
is a useful contribution, three issues can be highlighted at this stage in 
terms of its practical application to the contemporary theory and prac-
tice of gender training. First, as set out in Chapter 1, there are currently 
no agreed quality standards or guidelines for the field. This means that 
a Theory of Change approach is not widely adopted or considered in 
most current gender training processes. Second, as Theory of Change 
approaches are relatively new to gender training, there is limited expe-
rience of how to put these into practice and integrate them more sub-
stantively into the Training Cycle and overall training process. As such, 
how can gender trainers work to develop a more substantive and explicit 
approach to Theory of Change and begin to apply this more systemati-
cally across the field?

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_1
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A final concern with the use of Theory of Change approaches is 
the under-development of evaluation in the field of gender training, 
especially compared with the broader field of gender-sensitive or gen-
der-transformative evaluation. This is a problem, as there is currently 
little understanding or evidence of the specific contributions that gen-
der training makes to transformative change more broadly. To date, 
approaches to the evaluation of gender training have tended to focus 
more on the evaluation of the training itself, rather than the impact of 
the training. In large part, this is due to the difficulty of discerning the 
specific impact or long-term results of training, since change is not gen-
erated by training in isolation. However, as argued in the recent UN 
Women Training Centre (2018) paper on evaluation:

If evaluations are to contribute to training’s transformative potential, they 
must adhere to a methodological approach based on feminist and partici-
patory values and the deconstruction of power relations.

In response, the paper argues for a gender-transformative approach to 
evaluation, with a focus on how gender and power relationships change 
as a result of the training. Such an approach also supports training par-
ticipants and other stakeholders to be empowered by the evaluation 
process itself (ibid.). Following the overarching argument of this book, 
I argue that a feminist evaluation approach is required for feminist gen-
der training. This draws on the work of Podems and Negroustoueva 
(2016) who highlight the reflective nature of feminist evaluation. As Hay 
(2012) argues, feminist evaluation is “a way of understanding how gen-
der and other intersecting social cleavages (such as race, class, sexuality, 
caste and religion) define and shape the experience and exercise of power 
in different contexts.” At its core, feminist evaluation involves a recog-
nition of the political nature of evaluation and acknowledges different 
ways of knowing. Feminist evaluators are also cautious about the limits 
to a Monitoring and Evaluation approach, which posits that “everything 
should be measured, can be measured, that measurement will enhance 
our ability to improve, change, replicate, and that change is predicta-
ble—we will know what it is like, where it will occur, when and how to 
assess it.” As such, uncertainty and reflexivity are key to the practice of 
feminist evaluation.
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Box 3.3: Challenges for evaluation in gender training
A recent Virtual Dialogue conducted by the UN Women 
Community of Practice in Training for Gender Equality (2017a) 
explored some of the key challenges for evaluation in this field:

•	 Processes of training and capacity development ‘are not linear 
but involve an often messy and incremental, step by step, some-
times going backwards, change’ (Walters 2007).

•	 Training can only contribute to change if both internal and 
external organisational aspects are taken into consideration.

•	 Institutional change through training requires the creation of 
a whole ‘gender system’ by which gender awareness and trans-
formative change become ingrained in the organisation’s ‘DNA’.

•	 There is a relationship between individual and institutional 
changes. For instance, when gender training targets staff mem-
bers in an organisation, it targets people as individuals but also 
starts a collective dynamic that can influence people’s private 
lives, workplaces and communities.

•	 While individual change can influence institutional change, and 
vice versa, this relationship is not automatic. Translating indi-
vidual change into institutional change, for example, requires 
an organisation to be supportive of gender training and to ena-
ble staff to apply their new knowledge across the organisation’s 
external and internal dimensions. This could entail encouraging 
staff to discuss and seek to transform the organisation’s internal 
gender culture, while applying their new skills to external pro-
jects (UN Women Training Centre 2013).

Following this discussion, how can feminist evaluation principles be 
applied to gender training scenarios, particularly given the multiple con-
straints and contradictions highlighted throughout the book? While fem-
inist approaches to evaluation have been developed in other fields, to 
date there has been little substantive work in terms of gender training. 
A recent paper by UN Women Training aims to provide a conceptual 
and methodological framework for ‘gender-transformative’ evaluation 
of gender training. A number of key arguments from the paper can be 
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highlighted here. The first is that evaluation needs to be integrated into 
all stages of the training cycle, and not left for the ‘final’ stage. According 
to UN Women Training Centre, this requires:

A new way of thinking about evaluating training that engages more explic-
itly with power dynamics and institutional change/resistance/inertia. This 
means that the evaluation of training for gender equality will only be gen-
der-transformative if such an approach guides all stages of the training 
cycle.

Second, the paper argues that evaluation of gender training needs to 
move beyond the first three levels of the Kirkpatrick model—Reaction, 
Learning and Behaviour—and focus more explicitly on the final level, 
Results. This involves exploring how the training interacts with and con-
tributes to broader change processes in gender equality within the organ-
isation and analysing the key power dynamics at play in facilitating or 
impeding the impact of the training on transformative change for gender 
equality. In practice, this means that the most basic evaluation tools—
such as questionnaires—can be developed along gender-transformative 
lines:

Such tools can then be used to more effectively assess the impact of the 
training on participants, as well as to situate the training much more specif-
ically within broader institutional change processes. This means the power 
dynamics of both the training process and other processes of individual 
and institutional change are highlighted and engaged with from the outset.

Next, the paper argues that participatory evaluation needs to be built 
into the training process, “developing a co-creation process which facili-
tates participation and critical reflection on existing power dynamics and 
the possibilities of change.” That is, evaluation should be conducted by 
engaging the feminist pedagogical principles outlined in Chapter 4 of 
this book. Finally, it highlights the importance of a follow-up stage to 
the evaluation and the need to involve a wide range of stakeholders in 
this. In practical terms, this involves analysing multiple levels of change, 
identifying indicators of sustainability and following up by supporting 
participants to implement expected changes and by documenting their 
experiences. In addition to these key arguments, the paper offers a range 
of tools and methods for evaluating the different levels.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
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The inclusion of concrete, practical guidelines thus makes this paper 
an important contribution to the debate on evaluating gender training. 
However, I would argue that we are in a very early stage of applying 
feminist evaluation principles and practice to gender training. To date, 
evaluation has not been a priority issue for the field, and as such there 
has been very little reflection or documentation of evaluation theory 
and practice. While those interested in feminist gender training are nat-
urally concerned with understanding the impact of training on broader 
change processes, the role of evaluation in this is currently under-the-
orised. Moreover, real challenges exist in implementing feminist evalua-
tion principles in gender training scenarios. As highlighted throughout 
the book, gender training processes tend to be time bound and budget 
bound, requiring a creative approach to maximising the impact of such 
scenarios. What more work needs to be done in order to cultivate and 
systematically integrate feminist evaluation principles into the practice of 
gender training?

Conclusions

As this chapter has argued, the relationship between gender training and 
transformative change is not clearly articulated at present. A number of 
different ways of improving our understanding of such a relationship are 
outlined above. The concept of institutional resistances is a useful addi-
tion to the individual resistances, discussed in Chapter 2. By exploring 
the specific context of institutional power dynamics and other change 
processes, we can have a better understanding of the ways in which gen-
der training is located. Moreover, an analysis of persistent and endur-
ing resistances to gender equality helps to contextualise the challenges 
of gender training processes and scenarios, and to be more clear about 
the kinds of change to which these can contribute. This chapter’s review 
of the literature on change—exploring both individual and institutional 
changes—particularly highlights feminist institutionalism as an area that 
can be developed further from the perspective of gender training, to 
understand the ways in which training processes interact with dynamics 
and levels of gendered change within institutions. The exploration of a 
Theory of Change approach for gender training outlines the work done 
to date, especially by the UN Women Training Centre. Nevertheless, it 
notes that this methodology is currently under-explored and under-uti-
lised, and could be integrated more systematically into gender training 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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processes in order to articulate more clearly the specific ways in which 
gender training is hoped, or expected, to contribute to transformative 
change processes. In addition, the lack of a substantive approach to gen-
der-transformative evaluation for gender training limits our understand-
ing of the impact of such processes in the short, medium and long term.

It is important to continue to delineate and acknowledge the limi-
tations of gender training in order not to overstate its role and contri-
bution. For example, the notion of ‘bounded change within an existing 
system’, elaborated upon by Mackay (2014), is helpful for understanding 
change through gender training, as it helps to set realistic and manage-
able targets and indicators for change. The purpose of this book is to 
highlight the ways in which the potential of gender training as a trans-
formative tool can be maximised. Even without perfect conditions, gen-
der trainers can work to maximise the spaces for feminist change within 
the existing constraints and conditions. For example, this involves view-
ing gender training as a site for challenging institutional resistance and/
or inertia. In this reading, gender training can be seen as a ‘moment’ 
of rupture or disturbance in institutional change processes. As argued in 
the following chapter, feminist pedagogical principles and practices offer 
the strongest possibilities for gender training to convert these ‘moments’ 
into opportunities for contributing to transformative change.
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Abstract  An important aspect of maximising the transformative poten-
tial of gender training is the application of feminist pedagogical princi-
ples throughout all aspects of the training process. This is explored in 
detail in this chapter, which discusses not just feminist pedagogical prin-
ciples, but also what makes a feminist gender trainer. This chapter also 
highlights a range of unresolved and unfinished issues within the field 
of gender training, especially when it comes to implementing feminist 
pedagogical principles—in particular the tensions between technocratic 
demands and feminist politics and practice. It is argued that feminist 
gender training requires individual, collective and institutional ‘trans-
formative courage’ in the face of such challenges.

Keywords  Critical pedagogies · Reflexivity · Feminist gender trainers 
Methodologies

So far, this book has been concerned with key critiques of gender train-
ing; challenges in gender training and exploring the possibilities for 
gender training to contribute to change. In this chapter, I explore the 
ways in which feminist pedagogical principles and practices can work to 
overcome some of these challenges and maximise the contribution of 
gender training to transformative change for gender equality. Gender 
training has its roots in feminist pedagogies from adult education, 
which draw from three key strands. First, critical pedagogies developed 
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by Paulo Freire and others, adhering to the view that: “Besides being 
an act of knowing, education is also a political act. That is why no ped-
agogy is neutral” (Freire and Shore 1987: 13). As argued throughout 
this book, if training is to address hierarchies and privilege, then it must 
also be considered a ‘political act’. Second, aspects of feminist pedago-
gies originate from the exercises of experience sharing in women’s com-
munity groups during the women’s liberation movement, which can be 
related to ‘awareness raising and consciousness building’ (UN Women 
Training Centre 2016b: 24) activities in gender training (Haraway 
1991). Third—and perhaps most importantly—feminist pedagogies have 
been developed in relation to the teaching of women’s and gender stud-
ies in university environments, to ensure that feminist theories and prac-
tices inform such teaching. While there are some key differences between 
gender training and feminist adult education, a number of similarities 
and overlaps between the two fields can be identified, such as drawing 
on feminist movements and understandings of learning, activism and 
transformative change; being guided by feminist pedagogical principles; 
and having the potential to take place over long-term periods and build 
strong rapport among learners, facilitators and groups of learners (UN 
Women Training Centre 2017c).

Building on these foundations, a number of core aspects of femi-
nist pedagogies for gender training can be identified. The UN Women 
Training Centre (2017a) outlines four key principles specifically for gen-
der training: participatory learning; the validation of personal experience; 
the encouragement of social justice, activism and accountability; and the 
development of critical thinking and open-mindedness. The objective of 
this chapter is to develop the work already done in this area, specifically 
by drawing on practice in order to illuminate some of the intricate chal-
lenges and possibilities of gender training scenarios. The first section out-
lines the four feminist pedagogical principles proposed by UN Women 
Training Centre in more detail, reflecting on the challenges of applying 
these in practice and highlighting specific challenges for training. Next, 
the chapter proposes a range of tools and techniques for addressing these 
challenges. Following this, it explores what specific qualities and skills 
might be required for the making of feminist gender trainers. This recalls 
the discussions of professionalisation and quality in Chapter 1, which are 
further elaborated in Chapter 5. In the conclusions, I discuss the remain-
ing unresolved issues and tensions highlighted in the chapter.
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Reflecting on the Application of Feminist  
Pedagogical Principles

As argued by UN Women Training Centre (2017a), feminist pedagogi-
cal principles are “underpinned by a commitment to a feminist critique 
(which challenges the basis of all knowledge and ways of knowing) and 
a feminist project (which aims to transform oppressive and interlocking 
power relations in pursuit of a world characterized by increased social 
justice)” (Manicom 1992: 366–367). As such, feminist pedagogies view 
learning “through the lens of oppression and attempts to look at racial, 
sexual, and social diversity and inequality” (Rajani 2015: 8). They are 
driven by the “need to understand how patriarchal ideology has trun-
cated and distorted our knowledge and experiences of ourselves and the 
world” (Martel and Peterat 1998: 82). They aim to “liberate the student 
from the traditional patriarchal traps of the classroom” (Janus n.d.: 1).  
Here, I explore how each key principle of feminist pedagogies can be 
applied to the practice of gender training and the specific dilemmas and 
tensions that training processes may generate, and propose ways of over-
coming some of these challenges.

First, feminist learning processes are participatory and involve the 
feminist pedagogue ‘decentring’ authority and remaining a learner in 
the classroom (Stanley-Spaeth 2000). Participatory learning takes place 
in the ‘feminist classroom’—a particular kind of feminist learning space 
which is “collaborative, experiential, egalitarian, interactive, empowering, 
relational and affective,” with the aim of supporting students to become 
sympathetic to the concerns of critical feminist pedagogy (Gajjala et al. 
2010: 415). In addition, feminist pedagogies call for sensitivity to gen-
der, race, class, sexuality, disability, multiculturalism, postcolonial crit-
icism and globalisation (Wicker et al. 2005). Here it is useful to recall 
hooks’ concept of a ‘democratic classroom’ (hooks 1994), one which 
“challenges the fundamental assumptions of hierarchical education, 
where everyone’s presence is affirmed and valued” and in which teach-
ers must “move attention away from … [their] own voice and towards 
that of … [their] students” (Penn 1997). Palmer’s (1993) notion of 
‘hospitality’ is also useful here. He suggests that “a learning space needs 
to be hospitable not to make learning painless but to make the painful 
things possible, things without which no learning can occur — things 
like exposing ignorance, testing tentative hypotheses, challenging false 
or partial information and mutual criticism of thought.” Moreover, as 
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Jackson argues, in the hospitable classroom “students are actively invited 
in rather than just neutrally tolerated, and challenges to the coherence 
of particular identities are advanced gently, respectfully, and in a spirit of 
mutual humility” (Jackson 2016).

A number of issues can be highlighted in terms of implementing par-
ticipatory learning in gender training. For example, to what extent can 
gender training scenarios be called ‘feminist classrooms’? What are the 
challenges involved in constructing online ‘feminist classrooms’ (as dis-
cussed below). What needs to done in gender training to create learning 
environments that are “collaborative, experiential, egalitarian, interactive, 
empowering, relational and affective?” (Gajjala et al. 2010). One key 
aspect of this is for trainers to work as ‘feminist pedagogues’, working 
at all times in a dual role as facilitator and learner. To what extent is this 
kind of role compatible with the specific contexts of training scenarios? 
In which kinds of scenarios might this be more challenging? It is also 
important to acknowledge the power dynamics of training scenarios, in 
which hierarchies may not be as straightforward as in a teacher–student 
situation. In some cases, it may be the trainer who is perceived to be at a 
power disadvantage vis-à-vis the training participants, due to intersecting 
power dynamics such as gender, class, age, nationality, race/ethnicity and 
nationality. Flood (2011: 150), for example, explores how:

men’s presence as students in feminist classrooms poses challenges to tra-
ditional constructions of feminist pedagogy  and can generate patriarchal 
forms of relating and resistance. Yet, their involvement can prompt their 
personal and intellectual transformation, without significantly compromis-
ing similar transformations among female students.

How can awareness of the sometimes complex and contradictory nature 
of these dynamics be built into the gender training process? How can 
ideas around ‘pedagogy for the privileged’ or ‘education for the privi-
leged’—developed in the fields of critical masculinity studies and white-
ness studies—be incorporated into designing gender training in these 
kinds of contexts?

The validation of personal experience is an essential component of fem-
inist gender training. This means encouraging participants to share from 
their own personal and professional knowledge, in order to link personal 
experience with institutional structures of subordination and to under-
stand personal experience as political, historical and socially constructed 
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(Gajjala et al. 2010). The validation of personal experience raises some 
specific challenges for gender training. For example, in many gender 
training scenarios, participants’ ‘personal experience’ can come into ten-
sion with feminist ideas. For example, Lombardo and Mergaert high-
light challenges such as the ‘myth of equality’ (Lombardo and Mergaert 
2016). That is, if participants perceive that gender equality is not a prob-
lem for their organisation—or themselves as individuals—then it is diffi-
cult for gender trainers to challenge these perceptions. As such, trainers 
need to be skilled and develop strategies to “manage the proliferation 
of experience-based knowledge claims and avoid the anti-democratic 
tendency to see experiential claims to know (especially to know about 
oppression) as sacrosanct” (Sanchez-Casal and MacDonald 2002). This 
requires a dual process of respecting personal knowledge while finding 
tools to challenge the basis of such knowledge claims, and how these 
may come into tension with the experiences of other participants with 
different identities and positionalities. These concerns may be of particu-
lar relevance when training the powerful, particularly if participants are 
highly resistant to ideas about gender equality. Lombardo and Mergaert 
(2016) show how training participants may often demonstrate a “resist-
ance to learn something from a feminist.” This can put trainers in 
a difficult position, as their audience will “often be ill-disposed to any 
message simply because of their role as gender trainers” (ibid.: 67–68). 
Intersectionality is a key concept here for engaging the different experi-
ences of participants through exploring their positionality in the multiple 
hierarchies of gender, class, ethnicity, age, nationality, etc., as discussed 
in Chapters 2 and 5. The dynamics of the learning environment are also 
important here. Which participants are able to speak out and which are 
not? Which aspects of experience are voiced and validated, and which are 
marginalised?

Feminist pedagogies are grounded in the encouragement of social jus-
tice, activism and accountability, rooted in feminist consciousness-raising 
groups of the 1960s and 1970s (Hoffman and Stake 2001). In terms of 
gender training, this means translating feminist principles into the trans-
formation of institutions. bell hooks’ concept of ‘engaged pedagogy’, for 
instance, emphasises well-being which “involves a knowledge of oneself 
and an accountability for one’s actions” (Berila 2016). Learning pro-
cesses guided by feminist pedagogical principles must hold learners, facil-
itators and institutions accountable for their attitudes, behaviours and 
practices/actions. However, as discussed in Chapter 2, one of the key 
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challenges of contemporary gender training is resisting the technocratic 
pull, and grounding practice in a feminist politics of transformation. 
As such, what happens when these two aspects come into tension? For 
example, how can training participants be encouraged and supported to 
acknowledge accountability and take responsibility for gender equality in 
their institutions? How can gender training scenarios best be designed 
and implemented in order to negotiate individual and institutional resist-
ances to change, when participants do not consider that gender equality 
to be relevant or important to their overall role? How can bell hooks’ call 
for the feminist classroom as “a place where there is a sense of struggle” 
be applied to gender training, especially in an increasingly technocratic 
context?

Finally, feminist pedagogies involve the development of critical think-
ing and open-mindedness. As Kelly (2015) argues, “teachers and trainers 
commit to guiding learners to become independent thinkers who can use 
‘gender’ as a critical lens to examine power, social constructions of exper-
tise and what constitutes ‘knowledge’.” In order to be able to explore 
the ‘personal experience’ discussed above, learners must be able to com-
pare and evaluate evidence from diverse standpoints and experiences, and 
to be open to changing one’s own perspective and opinions in light of 
these comparisons. Critical thinking, therefore, is “both dialogical and 
dialectical, and requires tolerance for ambiguity and difference as learn-
ers engage with diverse others” (ibid.). As Miller (2005: 36) suggests, 
feminist pedagogies “introduce into the classroom a plethora of possi-
bilities that resist easy answers and disallow the maintenance of homoge-
nous neatness.” However, as the discussion above and Chapter 2 suggest, 
what happens when the goals of critical thinking and open-minded-
ness meet technocratic and bureaucratic cultures and institutions? For 
instance, a recent KIT paper points out that gender training often:

implies packaging gender in ways that do not offend participants, which 
contributes to a sanitizing of what is essentially a political subject. This 
binary – between theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge – is 
a false dichotomy particularly from a feminist context and the notion of 
praxis: the iterative knowledge development process resulting from the 
interaction of theory and practice. Theory is developed from practice and 
subsequently used to further develop theory. In other words, theory and 
practice are not binary opposites but constitutive of feminist knowledge 
production. (Wong et al. 2016: 10)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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In these scenarios, what can be done to maximise the space for critical 
thinking, even when the focus of the training may be predominantly 
technical, or focussed on specific results or outcomes? How can we cul-
tivate ‘tolerance for ambiguity’ (Kelly 2015: 13) and resist ‘homogenous 
neatness’? (Miller 2005: 36).

Feminist Pedagogies in Online Training

Having set out the general challenges that arise in applying feminist ped-
agogical principles to gender training, I now go on to explore in detail 
the implications of these tensions in online training settings. As online—
and mobile—learning in gender equality continues to grow, it is impor-
tant to explore the specific challenges and opportunities of delivering 
such content in an online environment. A key example of the prevalence 
of online training is UN Women’s I Know Gender course. This self-paced 
online course offers an introduction to key concepts, international frame-
work and methods related to gender equality, with the aim of develop-
ing participants’ awareness and understanding of gender equality and 
women’s empowerment “as a first step towards behavioural change and 
the integration of a gender perspective into everyday work,” particu-
larly of UN staff (UN Women Training Centre n.d.). In 2016 alone, the 
course was taken by over 19,000 people around the world (UN Women 
Training Centre 2017d: 12). As argued by Alicia Ziffer of the UN 
Women Training Centre, the organisation which develops and manages 
the course:

The course represents an interesting way to bring users onto the same 
wavelength and share basics ideas and concepts concerning gender equal-
ity, women’s empowerment and their relationship to human rights frame-
works. Although the course’s modules may not cover all learning needs, 
nor will it in itself be enough to promote all necessary transformative pro-
cesses for gender mainstreaming, its potential as a tool to promote under-
standing and familiarise users with basic knowledge on gender should be 
highlighted. (UN Women Training Centre 2015: 2)

In terms of gender training, a number of advantages can be identified 
for online training from a pedagogical perspective. For example, wider 
audiences can be reached. This works in two ways. First, it allows for the 
participation of women and men who may not be able to travel to attend 
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training courses, whether because of travel costs or accessibility issues. 
Second, it allows for gender training to reach many more people within 
an institution for a much lower cost than face-to-face training. In large 
organisations, online training can be used as a ‘first step’ in a larger trans-
formative process for both individuals, departments and institutions (see 
Box 4.1).

Box 4.1: An online course on gender training for universities
The Complutense University, Madrid has over 40,000 staff and 
60,000 students. In 2016, the Equality Unit began offering face-
to-face gender training courses for academic staff, support staff and 
students. However, it soon became apparent that—while effective 
and very highly evaluated—this form of training could only reach a 
limited proportion of the University population. As such, in 2017 
the Equality Unit commissioned an online course in gender equal-
ity for all three groups across the University community. By cov-
ering basic gender concepts and information in an accessible and 
interactive manner, the course will be able to reach a broad range 
of people who may not otherwise explicitly engage with issues of 
gender equality in their daily work or student experiences.

Further potential advantages include that identified by Yang et al.’s 
(2011) research with university students, which found that online learn-
ing can facilitate equitable participation among learners, notably those 
who may be intimidated by active participation in face-to-face learning 
environments. Following this, online environments are more horizon-
tal, and the challenges of dominance by particular groups or individuals 
are mitigated compared to face-to-face training scenarios. In addition, as 
argued by Kristy Kelly in the 2015 UN Women Training Centre Virtual 
Dialogue:

In face to face settings, those people with more education and who can 
better articulate themselves are more privileged. However, online spaces 
require more written communication and therefore a literacy that fits an 
online spaces tend to get privileged. It is also an English language dom-
inated space, but online settings can also overcome this as non-native 
speakers have more time to contribute. (UN Women Training Centre 
2015: 3)
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Such findings were echoed by the UN Women Training Centre’s 
Compendium of Good Practices, which found that in both the featured 
experiences of online training—Promundo’s PEGE programme and 
Mupan’s online training—“challenges were faced in terms of limited IT 
knowledge and internet access, especially among older participants or 
those in more remote/rural areas” (UN Women Training Centre 2016a: 
21). This has implications for participatory training that employs feminist 
principles “as online spaces may ultimately exclude those who lack inter-
net access or IT proficiency, or who do not speak the languages which 
dominant online platforms” like women’s groups in rural areas (ibid.). 
Nonetheless, Research by SIPA indicates that online trainings are con-
sidered more convenient as they are “easily accessible with minimum 
equipment requirements, normally just a computer and internet connec-
tion.” In addition to their accessibility, part of their convenience also lies 
in their cost-effectiveness, as they preclude the “high cost of traveling 
to face-to-face training sites,” thus accommodating budget constraints. 
Moreover, they allow trainers to “reach populations that would other-
wise be excluded from such training opportunities, such as women who 
are unable to leave their families to travel for a face-to-face opportunity” 
(Baldursdottir et al. 2014: 30–31).

Moreover, there are also some key challenges in implementing fem-
inist pedagogical principles in online training. As Kirkup et al. (2010: 
256) argue, “neither the justifications made for state investment in 
e-learning in Europe nor most e-learning activities themselves are 
informed by critical thinking about feminist pedagogy or feminist the-
ory.” Specific challenges identified in the literature include the difficulties 
of inspiring activism and institutional change in online learning environ-
ments. As Lai and Lu (2009) found, the geographical and time-based 
dispersion of students precluded students organising to “apply their 
newly constructed knowledge or critical voice to advocate issues impor-
tant to the lives of women today.” Where such activities did occur, they 
tended to be “based on individual effort” and were “unlikely to achieve 
large-scale social change” (ibid. 2009: 65). Other research suggests that 
training participants who are highly resistant to gender equality will often 
be challenged more effectively by a face-to-face than an online course 
(Lawrence 2013).

General guidelines for good practice in online training are widely 
available. However, to date, there has been no systematic review of good 
practices in feminist approaches to online gender training. As such, there 
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are no clear guidelines for applying the feminist pedagogical principles 
set out above in online settings. The sharing of practices and experi-
ences through events such as the UN Women Training Centre Virtual 
Dialogue on Online and Mobile Training (2015d) is one example of the 
development of feminist approaches to online training. Nevertheless, to 
date there has been very little substantive research on the process or out-
comes of online gender training. This remains a key priority for future 
studies in this field, especially given the growth of online gender training. 
As argued above, despite the challenges of online training, the potential 
advantages of this format make it a necessary tool for broader transform-
ative change projects. However, the same conditions to contribute to 
such change apply to online training as they do across the whole field. 
Indeed, as argued throughout the book—that gender training must be 
a part of broader gender equality programmes, processes and strategies 
in order to have an impact—so online training must be situated within 
a broader capacity development strategy, for example some face-to-face 
training and other learning opportunities beyond the online course. 
Thus, it is argued that “online training should be considered as the 
first step in a larger transformative process” (Baldursdottir et al. 2014: 
37–38). Otherwise, its impact will be limited. The challenge for theo-
rists and practitioners of gender training is to develop models of online 
training that adhere as closely as possible to feminist pedagogical princi-
ples and maximise the potential for such courses to contribute to broader 
change processes.

Tools and Techniques for Gender Trainers

How, then, can gender trainers navigate the challenges and opportuni-
ties of putting feminist pedagogical principles into practice in their (our) 
work? This question can be approached in two key ways—in terms of 
tools and techniques, and more broadly in terms of the particular skills 
and qualities that might make a feminist gender trainer, recalling the dis-
cussions on professionalisation and quality standards in Chapter 1. In 
terms of the former, there is a proliferation of toolkits and manuals for 
gender training (see, for instance, UN Women Training Centre 2018). 
However, in a review of training manuals for gender equality in security 
sector reform, for example, Prügl (2010) finds a focus on conveying 
instrumental knowledge and technocratic skills. This “pedagogically and 
methodologically construct trainees as fixed targets in need of knowledge 
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about standards, codes of conduct and reporting mechanisms; and  
trainers as conduits of that knowledge” (ibid.). Nevertheless, a number 
of manuals can be identified that engage specifically with gender train-
ing from a feminist pedagogical perspective, to a greater or lesser degree, 
such as those developed by UN Women Training Centre, Oxfam, World 
Vision and UNESCO. Inspiration can also be drawn from compila-
tions of good practices in the field of training, such as the UN Women 
Training Centre’s (2016a: 21) Compendium of Good Practices in Training 
for Gender Equality, which sheds light on useful methods, strategies and 
approaches for training initiatives.1 For instance, its analysis of ten good 
practice cases provides detailed examples of useful tools, training activi-
ties and exercises employed by gender trainers in the field across a range 
of countries. These tend to place an explicit focus on participatory learn-
ing and the validation of personal experience, both principles at the heart 
of feminist pedagogies. Most recently, the International Training Centre 
of the International Labour Organization (ITC-ILO) has produced a 
Training for Gender Equality Toolkit, developed for a certification pro-
gramme for UN staff. This toolkit was developed in a participatory man-
ner at the ITC-ILO’s Gender Academy in Turin in November 2017, and 
showcases a range of methods and activities for gender training with a spe-
cific focus on feminist pedagogical principles. This serves as a useful tem-
plate for developing activities and tools for gender training, as it explicitly 
encourages reflection on these principles in the design, development and 
implementation process.

Drawing on these existing materials, a number of key issues can be 
highlighted for each pedagogical principle in terms of tools and methods 
for gender training. In terms of participation, trainers need to work to 
play the role of feminist pedagogue and cultivate a feminist classroom. 
This involves playing a dual role of both facilitator and learner, operat-
ing within more “nuanced, grounded, iterative and relationship-oriented 
understandings” (Mukhopadhyay and Wong 2007) of processes of knowl-
edge transfer. A concrete example of this is the notion of a ‘circulation 
of knowledge’, employed by the NGO Promundo and UNFPA, outlined 
in the UN Women Training Centre’s Compendium of Good Practices.  

1 Other gender training manuals cover specific sectoral areas or issues, such as the 
Environment and Energy (UNDP), Gender-based Violence (Restless Development) or 
Gender and Climate Change (Global Gender and Climate Alliance).
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This involved training participants constructing knowledge alongside 
trainers/facilitators, rather than the transfer of information from trainer to 
trainee. The trainers:

facilitated this process, drawing out critical reflections by digging deeper 
into the ‘whys’ behind gender, power, privilege and equality. Taking 
participants out of their comfort zones in this way was a key part of the 
approach in order to prompt deeper contemplation. Examining power 
relations, and how these intersect with [intersectional characteristics like] 
gender, race, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, and age, etc. was 
considered the key first step in understanding why and how to change une-
qual gender norms. (UN Women Training Centre 2016a: 63)

In practical terms, constructing a feminist classroom involves both ped-
agogical and practical aspects, such as the organisation of the learning 
space and collectively developing expectations with participants early in 
the session. In the case of online training, it is important to pay particu-
lar attention to ensuring active participation and engagement with the 
materials and activities (Kirkup et al. 2010). As argued above, more spe-
cific research and practice needs to be done on ‘feminist online class-
rooms’, in order to maximise the transformative potential of all gender 
training modalities.

Techniques for the validation of personal experience in gender train-
ing include drawing on participants’ existing knowledge on gender and 
exploring how this relates to the gender equality concepts and skills to be 
learned in the training. As Marx Ferree (2015: 10–11) argues:

Learners are not simply “empty mugs” awaiting new and better knowledge 
from the “jug” of formal gender expertise; instead, training works best 
when it acknowledges its role in encouraging and supporting contestation 
over the power of discourse in the existing social relations.

This is highly important in online learning environments, which should 
respect experience-based knowledge and encourage students to situate 
and apply knowledge in a way that is personally meaningful and relevant. 
As discussed above, challenges often arise in gender training scenarios 
when the personal experiences or beliefs of participants come into ten-
sion with ideas—both of the trainer and from feminist theories—about 
gender equality and transformative change. Tools for addressing this 
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include the trainer acknowledging their own biases and positionality—as 
practiced by Yellow Window in their trainings. For instance, as described 
in the Compendium of Good Practices, Yellow Window’s trainers explicitly 
acknowledged that “trainers, like all individuals, view reality subjectively, 
filtering it through the lens of their own biases,” particularly shaped by 
the fact that gender trainers are often women and feminists. Thus, they 
sought to address their own biases as trainers and use this positionality 
in the training, on the understanding that, “If a trainer admits to and 
illustrates [his/]her bias, [both the] trainer and trainee step out of an 
oppositional relationship and chances are higher trainees will also start to 
recognise their own biases” (UN Women Training Centre 2016a: 84). 
In such ways, participants can be encouraged to explore their biases and 
blindness in relation to gender, in order to make these visible and open 
to deliberation.

As outlined above, encouraging social justice, activism and accounta-
bility and developing critical thinking and open-mindedness can sometimes 
come into tension with a technical approach to gender training. That is, 
trainers may find themselves under pressure to deliver technical content 
due to limited terms of references, timescales or learning objectives set 
by the commissioning institution. Such situations require skilful navi-
gation of the limitations of the training scenario in order to maximise 
its potential as a ‘transformative moment’, as discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 5. Tools for encouraging social justice, activism and accounta-
bility include, for instance, promoting collective action. An example of 
this is the approach adopted by organisations like Agribusiness Systems 
International (ASI) in India or DIMA-COMIBOL in Bolivia—both 
outlined in the Compendium of Good Practices. ASI organised trainees 
into collective groups to enable them to “overcome the gender-based 
inequalities and discrimination they face as individuals,” while DIMA-
COMIBOL equipped participants to become groups of community 
reporters (UN Women Training Centre 2016a).

An explicit focus on gender equality as political—and on gender 
training as a political act—can help to make gender training scenar-
ios less technocratic. Participants can be supported to identify the gen-
dered power dynamics at work within an institution and to collectively 
develop solutions to overcome resistances to change. An example of such 
an activity is the ‘wall of resistances’ featured in the ITC-ILO Toolkit 
(2018, forthcoming), which allows for critical thinking and encourages 
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participants to take responsibility for addressing barriers to transformative 
change. This relates to Marx Ferree’s Knowledge, Desire and Ability 
(KDA) system. As discussed at length in Chapter 3, this KDA approach 
holds that gender training is most likely to evoke change if it increases 
knowledge, the desire to learn and the ability or advocacy skills to apply 
this learning in practice and access different networks of knowers to chal-
lenge gender norms (UN Women Training Centre 2017b). Practical 
steps include asking participants to produce a Gender Equality Plan at 
the end of the training and to follow up on this at regular intervals. It is 
also useful to create a cadre of ‘gender advocates’ within an organisation, 
who can work together to promote transformative change beyond the 
life of a single training initiative. In online training scenarios, this can be 
encouraged by developing a ‘buddy system’, in which participants work 
with a colleague to discuss the key issues raised in the online training and 
how to address these within their institution.

In terms of critical thinking, this involves allowing space for ambi-
guity within the gender training scenario. Commissioners—and, to a 
lesser extent, participants—often demand specific skills and outputs from 
gender training, for example, how to fill in the ‘gender form’ or how 
to include gender in existing processes and systems and policies. These 
skills tend to be returned persistently when theoretical or analytical dis-
cussions are raised during the training. The work of the trainer here is to 
resist ‘easy answers’ and facilitate an atmosphere of critical thinking and 
open-mindedness while also conveying the necessary content or skills 
required to meet the training’s learning objectives. In order to address 
this, for example, Yellow Window employs an ‘action learning’ approach, 
in which group learning exercises involve participants engaging with one 
another and reflecting critically on the training materials in an interactive 
manner. For instance, alongside group exercises, participants are invited 
to discuss their own research projects and how gender issues relate to 
these, before debating these with fellow training participants. This allows 
them to reflect on the ways in which gender issues relate to their own 
projects and specific work experiences (UN Women Training Centre 
2017c: 84). What such examples demonstrate is that even within a lim-
ited curriculum and timeframe, participants can be encouraged to think 
critically and take responsibility for gender equality within their respec-
tive institutions. This is an important insight for overcoming the cri-
tiques of gender training, as discussed in Chapter 2.
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The Making of a Feminist Gender Trainer

The importance of the trainer’s role in gender training is widely acknowl-
edged. For instance, as Alicia Ziffer of the UN Women Training Centre 
has argued, “the trainer is either the best or worst thing within a train-
ing. The trainer is an artist able to readapt and respond to what hap-
pens during the training” (UN Women Training Centre 2016a: 21). As 
argued throughout this book and identified across the literature, one 
key concern about quality in much gender training, particularly relevant 
for gender trainers, is that such training is often ‘non-feminist’ or even 
anti-feminist in nature. This raises a number of questions for considera-
tion here. As I have asked elsewhere:

How can we make a claim that someone else’s knowledge on gender is 
wrong – that is, not feminist – and therefore not a true gender approach? 
Are we saying that only feminists can have gender expertise and knowl-
edge? What, if anything, do we gain for our profession by doing so? 
(Ferguson 2015)

Drawing from this, how do we—as gender trainers and those concerned 
with gender training—approach the issue of gender trainers who do not 
identify as feminist? Should all gender training be feminist? Does this need 
to be explicit, or can it be implicit? How do we tackle the ways in which 
institutional cultures may shape and influence trainers in non-feminist 
ways? Following on from this, apart from employing the tools and meth-
ods outlined above, what makes a ‘good’ gender trainer? What makes a 
feminist gender trainer? What makes an excellent feminist gender trainer?

As discussed in Chapter 1, there are currently no widely agreed quality 
criteria or definitions for gender training, and to date there have been 
limited attempts at professionalisation in the field. In addition, as dis-
cussed, these efforts are potentially problematic for a number of reasons. 
An important issue to acknowledge here is the dependence of trainers 
on the institutions which commission gender training. The marketisation 
of gender training “not only tends to shape what gender training looks 
like; it also makes the tools and methodological approaches developed 
by trainers a competitive matter, as trainers need to sell their compe-
tences on a developing market” (OPERA Team 2011: 55). Moreover, 
this dependence can limit the freedom and autonomy of trainers to 
apply an externally imposed set of quality criteria. How might this affect 
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the ‘feminist’ commitments of trainers and how can this be addressed? 
Perhaps, a notion of ‘minimum standards’ and a commitment to flexibil-
ity are necessary, to avoid excluding certain groups of actors.

Thus, in crafting an ever more transformative field of feminist gen-
der training, I believe it is useful to have some ideas about what might 
make a feminist gender trainer. A number of sources can be drawn on 
here in order to develop this idea further. In the Introduction to KIT’s 
Revisiting Gender Training, Mukhopadhyay and Wong (2007: 13) argue 
that trainers should not take on the role of persuading actors, but rather 
operate within more “nuanced, grounded, iterative and relationship- 
oriented understandings” of processes of knowledge transfer. This is very 
astute, as often in gender training scenarios the role of gender trainer 
can be reduced to that of a ‘persuading actor’. If we accept that we need 
to move beyond persuasion, what other roles might trainers play in the 
training scenario? In their paper on the professionalisation of gender 
trainers, Wong et al. (2016: 10) suggest that:

The role of trainers is to make gender concepts intelligible for participants, 
in part from relating to practice, without overly simplifying concepts to 
the point they lose their analytical power. Ideas and concepts need to be 
presented and understood in ways that development practitioners can use 
them in order to inform practice. This requires trainers to possess a level 
of ‘fluency’ […] with gender concepts to such a degree that that have a 
repertoire of ways and examples to make ideas meaningful and relevant to 
trainees while maintaining their political and analytical power.

They expand their notion of learning a language as a metaphor for gen-
der training, developed by KIT for Plan International’s gender equality 
and child rights capacity building programme, Planting Equality: Getting 
it right for Girls and Boys:

As gender training facilitators, they are required to be fluent […] in gender 
concepts before they start to train others. They need to understand their 
meanings but know how to use them in different situations, how to com-
municate their meaning and usage, and how to facilitate learning processes 
that help others to become fluent. Importantly, becoming ‘fluent’, whether 
in a language or gender analysis, should also be inspiring, build confidence 
and lead to new insights. The role of facilitator is to create a process that 
critically challenges, generates interest and motivates learners to seek fur-
ther knowledge and understanding. (Wong et al. 2016: 11)
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A more prescriptive approach to quality is set out in UN Women 
Training Centre’s Working Paper on quality. It proposes six criteria for 
an ‘excellent’ gender trainer, discussed in turn below. First, drawing on 
the work of Marx Ferree, the suggestion is that gender trainers need 
grounded, situated knowledge and expertise. That is:

Trainers can be more or less specialized in specific types of interventions, 
but the expertise on which they draw is not purely textbook knowledge 
but rather development of concerted knowledge, motivations and skills 
through hands-on learning guided by theory. Both a theory of gender that 
conceptualizes the goals of gender equality and women’s empowerment in 
concrete but generalizable terms and a theory of change that defines what 
specific training interventions can realistically be expected to accomplish 
are essential parts of the expertise of trainers, as are pedagogical techniques 
and vernacularized practice in analyzing organizations, assessing power 
relations, and identifying potentials for change in specific settings. (Marx 
Ferree 2015: 26)

This echoes Wong et al. (2016) notion of ‘gender fluency’ and the 
metaphor of gender as a language. However, as argued further, gender 
knowledge also needs to be accompanied by context-appropriate special-
ist knowledge, experience and skills. This may be related to the subject 
area of the training participants, the type of organisation or the specific 
regional/national/local context of the training. Best practice in this area 
suggests that the use of local facilitators is important for overcoming 
the links between contemporary gender training and postcolonial poli-
tics (UN Women Training Centre 2016a: 21), as discussed in Chapter 2.  
However, it is important to note that both the first and second types of 
situated knowledge—that is, knowledge gender and the specific con-
text of the training—are important. In some cases, this may require two 
trainers with different types of knowledge in order to ensure that all 
aspects of the learning objectives can be adequately met.

The third point proposed by the UN Women Training Centre is the 
skilful management of power, resistances and hierarchies. They refer to 
Baer et al. (n.d.) notion of ‘transformative courage’, in which trainers 
need to encourage resistances and be able to deal with them in order 
to make them fruitful for the learning of participants. Following Vouhé 
(2007: 67–68), trainers with a background in social transformation may 
be particularly well placed to “make participants aware of the path that 
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their professional and private lives are taking as a result of their gender 
identity, of their choice of values, and of their levels of awareness of dif-
ferent preconceptions about women, men, their images, their roles, and 
their relationships.” This relates to the fourth aspect of quality criteria 
for gender trainers—to be skilled in feminist pedagogical practices, as dis-
cussed extensively in this chapter. Wong et al. (2016: 8) acknowledge 
some of the challenges involved in this. They liken gender training to 
‘performance’:

Trainers are judged by participants not only for what they are supposed 
to know but how they share this knowledge in appealing and entertain-
ing ways. Additionally, they are, on the one hand, expected to have expert 
knowledge, and, on the other, be able to facilitate participants’ knowledge 
deepening. They often face the dual criticism of not knowing enough, 
because of their emphasis on facilitation, or know too much in the way 
they present knowledge.

As such, trainers need to tread a careful line between knowledge and 
facilitation, while acknowledging the performative aspect of their role. 
I touch on these ideas more explicitly in Chapter 5. The UN Women 
Training Centre also proposes that gender trainers should adopt an inter-
sectional approach and analysis, as discussed throughout this book. This 
implies a third set of knowledge and expertise—in addition to gender 
and subject/location-specific knowledge—on intersectional theories. 
Moreover, as Baer et al. (n.d.), argue, gender trainers need to know how 
to apply an intersectional perspective to a particular institution and con-
text. It is debatable how many gender trainers currently operating in the 
field possess these three overlapping sets of expertise and skills, which 
sets the bar high for excellence in gender training. As such, these knowl-
edge sets can be viewed as a work in progress, which leads on to the 
final aspect of quality for gender trainers—a commitment to continual 
learning, reflexivity and peer review. As Marx Ferree (2015: 25) argues, 
“trainers should be viewed as professionals whose judgment, peer net-
works and continued processes of learning from experience and respond-
ing to changes of circumstance are the guarantors of the quality of their 
work.” This is echoed in the Madrid Declaration, which suggests that 
“reflexivity enhancing practices should be an integral part of any gen-
der + training and mainstreaming proposal and activity, using meth-
ods such as questioning, peer review, and intervision” (QUING 2011). 
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Drawing on this point, this means that while trainers may lack specific 
knowledge in one of the three areas, a reflexive approach and a commit-
ment to learning can support the development of trainers’ knowledge 
and skills in other areas.

For the purposes of this book, I contend that the qualities and skills 
proposed by the UN Women Training Centre are desirable for excel-
lent gender trainers. However, speaking more explicitly about feminist 
gender trainers, this approach lacks an understanding of some of the 
more intangible and complex aspects of gender training, as discussed in 
more detail in Chapter 5. Kunz’s (2016) work is helpful in understand-
ing what these might be. For example, she highlights the importance of 
openness on the part of the trainer to opportunities for mutual learn-
ing and self-questioning, and explores “alternative ways of interaction 
that attempt to resist the colonial impulse of changing the other” (Kunz 
2016: 150–151). Her notion of encounters offers a possibility for “a pos-
sibility for mutual learning and self-questioning for both gender advi-
sors and researchers, despite constraining structural power differences” 
(ibid.). This is an interesting framing for gender training scenarios and 
will be addressed more substantively in the final chapter of this book.

Conclusions

As argued throughout the book, in order to have transformative out-
comes, gender training needs to be grounded in feminist theory and 
practice. This chapter has explored feminist pedagogical principles and 
how these can be applied to gender training scenarios. A number of 
themes can be identified here in terms of the challenges for gender train-
ers: first, how to navigate the tensions between ‘personal experience’ and 
feminist politics and ideas; second, how to translate feminist pedagogi-
cal principles in an online training environment, a field which remains, 
to date, relatively under-researched in gender training; third, the poten-
tial contradictions that arise between feminist gender training and tech-
nocratic scenarios in which participants are required to ‘tick the gender 
box’ in their own work. The chapter offers some tools and techniques 
for dealing with these challenges, drawing extensively on the practitioner 
literature on gender training. In addition, it explores what kinds of qual-
ities and skills might be required for being a feminist gender trainer, and 
an excellent/good trainer more broadly.
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What the discussions in this chapter demonstrate is that there are 
many unresolved and unfinished issues within the field of gender train-
ing, especially when it comes to implementing feminist pedagogical 
principles. At times, training scenarios can be limiting, hostile and tech-
nocratic, and the objectives of those commissioning and participating in 
the training often come into direct conflict with those of the trainers. 
As highlighted here, a number of under-developed concepts are useful 
for moving these debates forward. These include Baer et al. (n.d.) notion 
of ‘transformative courage’, the idea of gender training as performance 
(Wong et al. 2016) and gender training as a series of ‘encounters’ (Kunz 
2016). The final chapter of this book explores some of these unresolved 
issues and tensions in more detail, with a view to increasing the trans-
formative potential of gender training.
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Abstract  The final chapter of the book sets out a number of priorities 
that have been identified for ‘going deeper’ with the field of gender 
training. First, it is argued that a more substantive approach to work-
ing with privilege in gender training needs to be developed. Second, 
new methodologies can be developed drawing from other fields such 
as applied theatre in order to encourage creativity, empathy and action 
among training participants. Finally, the chapter explores feminist ways 
of being in gender training and how techniques and ideas from medi-
tation and mindfulness can be used to summon up the ‘transformative 
courage’ required to construct feminist gender training. This involves 
approaching gender training through honesty, compassion and a com-
mitment to groundlessness. Taken together, these ideas help move 
gender training beyond its often technocratic form towards a creative, 
liberating process with the potential to evoke tangible, lasting transfor-
mation across individuals and institutions towards gender equality.

Keywords  Privilege · Applied theatre · Transformative courage 
Creativity · Liberation

As argued throughout this book, contemporary gender training takes 
place in a context of both limitations and opportunities. A number of key 
contradictions or tensions have been outlined in the previous chapters. 
For example, there are strong critiques of gender training from scholars 
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working from a governmentalities approach. In this conceptualisation, 
gender training is a form of ‘coloniality’ of gender, which serves to rein-
force neoliberal development patterns and—further—to co-opt feminist 
politics and practice. Second, as highlighted in Chapter 3, the impact 
of gender training on transformative change is not well documented 
or understood. This is particularly challenging as there is no systematic 
approach to the evaluation of gender training. As such, it is difficult to 
justify the ways in which gender training contributes to broader change 
processes. The relationship between gender training and transformative 
change is further challenged by both individual and institutional resist-
ances, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively. Finally, a further 
overarching tension running through the book involves the challenges 
for gender trainers to resist the technocratic urge of many institu-
tions, responding to the critique that gender training is a ‘normalising 
technique’.

Despite these ongoing tensions and challenges, this book has sought 
to emphasise the spaces and opportunities for gender training to make a 
contribution to transformative change. By drawing on experiences from 
practice, many instances have been highlighted of the ways in which gen-
der trainers engage with challenges in order to generate change. These 
include, for example, developing techniques for dealing with resistances 
(Chapter 2) and constructing a gender-transformative approach to eval-
uating gender training (Chapter 3). As discussed throughout the book, 
the best chance for gender training to contribute to transformative 
change is to explicitly engage with feminist pedagogical principles and 
practices. Gender training contexts are often limited and problematic—
as set out above. However, as argued in Chapter 4, a focus on process, 
rather than content or specific outcomes, can create the space for gen-
der training to involve ‘transformative moments’ and ‘transformative 
encounters’. This requires gender trainers to be able to maintain a com-
mitment to feminist politics and practices throughout the training pro-
cess, including in moments of discomfort or resistances.

While the book has covered the main literature from research and 
practice on gender training, some aspects of the field have, to date, been 
under-studied. Three key aspects are worth highlighting here in order 
to understand what might help to move the field of gender training for-
ward, in increasingly feminist and transformative directions. First, con-
temporary gender training lacks tools and theories for addressing issues 
of privilege, particularly in terms of elite training participants who work 
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in international institutions. In a critique of gender training in the field 
of international development, Cornwall (2016: 75) argues that gender 
training efforts have been targeted at “people living economically pre-
carious lives, rather than at changing those who inhabit positions of 
power and privilege, including many of us who work for an in develop-
ment organisations.” While this may not reflect the contours of all gen-
der training scenarios, it nevertheless underscores the foundations of 
contemporary practice. In addition to working on privilege more sub-
stantively with gender training participants, there is a strong need for a 
more systematic reflection on the relative privileges and marginalisations 
of gender trainers them(our)selves, which may shift depending on the 
training context. Second, the methodologies used in gender training 
have, to date, been drawn from a relatively narrow range of fields. In 
order to push the boundaries of what can be done in gender training, 
ideas such as Forum Theatre and other forms of applied theatre can be 
explored in order to enrich the theory and practice of the field. Third, as 
discussed in Chapter 4, gender trainers are called upon to summon Baer, 
Keim, and Nowottnick’s (n.d.) notion of ‘transformative courage’ in 
order to enhance the potential for such training processes to contribute 
to change. As yet, there is no clear picture of what kinds of tools gender 
trainers might call upon to summon such courage, and how this could 
be applied in gender training scenarios. An interesting avenue to explore 
here is the potential of mindfulness and meditation teachings to sup-
port gender trainers to be courageous and seek transformative moments, 
despite the personal and psychological challenges this may raise. These 
three aspects are discussed in turn in this chapter, before turning to some 
final reflections in the concluding section.

Engaging with Privilege

As discussed in Chapter 4, feminist gender training relies on the theory 
and practice of feminist pedagogies. However, Cornwall (2016: 77) sug-
gests that “the tools and pedagogical practices used for gender training 
are not sufficient to engage men in confronting and transforming their 
own male privilege, questioning their own contributions to sustain-
ing male supremacy and bringing the hazards of patriarchy into clearer 
view.” Theorising privilege relies on a range of different fields—both  
academic and activist—in particular, anti-racism and intersectional femi-
nist approaches. Much of this work draws on McIntosh’s (1988) notion 
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of the ‘invisible knapsack’ of white male privilege, an early classic in 
exploring the unearned benefits of different types of privilege. Writing 
from the field of critical pedagogy, Allen and Rossatto (2009: 165) 
explore the extent to which the tools of this field can be useful for edu-
cating privileged students. They discuss the intense opposition to discus-
sions of privilege by students “who act as representatives of the (relative) 
oppressor group.” In particular, they highlight the concern that critical 
pedagogy is tied to Freire’s ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’ and therefore 
needs to be carefully considered when applied to students of privilege. 
Some of the common characteristics of ‘oppressor students’ when faced 
with these discussions include the following: dropping the class; resist-
ing deeper readings of critical reading materials, if they read at all; strug-
gling to ‘hear’ those they read and consistently denying the existence of 
the structured, oppressive realities that are the social inheritance of the 
oppressed. To quote them at length:

These students have a difficult time understanding why they as (future) 
educators need to focus on social justice. They hold on to individualistic 
educational psychologies that privilege positivistic learning techniques or 
non-critical strategies of self-actualization and “higher-order” thinking 
skills. They often seem to not understand, or not want to understand, why 
members of oppressed groups do not simply assimilate to the normative 
order, and they feel that they have “accommodated” the oppressed as 
much as they are willing to. They exhibit a multiplicity of behaviors and 
discourses in attempts to distance themselves from self-reflection, whether 
at a personal or group definition of ‘self ’. (Allen and Rossatto 2009: 166)

In order to address these resistances, Allen and Rossatto (2009) pro-
pose that students need to understand that they can be simultaneously 
the oppressor within one totality and the oppressed within another. They 
stress that students should be concerned about both their own oppres-
sion and their oppression of others. However, as they note, this is chal-
lenging in practice, since people tend to be “closer to a consciousness 
of their oppressed identities than they are of their oppressor identities. 
For example, in our experience working-class White men are more 
likely to embrace a class-based critique of schooling than a race- or gen-
der-based one” (ibid.: 170). They suggest that a ‘significant emotional 
and cognitive experience’ is required in order to oppressors to come to 
a problematised understanding of their oppressor identity (ibid.: 175).  
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This means revising the attention to ‘voice’ and placing the student at 
‘the centre’—as oppressors must work on listening to ‘others’ and not 
dominating the discussion. In short, “no easy, comfortable exercises will 
do when it comes to subverting and dismantling the territories of the 
oppressor” (ibid.: 177). These insights are particularly useful for working 
on privilege in feminist gender training.

The validation of personal experience—as discussed in Chapter 4—
raises some specific challenges for working on privilege. For example, in 
many gender training scenarios, participants’ ‘personal experience’ can 
come into tension with feminist ideas—for example, if participants have 
not personally experienced gender discrimination. When dealing with 
privilege in gender training scenarios, as Ellsworth (1989: 314) argues, in 
many cases “it is not enough simply to agree to differ, or work together 
across differences.” For instance, in adult education settings, situations 
such as anti-academic attitudes or a lack of respect for women in author-
ity fundamentally undermine the basis for dialogue. Such attitudes are 
often echoed in gender training scenarios. Tisdell (1998), for example, 
reflects on her practice as an adult educator, arguing that her goal is

to create activities that will help participants explore the connection 
between who they are as individuals and the structural systems of privi-
lege and oppression (such as gender, race, and class) that partially inform 
how they think, how they teach and learn or construct knowledge on an 
individual level, and inform what is constructed as the “canon” or “official 
knowledge base” of a particular field.

Tisdell (1998) goes on to highlight that:

The positionality (gender, race, class, etc.) of all participants, includ-
ing my own as the instructor, is very significant to how this happens. As 
an instructor, I teach not only as a woman, but as a middle class white 
woman. What does my whiteness, or my femaleness, or my class back-
ground, as well as the positionalities of my students, have to do with our 
teaching and learning together? These questions, along with how to deal 
with the issue of instructor authority and shared power in the classroom, 
have been central to my own educational theorizing and practice.

In terms of gender training, this is relevant for opening up discussions 
with participants on intersectional dynamics across organisations, for 
example, debates that explore who gets hired as a gender trainer and 
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what roles women of colour play within the organisation. As Cornwall 
(2016) argues, “if we were to begin to acknowledge our own privi-
lege and recognise our agency and responsibility, we would be in a bet-
ter position to change the games of gendered power that take place all 
around us in our own institutions.” This allows for a richer discussion 
of gendered hierarchies and opens up a discussion of intersectionality, 
which is imperative for engaging the privileged in examining their own 
positions. In terms of overall approaches to working with privilege, 
two ideas are key—patriarchy and intersectionality. As Cornwall (2016) 
points out, it is necessary to make “patriarchal values, attitudes, practices 
and social arrangements visible.” She suggests that the issue of visibility 
is very much dependent on location and identity, and that “what may be 
invisible to a straight white North American man of a certain age, how-
ever, is certainly not out of view to the women or indeed the men of col-
our or queer men in spaces that such men frequent” (ibid.). Following 
this, Cornwall poses two important questions. First, “what is needed to 
make this play of patriarchy and privilege visible to those who cannot 
otherwise grasp or see it?” Second, once these are made visible, how can 
gender trainers work to “‘undress’ the complexities of intersectional dif-
ference, and its entailments?” (ibid.).

In terms of research on privilege in gender training, Enderstein’s 
(2018) work demonstrates a number of innovative ways in which gen-
der trainers approach intersectionality in their work, both as an analytical 
paradigm and as a practical tool. Julia, for example—one of the gender 
trainers interviewed by Enderstein—discusses a form of responsiveness as a 
way for working with intersectionality. This involves a “close attention to 
the composition and interaction to the group itself and the understand-
ing that it is necessary to respond to emergent categories of difference 
specific to the time and space of the training scenario” (ibid.: 11). While 
the design of gender training may be based on predetermined categories 
of differences, in their practical interactions gender trainers are able to 
apply an approach to intersectionality that “relies on emergent and sit-
uated identity categories which are linked to a specific time and place” 
(ibid.: 12).

Other than these general approaches to working on privilege, a 
range of tools and exercises are available to be used in feminist gender 
training scenarios. As discussed in Chapter 2, online gender training is 
growing rapidly, yet there are currently no clear guidelines or best prac-
tices for online feminist pedagogies. These courses present a window 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_2
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of opportunity for engaging participants in a reflection on privilege. 
Examples for such practice include, for example, online ‘privilege tests’ 
or games such as ‘Privilege Bingo’, followed up with a self-reflection 
exercise which allows space to reject or dispute the results and outcomes 
of these tests or games. Videos on privilege can also be used as useful 
ice-breakers for introducing gender training participants to ideas of priv-
ilege without explicitly or overtly challenging them in the opening stages 
of discussions (see Ferguson, forthcoming, for more details). In terms of 
face-to-face training, the key activities include the paper basket exercise, 
in which participants are placed at different ends of the training room 
and asked to throw a ball of paper into a basket at the front of the room. 
This is useful as it demonstrates in a simple, visual manner how peo-
ple start from different levels of privilege. Another example is the privi-
lege walk, as set out in the forthcoming ITC-ILO (2018, forthcoming) 
Training for Gender Equality Toolkit. This allows participants to engage 
with their own privileges and explore some of the different kinds of dis-
crimination they may have experienced in their lifetime. If done well, 
these kinds of activities respond to Allen and Rossatto’s (2009) rejection 
of ‘easy, comfortable exercises’. By drawing on participants’ diverse life 
experiences, these activities can encourage deep and meaningful reflec-
tion on the multiple dimensions of privilege. Cornwall outlines a range 
of further activities in detail, such as ‘deconstructing gender’, ‘gender 
lines’ and the ‘wheel of privilege’ (Cornwall 2016, see sections 2.1, 2.2 
and 2.3). Beyond this, she highlights more broadly the power of ‘telling 
tales’ and includes the example of setting a story-telling task in between 
training sessions, arguing that:

Once men who ‘just turn up’ begin to realise what is going on in the play 
of power and privilege in the room, their interventions can help to change 
the dynamics, even and sometimes especially if it involves simply staying 
silent. (ibid.)

In order to grapple with notions of privilege in gender training scenarios, 
it is important to understand the multiple dynamics of hierarchies, dis-
crimination and marginalisation that are at play. As argued in Chapter 1,  
gender training is a diverse and pluralistic endeavour, which engages 
both trainers and participants from a wide range of socioeconomic and 
cultural backgrounds. As such, there are no fixed power dynamics of 
gender training scenarios. Instead, these may be multiple and may shift 
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constantly as the training process develops. In order to facilitate these 
kinds of discussions on privilege, gender trainers need to be reflexive, as 
discussed in Chapter 4. This means highlighting the importance of the 
positionality of the gender trainer in navigating discussions of privilege. 
As discussed below, this may not always be a comfortable position for 
gender trainers. Above all, it is an approach that requires skill and cour-
age. However, by opening up a discussion of privileges as plural, change-
able and relational, gender trainers are able to work with these issues in 
a tangible and productive manner. This is important as it helps to use 
the process of gender training as an opportunity for collectively explor-
ing power dynamics, and working together with participants to see how 
these can be redressed at the individual, group and institutional lev-
els. Alongside discussions of privileges, it is important to explore new 
fields—such as applied theatre—from which gender training methodolo-
gies are drawn, as discussed in the section below.

Gender Training and Applied Theatre

By looking at lessons learned from the field of applied theatre, it is pos-
sible to engage more substantively with some of the dilemmas and chal-
lenges discussed throughout the book, particularly in Chapter 4. To 
date, there has been a small amount of work that aims to bring lessons 
from theatre and drama into gender training scenarios. Cornwall, for 
example, details her experiences in using theatre practices to work with 
patriarchy (2016: 84). Reflecting on these practices, she argues that:

Sequencing from the liminal play-world of drama into strategising for 
change gives people a set of reference points that can invite a much more 
inclusive, and deeper, conversation because of what people are able to see 
and do. (ibid.)

In another example, PartecipArte1 in Rome works with organisations 
such as the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO) and the World Food Programme (WFP) to explore issues such 
as gender-based violence and masculinities. However, to date, there 
have been few attempts to explicitly link the methodologies and tools of 
applied theatre to institutional change for gender equality. This section 

1 http://www.parteciparte.com/en/.
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offers a preliminary exploration of what gender training can learn from 
theatre and what kinds of techniques could be used to support the trans-
formative potential of gender training.

Applied theatre draws largely from the work of Boal (2009) and his 
Theatre of the Oppressed. This involves a focus on the action itself, rather 
than the actor(s). Rather, it is the ‘liberated spectator’ who creates the 
action. While Boal acknowledges that the theatre is not a revolution in 
itself, he argues that these theatrical forms are without doubt a ‘rehearsal 
of revolution’ (Boal 2009: 131). By practicing these forms, specta-
tors/participants are left with “a sort of uneasy sense of incompleteness 
that seeks fulfilment through real action” (ibid.). Using Boal’s notion, 
how can these forms be adapted into a rehearsal for gender equality or 
a rehearsal for transformative institutional change? As Heathcote (2009: 
200) argues, drama “does not freeze a moment in time, it freezes a prob-
lem in time, and you examine the problem as people go through a pro-
cess of change.” She encourages educators not to fear the use of drama, 
and that it only demands participants to:

Think from within a dilemma instead of talking about the dilemma. That’s 
all it is; you bring them to a point where they think from within the frame-
work of choices instead of talking coolly about the framework of choices. 
You can train people to do this in two minutes, once they are prepared to 
accept it. (Heathcote 2009: 204)

This is useful for gender training, where much emphasis has been placed 
on the verbal aspects of exploring gender issues. In contrast, drama gen-
erates “the reflective energy that comes out of the experience,” which can 
then be used to explore the possibilities for change. Freire (2009) distin-
guishes between cultural invasion—whose aim is domination—and cul-
tural synthesis—whose aim is liberation. In theatrical interventions that 
work from cultural synthesis, “the actors become integrated with the 
people, who are co-authors of the action that both perform upon the 
world,” creating a ‘climate of creativity’ (ibid.: 311). This is useful for gen-
der training, which—as outlined throughout the book and particularly in 
Chapter 2—has often tended to be delivered in dry and technocratic ways, 
sidelining creative methodologies in favour of more technical and ‘prac-
tical’ approaches. As argued in Chapter 4, gender training engages with 
emotions and personal experience, yet currently lacks substantive meth-
ods for dealing with these effectively. As Selman et al. (2009: 322) suggest 
from experience of working with young people on safe sex in schools:
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http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4


104   L. FERGUSON

People involved with theatre for change discuss its power to make issues 
personal, to reach people on emotional levels, to increase empathy and 
identification with characters. Greater emotional engagement creates 
higher stakes; audiences feel that these things matter to people they care 
about.

How, then, can gender training employ techniques from applied theatre 
to achieve this greater emotional engagement? And what might be the 
role of gender trainers in these processes? As quoted in Chapter 4, Wong 
et al. (2016) have likened gender training to ‘performance’, in particu-
lar the need to share gender knowledge in appealing and entertaining 
ways. This recalls the role of the ‘joker’ or ‘fool’ from theatre. As Prentki 
(2009a: 253) elaborates:

The applied theatre facilitator, in the European tradition of the stage fool, 
is not only adept at crossing borders but also plays along the edges of art 
and life to expose contradictions and invite reflections upon the theatrical 
in life and the lively in theatre. In moving from a play to play the foolish 
facilitator draws participants back into the carnival of the human senses.

In many ways, this expands further on Wong, Vaast and Mukhopadhyay’s 
notion of performance and the ‘foolish facilitator’, which fits with 
Selman et al.’s reminder of the importance of laughter and humour in 
applied theatre, and how these are useful for bringing down people’s 
defences (Selman et al. 2009: 320). In gender training, the trainer/fool/
joker can use laughter and humour to help bring down the defences of 
participants and open them up to the issues being discussed. This is par-
ticularly useful for working with those who are in positions of privilege 
within organisations, as discussed above. As Prenkti (2009b: 182) points 
out, in applied theatre, often the focus has been on working with the 
oppressed as opposed to those with those best placed to bring about 
change. The same is true for gender training. Prenkti cites Henneman’s 
Teatro di Nascosto (Hidden Theatre)2—in which members of national 
and European parliaments and relevant professionals recite, verbatim, 
stories of asylum seekers alongside actors and refugees—as an example 
of how theatre can be applied to the powerful. In this performance, he 
(2009b: 183) argues, “the theatrical force of empathy is let loose upon  

2 http://teatrodinascosto.com/en/about.
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those who have the power to make and unmake the legal framework.” 
Further reflections from Prenkti are useful in understanding and 
overcoming some of the resistances—both individual and institutional—
discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively. He notes that:

When working with groups who hold power in particular communities, 
police, politicians or whomever, it is often the border between the pro-
fessional and the human being that is the hardest to cross. The prospect 
of being stripped of the protective shell of the social role can induce fear 
and evasion among those for whom professional habits have shut off access 
to the wellsprings of imagination and creativity. The underlying principle 
in all these various applications of the theatre process is fundamentally the 
same: to enable the participants to (re)discover their innate capacities for 
play, for imagining, for creating, for relating to others by exploring the self 
in the other and the other in the self. (Prenkti 2009b: 252).

Having explored some of the foundational principles of applied theatre 
and its potential contribution to gender training, what kinds of specific 
tools and techniques could be operationalised in gender training scenar-
ios? The best known method used in terms of gender equality is ‘Forum 
Theatre’ which, at its best, “retains the subversive intentions of its ori-
gins, as a counterweight to the standard power relations obtaining in the 
theatre context, and by extension, in the society which supports that the-
atre” (Jackson 2009: 41). However, Forum Theatre requires a company 
of actors and a long stage of development and rehearsal in collaboration 
with the relevant communities/organisations for which it is performed. 
As such, for the purposes of more short-term gender training scenarios, 
a number of more short-term ideas and techniques can be highlighted 
here. Cornwall (2016: 84–85), for example, describes an activity in 
which participants in gender training develop and perform ‘skits’, dur-
ing which fellow participants can stop the action and explore how things 
could be done differently, following the principles of Forum Theatre. 
She argues that it is important to be clear about the purpose of such 
activities—identifying and working with the ‘deep culture’ in an organ-
isation. Drawing on her experience in using these techniques for gender 
training, Cornwall (2016: 85) reflects that:

Processing these small pieces of theatre can generate a rich seam of reflec-
tion on the patriarchal dynamics that are so often viscerally part of organ-
isational culture, even in apparently progressive organisations. From here, 
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the discussion can be guided into actions that can be taken – ground-rules, 
policies, procedures or other forms of institutional intervention that can 
change the scene.

Other methods for using theatre to reflect on organisational culture 
include, for example, Weaver’s (2009) work with women in prison, in 
which she explores the ‘rhythm’ of institutions and how to use this. She 
works with “portraiture, both real and fantasy, with forms of personal 
communication, like likes and letters and is rooted in the details of daily 
life, like laundry and teacups” (ibid.: 56). It would be interesting to 
explore the equivalent to ‘laundry and teacups’ in the daily life of organ-
isations in which gender training takes place, while adapting and trans-
lating Weaver’s exercises with prisoners for gender training scenarios. 
How could a ‘narrative approach’ be incorporated into gender training 
techniques, and what kinds of activities could be developed to facilitate 
this? Further ideas can be drawn directly from Boal’s (2009) work. For 
example, photography is a useful tool for discovering “valid symbols for 
a whole community or social group” (ibid.: 132). This could be applied 
in gender training scenarios by asking participants to take photographs 
with their phones prior to the training—photographs that they believe 
symbolise aspects of gender in/equality in their organisation or daily 
lives. These can then be discussed in the opening session of the training. 
Finally, Image Theatre holds significant potential for adaptation to gen-
der training scenarios. Here the bodies and faces of participants are used 
to create ‘sculptures’—either as individuals or in groups. The key here is 
that the participant who plays the role of sculptor is not allowed to speak 
and can only direct fellow participants either by touch or by mime (to be 
agreed by the group). Following this, participants discuss whether they 
agree with the representation of the situation via the ‘statues’. Once the 
tableau is accepted by all, each participant is asked to propose ways of 
changing it. As Boal (2009: 136) argues, “this form of image theatre is 
without doubt one of the most stimulating, because it is so easy to prac-
tice and because of its extraordinary capacity for making thought visible. 
This happens because use of the language idiom is avoided.” As such, 
techniques such as Image Theatre allow participants to move beyond 
words and draw on creativity in order to explore gender issues. Such 
ideas of how gender training can employ techniques from applied theatre 
to achieve greater emotional, non-verbal engagement are useful to bear 
in mind as we reflect on feminist ‘ways of being’ for gender trainers, to 
which we turn below.
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Feminist Ways of Being for Gender Trainers

A recurring theme in terms of challenges for gender trainers is how to 
cope when gender training scenarios become challenging, contentious or 
even hostile. As argued throughout the book, resistance is a key part of 
change processes—both in individual and institutional terms. Engaging 
with—rather than smothering or minimising—resistances requires sincer-
ity and honesty about losing power and privileges on the part of both 
trainers and participants, as discussed above. Moreover, resistances to/in 
gender training need to be dealt with in a way that involves empathy and 
compassion for training participants and, indeed, for the trainers them-
selves. The gender trainers interviewed in Enderstein’s (2018: 13) study 
highlight the importance of an ‘affective connection’ for tackling chal-
lenging or sensitive issues with participants. As discussed in Chapter 4,  
Kunz, for example, highlights the importance of openness on the part 
of the trainer to opportunities or encounters for mutual learning and 
self-questioning, which offer a possibility for “a possibility for mutual 
learning and self-questioning for both gender advisors and researchers, 
despite constraining structural power differences” (2016: 150–151). For 
Cornwall (2016):

It is about opening ourselves up to the possibility that others may see, 
feel and know very differently. And being open, too, to recognising that 
through this we might all find ourselves in a better place.

These ideas overlap with those of hooks on marginality—“that space in 
the margin that is a site of creativity and power” (hooks 2009: 85). This 
notion of ‘spaces’ offers a complement to the analysis of ‘transformative 
moments’ discussed throughout the book. While institutions may be 
resistant to gendered change, “spaces can be interrupted, appropriated, 
and transformed through artistic and literary practice” (ibid.: 85).

In addition to the feminist pedagogical principles and practice out-
lined in Chapter 4, from what other sources can gender trainers draw 
upon to support themselves in the difficult moments of gender train-
ing? How can gender trainers stick with these uncomfortable feelings 
so that these ‘difficult moments’ be used to work towards the trans-
formative outcomes that are the key concern of feminist gender train-
ing? Again, drawing on applied theatre, Salverson’s (2009: 39) work on 
a theatre that grapples with ‘risky stories’ is helpful here: “a tenacious, 
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nonsentimental insistence on life within loss that is honest, ready to risk 
failure, and absolutely courageous.” Quoting her colleague Steven Hill, 
she advises us to “always stay in the shit,” as “that is where the humanity 
and possibilities lie.” This is echoed in the discussions in Chapter 4 about 
resisting easy answers and quick fixes in gender training. This requires an 
ability to stay in the moment and not look for an exit.

In order to explore this more deeply, gender trainers can draw on 
the work of meditation teachers. As Chodron (2016: 6) argues, “fear is 
a natural reaction to moving closer to the truth.” She highlights how 
standing on the edge of the unknown leads to ‘groundlessness’, through 
which we “find that the present moment is a pretty vulnerable place and 
that this can be completely unnerving and completely tender at the same 
time” (ibid.). The trick, she suggests, is “to keep exploring and not bail 
out, even when we find out that something is not what we thought” 
(ibid.: 10). The simple practice of pausing and waiting instead of imme-
diately filling the space—which is already instinctive to the practice of 
many gender trainers—can be a transformative experience:

Right then, we can feel that energy, do our best to let the thoughts dis-
solve, and give ourselves a break. Beyond all that fuss and bother is a big 
sky. Right there in the middle of the tempest, we can drop it and relax. 
(ibid.: 47)

Following this, she explores ways to ‘get unstuck’, suggesting that “what 
we call obstacles are really the way the world and our entire experience 
teach us where we’re stuck. What may appear to be an arrow or a sword 
we can actually experience as a flower” (ibid.: 87). This notion of ‘expe-
riencing a sword as a flower’ is useful for the most challenging aspects 
of gender training, particularly in contexts of strong resistances and ten-
sions. In order to develop the practice of gender training and to summon 
the ‘transformative courage’ required, gender trainers need to be able to 
“look clearly and compassionately at ourselves” (ibid.: 101). Only then 
can “we feel confident and fearless about looking into someone else’s 
eyes” (ibid.). Working with these ideas from applied theatre and mind-
fulness goes beyond a discussion of reflexivity—which can remain on the 
intellectual plane. Rather, they challenge gender trainers to seek ways 
to work with creativity, courage and groundlessness. The application of 
these methodologies and approaches is in an early stage, but it is useful 
to offer some thoughts on how the field can move forward.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_4
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Conclusions

This book has explored how to maximise the transformative potential of 
gender training scenarios and processes. As Kunz and Prügl have argued 
(forthcoming: 29):

some gender experts working ‘in the field’ would prefer a debate and 
exchange of information rather than the implementation of ready-made 
projects. Valorizing their innovative practices may provide a venue for fem-
inist scholarship to establish the authority of a distinctly feminist form of 
gender expertise.

Throughout the book, such ‘innovative practices’ have been highlighted 
and interrogated in order to overcome some of the key challenges for 
gender training—in particular, for feminist forms of gender training. 
Feminist gender training is “reflexive, self-critical and focused on pro-
cess” and “urges us to focus on the transformative potential of gender 
training moments and encounters” (Ferguson, forthcoming). Each chap-
ter of the book develops a key argument regarding how such a feminist 
gender training can be approached and developed. Chapter 1, for exam-
ple, argues that gender training should be seen as a moment of rupture 
or disturbance in institutional change processes, which—in the best-case 
scenario—can be converted into opportunities for transformative change. 
Chapter 2 sets out the key critiques of gender training from the academic 
literature, such as the claim that gender training has become a ‘normal-
ising technology’ (Davids and van Eerdewijk 2016: 87) or that debates 
over gender inequalities are pushed from the realm of politics into the 
realm of expertise (Kunz 2016). In response to these critiques, the 
chapter engages substantively with some of the key challenges of gen-
der training from the perspective of reflexive practice, exploring some of 
the key issues that stop gender training contributing to transformative 
change. The key point to highlight here is the need to work strategically 
within the constraints of gender training processes and scenarios.

Transformative change for gender equality is the key overarch-
ing theme of the book. In Chapter 3, the possibilities and limita-
tions of gender training for contributing to such change are explored 
in detail. The chapter argues for a move beyond a focus on individual 
change—as demonstrated in current approaches to the evaluation of 
gender training—and rather on exploring institutional resistances and  
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institutional change. This draws on both academic literature on feminist 
institutionalism and reflections from practice, with a focus on maximising 
the impact of gender training on institutional change. A key concern for 
future work in gender training is the lack of a clearly articulated theory 
of the relationship between gender training and transformative change. 
This requires a more substantive analysis of the specific contexts of insti-
tutional power dynamics and other change processes, as well as further 
work on Theory of Change approaches and gender-transformative evalu-
ation of gender training. However, as argued in Chapter 3, even without 
perfect conditions, gender trainers can work to maximise the spaces for 
feminist change within existing constraints and conditions. An important 
aspect of maximising the transformative potential of gender training is 
the application of feminist pedagogical principles throughout all aspects 
of the training process. This is explored in detail in Chapter 4, which 
discusses not just feminist pedagogical principles, but also what makes a 
feminist gender trainer. The chapter also highlights a range of unresolved 
and unfinished issues within the field of gender training, especially when 
it comes to implementing feminist pedagogical principles—in particu-
lar the tensions between technocratic demands and feminist politics and 
practice. Feminist gender training will require individual, collective and 
institutional ‘transformative courage’ in the face of such challenges.

In this final chapter of the book, a number of priorities have been 
identified for ‘going deeper’ with the field of gender training. First, 
as argued above, a more substantive approach to working with priv-
ilege in gender training needs to be developed. Second, new method-
ologies should be drawn from other fields—such as applied theatre, as 
highlighted here—in order to move beyond the current set of tools and 
techniques to encourage creativity, empathy and action among training 
participants. Following hooks, “we are transformed, individually, collec-
tively, as we make radical creative space which affirms and sustains our 
subjectivity, which gives us a new location from which to articulate our 
sense of the world” (2009: 85). Finally, the chapter explores feminist 
ways of being in gender training and how techniques and ideas from med-
itation and mindfulness can be used to summon up the ‘transformative 
courage’ required to construct feminist gender training. This involves 
approaching gender training through honesty, compassion and a com-
mitment to groundlessness. Above all, the ideas explored in this book 
aim to enable gender trainers to seek ways to work with creativity, cour-
age and groundlessness. Taken together, these ideas help to move gender 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91827-3_3
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training beyond its often technocratic form towards a creative, liberat-
ing process with the potential to evoke tangible, lasting transformation 
across individuals and institutions towards our common goal—gender 
equality.
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