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Discriminatory social norms and structural inequalities 
impact people’s lives and behaviour. They are obstacles to 
individuals’ access to rights and services and have negative 
implications for the whole of society. Gender-Transform-
ative Approaches (GTA) focus on addressing the root 
causes of gender inequalities. GTA aim to move beyond 
treating the symptoms of gender inequalities, to changing 
discriminatory social norms, unequal political, legal, 
and economic structures, and power dynamics, all  
of which can make inequalities seem normal and natural  
in a given context.

Systemic, institutional, and cultural realities legitimise 
discrimination based on gender, race, ethnicity, religion, 
 socio-economic status, sexual orientation and gender 
identity, age, disability, and other factors. The intersec-
tional approach helps to understand how gender norms 
and characteristics interact with other factors and power 
systems (e.g., sexism, ageism, racism, classism, etc.) in a 
given context. The approach recognizes that groups who 
experience discrimination because of one characteristic   
(e.g. women due to their gender) are not homogenous. 
There are no ‘single issue lives’. With an intersectional 
approach, it is possible to understand how the individual 
characteristics interact with, and are reinforced through 
various dimensions of discrimination and power systems. 
These need to be considered in order to truly leave no  
one behind. 

 
The human rights-based approach (HRBA) supports 
individuals in demanding their rights and in holding duty 
bearers (governments, authorities) accountable. Universal 
human rights principles and standards provide a joint 
framework within which GTA should be applied. 

The EU is committed to advancing gender-transform-
ative approaches. EU Council Conclusions agreed 
language is “transformative approaches that address 
the root  causes of gender inequalities”. This language 
is included e.g., in the Council Conclusions on water in 
EU’s external  action, the EU’s renewed partnership with 
Least Developed Countries and the Youth Action Plan. 
 
The EU’s Gender Action Plan III (2021–2027), the EU 
 Gender Equality Strategy 2020 to 2025, the EU’s  Strategy 
on LGBTIQ Equality and the EU Action Plan on Human 
Rights and Democracy 2020–2024 guide members 
states to apply a gender-transformative, human rights-
based and inter sectional approach. 

Gender-Transformative Approaches:  
From Theory to Impact

Gendered social norms govern a person’s behaviour  
in public and private spaces, due to what is commonly  
perceived as “proper gendered behaviour” within  
a social group. Not conforming often leads to social 
exclusion and punishment.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Still today, these norms find their legitimacy in deeply 
held cultural beliefs. They are embedded in national 
legal systems and  patriarchal  political structures, as well 
as in dominant (inter) national economic systems.

Women face discrimination due to patriarchal 
 structures, and can at the same time face discrimination, 
for example on the basis of disability or due to racist 
structures.

This concept note has been prepared by the EU Member States’ gender experts’ working group on  
the gender-transformative approach. Scan QR-code to access the short version of this concept note.

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14108-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14108-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9336-2022-INIT/en/pdf#:~:text=The%20Council%20emphasises%20the%20very,the%20climate%20and%20conserving%20biodiversity.
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9336-2022-INIT/en/pdf#:~:text=The%20Council%20emphasises%20the%20very,the%20climate%20and%20conserving%20biodiversity.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022JC0053
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/gender-equality/gender-equality-and-empowering-women-and-girls_en#related-documents
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-equality-strategy_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/gender-equality/gender-equality-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2068
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2068
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-12848-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-12848-2020-INIT/en/pdf
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Figure 1: Gender integration continuum  
OECD (2022), Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women and Girls: Guidance for Development Partners

Conceptualizing gender-transformative approaches

A continuum scale helps to identify how a programme, project, policy or topic approaches gender equality. Gender 
equality can only be achieved when aiming for transformative change.

The gender integration continuum (Figure 1) points to how 
interventions can address gender inequalities. At the most 
negative end, there are approaches that may exacer-
bate gender inequalities and harm human rights. At 
the most positive end, there are gender-transformative 

approaches that most effectively support sustainable 
structural changes towards gender equality. In between 
there are approaches that may recognise or respond to 
gender inequalities, but do not challenge the underlying 
structures and root causes that allow them to persist.

UNAWARE

Interventions that ignore gender considerations 
altogether.

Women make up 43 percent of the global agricultural labour 
force, and in some African countries up to 80 percent. A gender 
unaware land-titling programme does not do any analysis about 
the gendered aspects of the agricultural labour force and thus 
fails to recognize the role of women and men altogether. The 
programme targets mainly men as heads of households and in 
the labour force as that is how things have always been done.

SENSITIVE

Interventions that analyse and acknowledge that  
different genders are impacted diferently or may have 
different roles, needs, vulnerabilities or capacities, but  
work around those differences and inequalities to achieve 
the objectives, without promoting systemic change. 

A programme analyses the roles of men and women in the 
agriculture sector. Acknowledging that women most often  
do not have land of their own, the programme offers women 
the possibility to plant trees on the public road reserves.

Interventions that reflect awareness of the needs and  
vulnerabilities of different genders (incl. gender 
minorities) and adapt interventions to better meet the 
needs of marginalised gender groups but do not address 
root causes of gender inequality. 

While the women have established tree plantations on public 
road reserves, they lose the right to harvest firewood once 
the trees have developed a certain trunk circumference and 
acquired commercial value as timber for building or furniture. 
At this stage, the wood becomes property of the men in the 
community. Acknowledging and responding to these gender-
specific property relations anchored in tradition, the trees are 
felled and replaced with a bushy-growing variety that does not 
develop a trunk, enabling the women to stay in control and 
harvest the wood for fuel.

RESPONSIVE

EXPLOITATIVE

Interventions that intentionally or unintentionally 
reinforce, take advantage or exacerbate gender 
inequalities and stereotypes. 

A land titling programme through which customary and 
community tenure is registered, actively decides to only register 
private titles in the names of men as per an existing tradition, 
and thus undermines women’s access and security to land.

TRANSFORMATIVE

Interventions that seek to transform gender relations 
to achieve objectives. They challenge inequitable gender 
norms and relations to promote equality, aiming for a 
structural and lasting change in how different genders 
(incl. minorities) are valued.

Instead of cutting down the trees and planting new ones,  
a gender-transformative approach would be to moderate  
a community dialogue between everyone in the community 
about traditional gender relations and property rights, with 
the aim of overcoming these and providing the women with 
control over and right to utilize the trees they planted. 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/0bddfa8f-en/1/3/1/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/0bddfa8f-en&_csp_=041825ef98737ed8609694a86239d7ce&itemIGO=oecd&itemContentType=book#section-d1e2180
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Figure 2: Four dimensions of social change 
Adapted from Gender-Transformative Change in ATVET, Agricultural Technical Vocational Education and Training for Women (ATVET4W), GIZ 2019.

Figure 2 shows four dimensions of social change. It high-
lights the combination of changes that are needed at the 
individual and collective level, both internally and externally, 
to progress towards gender-transformative change. All 
dimensions correlate, and all are needed for facilitating 

social change and producing gender-transformative results 
that lead to sustainable development and equitable impacts.

The example of women tractor drivers in Figure 3 illus-
trates this.

But getting a job is 
taking care of my family! 

You’ll see...

You’re a girl – your job 
is to take care of your 

family!
Now that’s the kind 

of job I want! 
Wow! Look 

at him!

Not too long ago... Today... Say: “Bye-bye, 
Mama. See you 

after work!”

Driving a 
tractor… am I 

ready?  
I’ve never 

seen a 
woman drive 

a tractor 
before. 

Oh no!
It’s bigger than
I expected!!!  

Here I go…

What was I 
scared of? This 

is great! 

She’s very 
good at this. 

Wow! In my 40 years of 
doing this, I never  

thought I’d see a woman 
be top of the class!

Hmmm,
maybe my
daughter... 

You once
told me you wanted to 

drive tractors and I 
said no?

Well, why don’t you 
come down to the 
school tomorrow...

2017 – at the Ministry of Food & Agriculture 2018

This is my idea 
for ‘Women in 

the Driving Seat’

Wow, this is 
incredible!

You’re right! We should 
increase our support with  
funding and equipment..

He was right. This works! We 
should double the number of 

trainees next year.
Hmm, 

women in 
tractor 

operations?

* inspired by a true story

* inspired by a true story

* inspired by a true story
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Strengthening 
selfesteem 
and skills of 
woman who 
want to 
become tractor 
drivers

Engaging 
men (trainers, 
fathers, etc.) 
in promoting 
female tractor 
drivers

Engaging 
community 
members 
to critically 
question and 
deconstruct 
gender norms

Involving the 
responsible 
Ministry 
to improve 
relevant 
policies and 
funding at 
national level

Figure 3: Four dimensions of social change in the agricultural sector
Adapted from Gender-Transformative Change in ATVET, Agricultural Technical Vocational Education and Training for Women (ATVET4W), GIZ 2019.
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Women and girls experience
gender-based violence 

Women and girls do
unpaid care work 

Women are not 
represented in politics 

Lack of women in decision
making positions 

Women are economically 
dependent

Women and girls
have restricted access to 
services and education  

Women do not have 
formal employment 

and work in informal, 
unsafe settings 

Symptoms

Root causes

Harmful practice: Child marriageHarmful practice: Child marriage

Deeply embedded beliefs and 
gender norms that determine 

how girls ought to behave 
to safeguard “family honour”

Imbalance in gender power 
relations in patriarchal systems 
that are exacerbated through 

poverty, wars and crises  

Discriminatory structures, 
e.g. discriminatory customary 
laws that restrict girls’ rights   

Pressure to conform with gender 
norms to prevent social exclusion 

and economic disadvantages

Women do not participate 
in social and public life

Gender-transformative approaches in relation to the prevention and elimination of child marriage include…

…raising awareness among parents, community leaders,  
and the elderly about the harmful effects of child marriage 
and the idea of marriage as the only route for a woman  
to become a respectful member of community;

…facilitating dialogue between community members, 
incl. different generations, to openly discuss and  reflect 
 different views on the purpose and effects of child 
 marriage, generating more transparency on personal 
convictions versus factors of social pressure;

…complementary strategies to strengthen women’s 
 opportunity and status in society as illustrated  
in the below checklist for gender-transformative 
 programming.

Child marriage: root causes and symptoms

Child marriage is one expression of gender inequality that 
is rooted in patriarchal gender norms and discriminatory 
structures. Child marriage is a main obstacle for girls’ 
access to education, opportunities for social, political and 
economic participation in the course of their lives, as well 
as their access to rights and services. The consequent lack 
of women in the labour market, social and political spaces, 

etc., has negative social and economic implications on 
society as a whole. A law to end child marriage is unlikely 
to bring, in itself, the desired effect, unless governments, 
communities and partners properly also address other 
prevailing root causes of this harmful practice. Depending 
on the context within which child marriage is practiced, 
root causes and symptoms may include:
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�	   Frame your programme with partners using entry 
points that resonate with partners’ interests and 
priorities increases sustainability. Complementing  
the imperative of meeting human rights obligations 
with economic and development arguments can 
make a strong case.

�	   Build partnerships with those who believe in 
change. Feminist, women’s rights and youth organ-
izations, organizations of persons with disabilities 
and indigenous peoples’ organisations have the best 
contextual understanding and may have worked  
for the desired change for a long time. Look for un-
usual suspects, e.g. religious organizations who work 
towards gender equality.

�	   Have clear strategies for engaging men and boys 
in all their diversity. Gender inequalities and restric-
tive gender norms affect everyone negatively, incl. 
those related to restrictive masculinities. Get inspired 
by the OECD’s Social Institutions and Gender Index 
masculinities framework.

�	  Reach out to a large number of people (critical 
mass) to change discriminatory beliefs, miscon-
ceptions and attitudes at scale, e.g. via mass media, 
large-scale communication, etc. to promote principles 
of gender equality, generating public attention on  
the topic and transparency on what people (particularly 
young people) really think and the social pressures 
that sustain harmful gender norms.

�	   Measure contributions along the way. Gender- 
transformative change takes time – identify how your 
programme can contribute to the change. Identify 
the desired change and the steps needed to get 
there and engage participants/rights holders/target 
groups and partner organisations in the analysis and 
interpretation of progress results. Plan for longer-
term engagement where possible. Measure change 
through both quantitative and qualitative indicators. 
Use stories and narratives alongside quantitative 
indicators, and draw from the illustrative examples on 
measuring gender-transformative change identified 
in the OECD DAC Gendernet’s guidance on gender 
equality and women’s empowerment.

�	   Invest in a thorough gender analysis to identify 
gender norms, incl. intersectional perspectives, based 
on the findings from inclusive, participatory consul-
tations with e.g., women’s and human rights groups 
and organisations.

�	   Work both with duty bearers and rights holders – 
both decision-makers and communities, to strengthen 
accountability. Decision-makers at all levels depend-
ing on the context (national, regional, municipal), and 
rights-holders ensuring that everyone is involved. 
Remove barriers of participation and build capacity 
of those who may need support for participating in 
decision-making and dialogue. Remember to focus 
in particular on those who may face additional/inter-
sectional barriers due to their gender, age, disability, 
socio-economic situation, sexual orientation or 
gender identify, minority status, indigenous origin  
or other factors.

�	   Work with opinion leaders, experts and role 
 models – religions and community leaders, legal 
experts, influencers (incl. on social media) and others 
who have leverage in a given society. Identify who  
is the best agent of change.

�	   Work on individual, interpersonal, systemic and 
grassroots (socio-cultural) levels in a complemen-
tary way, when possible, incl. through strategic part-
nerships. While the change happens in communities 
and in people’s everyday lives, it needs to be legiti-
mised and sustained by laws, policies, programmes, 
budgets and accountability mechanisms. Include 
policy influencing in your objectives.

�	   Frame your programme in the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) and other international human 
rights standards, recommendations that a country 
has received on the topic at hand, and respective na-
tional commitments. A development programme that 
helps a country to fulfil its human rights obligations 
increases sustainability.

�	   Work to change the distribution of power. Identify 
power dynamics in a given context (incl. in your own 
organisations/institutions), in close connection with 
local partners, and identify pathways to shift power 
towards more equitable participation of all.

Checklist for gender-transformative programming

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/man-enough-measuring-masculine-norms-to-promote-women-s-empowerment_6ffd1936-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/man-enough-measuring-masculine-norms-to-promote-women-s-empowerment_6ffd1936-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/gender-equality-and-the-empowerment-of-women-and-girls_0bddfa8f-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/gender-equality-and-the-empowerment-of-women-and-girls_0bddfa8f-en
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Differences between gender-responsive and gender-transformative actions

In many cases, a combination of gender-responsive and gender-transformative strategies brings about the best change. 
 Below we illustrate what gender-responsive and gender-transformative activities can look like in three key sectors: preventing 
and eliminating gender-based violence, education, and water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH). However, whether an activity 
reflects a gender-responsive or gender-transformative approach always depends on the country and sector context.

SECTOR/THEME GENDER-RESPONSIVE GENDER-TRANSFORMATIVE

Preventing and 
eliminating 
gender-based 
violence*

• Train police, social sector workforce and 
justice system to understand and respond 
sensitively to all forms of violence, exploi-
tation and abuse.

• Provide shelters and transitional economic 
support for women escaping domestic abuse.

• Develop national, regional and communi-
ty data collection databases to track the 
prevalence of different forms of violence and 
harmful practices.

• Work with public sector ministries to ensure 
adequate funding for gender-based violence 
services and programmes in national, region-
al and local budgets.

• Develop and enact protective laws, and policies (e.g. codes of 
conduct) across institutions e.g. in workplaces, schools, health 
services, online etc.

• Community- and mass-media based norm change processes 
around gender-based violence (with men and boys, women, 
girls and gender-diverse people) focused on shifting norms of 
acceptable behaviour (e.g. perpetration of violence and report-
ing/intervening to prevent violence).

• Initiatives to help build women’s, girls’ and gender- diverse 
people’s confidence to set boundaries, leave harmful situations 
and take action.

• Address and dismantle patriarchal systems that create inequali-
ties, male dominance and control and foster positive masculini-
ty to end gender-based violence.

• Partner with and support women’s movements at national and 
local levels to raise awareness of violence among communities, 
provide support to survivors, and advocate for legal and policy 
change around ending gender-based violence.

Education • Invest in universalising primary and second-
ary education, through support to sectoral 
expansion and addressing gender inequali-
ties in access through cash transfers and fee 
waivers/abolition

• Reduce girl-specific barriers to education, 
such as menstruation hygiene management.

• Invest in safe and menstruation hygiene 
management friendly toilets, incl. water, 
privary and sanitary pad disposal.

• Measures that respond to transport-related 
constraints, especially for girls in rural areas, 
for example, bicycles, boarding houses, 
school buses etc.

• Expand alternative learning pathways (ALPs) 
for girls who have missed out/dropped out 
of school, incl. increasing distance-learning 
opportunities, for example, by providing 
lessons by radio etc.

• Community dialogues and media campaigns to address gen-
dered norm-based barriers to education at different levels

• Ensure that comprehensive sexuality education in accordance 
to UNESCO guidelines is provided in formal and informal 
setting, particularly for children, adolescents and young people

• Mainstream gender-awareness in teacher training at all levels
• Mainstream gender equality in curricula and learning  

materials
• Institute ‘whole school’ approaches to end school- related 

gender-based violence
• Challenge gender stereotypes about capacities to study par-

ticular subjects, e.g. by involving role models
• Law reform and implementation to universalise primary 

and secondary education incl. increasing investment in 
evidence-based approaches and solutions that have gender 
equality and inclusive education as a primary objective.

Water, 
 sanitation 
and hygiene 
(WASH), 
with a focus 
on dignified 
menstruation 
management

• Provide sustainable and affordable men strual 
sanitary products

• Strengthen women‘s economic participation 
through women making and selling sustaina-
ble sanitary products

• Build public washrooms that are safe to use 
for women and gender diverse persons, as 
well as menstruation hygiene management 
friendly, incl. water, privary and sanitary pad 
disposal

• Organise awareness-raising sessions about 
the importance of girls‘ education 

• Government subsidized sustainable menstrual sanitary products
• Community dialogues and media campaigns about SRHR  

and related norms with an emphasis on periods as a natural 
and positive phenomenon instead of something shameful  
and hidden

• Working both with those that maintain and those that wish  
to change norms related to menstruation, incl. young women, 
boys and men, the elderly, parents, community and religious 
leaders

• Activities towards criminalising menstruation discrimination, 
and elaborating policies, programmes and budgets to imple-
ment the law

* Spotlight Initiative has been instrumental in advancing gender responsive and gender-transformative actions to combat GBV:  
A Comprehensive and Transformative Approach to EVAWG

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770
https://www.shinehub.org/

