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The Research for Development Impact Network 

 
The Research for Development Impact (RDI) Network is a collaboration between the 

Australian Council for International Development (ACFID) and Australian universities. It 

functions as a network of practitioners, researchers and evaluators working in international 

development and exists to foster collaboration between these stakeholders. The Network 

promotes high quality and ethical development research, supporting translation of that 

research as evidence to be applied in effective policy and practice. The RDI Network vision 

is effective, equitable international development through evidence and collaboration. 

The RDI Network began in 2009 as a partnership between ACFID Member NGOs and 

Australian universities, and has formerly been known as the Universities Linkages Network 

and the ACFID University Network. In 2016 the Network launched under its current name 

and embarked on a new phase in the era of the 2030 Global Agenda.   

Working in close partnership with ACFID, the Network functions as a key cross-sectoral 

platform for shared learning and action in the international development sector. Strategic 

leadership and oversight of the Network is provided by the RDI Committee, comprising 

representative members of universities and NGOs equally. The Network is financially 

supported by the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT).  

The Network is free and open to all practitioners, academics, students, policymakers and 

evaluators, anyone interested in research and evidence in international development. To 

become involved you can subscribe to receive our monthly newsletter by visiting the website 

www.rdinetwork.org.au. 

The RDI conference (formerly the ACFID University Network conference) is the 

Network’s flagship event and is one of the most anticipated events in the Australian 

development sector calendar. The conference is a valuable forum for genuine cross-sectoral 

learning and collaboration. This issue of the Development Bulletin includes some of the 

papers from the 7th RDI conference held in June 2019 at La Trobe University. The selected 

papers reflect the conference theme, ‘Leadership for Inclusive Development’.  
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666 Reflecting on leadership for  
inclusive development 

Philippa Smales, RDI Network 

Leadership can mean different things to different people. Leadership can mean 
leading from the front and setting the example for others to follow. Leadership 
can also mean leading from behind, being there to support people, and when they 
falter or are unsure, being there to encourage them and to empower them to make 
their own decisions.   

Leadership can also be demonstrated by organisations; an organisation can 
change the way it works and can lead the sector in a new way forward. Or in the 
development context, it may not lead at all—by finding an exit strategy, dissolving 
itself over time or shifting to a model of a locally led organisation in the countries 
where it is needed.  

These different types of leadership are all important, but it is most important that 
leadership is inclusive. There is no point in leading unless someone is following or 
unless you are taking others with you. That is the idea of leadership that the 2019 RDI 
Conference was built upon. Leadership, particularly in international development, 
must be inclusive of people of different genders, different ethnicities, different faiths, 
different abilities; all people in society—otherwise development will be rife with 
inequalities. This is the idea of leading for the purpose of inclusion and social change. 
Leadership which addresses not just the technical challenges of development but also 
the power, politics, social and cultural dimensions that impact experiences of inclu-
sion or exclusion. Leadership for inclusive development is about bringing everybody 
with you, leaving no one behind, as stated in the Sustainable Development Goals.  

The conference explored these issues through sharing relevant research, exper-
ience and ideas between academics, development practitioners, government agencies 
and private sector organisations. It also explored and debated the new leadership 
challenges, ideas, and collaborations which are likely to be of importance to the sector 
in the future. We asked ourselves whether genuine leadership is ‘lacking’ or if it is a 
new kind of leadership that is now needed. 

There was a strong emphasis during the conference on a couple of themes in 
particular, including different understandings and experiences of leadership in dif-
ferent contexts, organisational/institutional change and leadership, and how com-
munities are leading their own way to social change and inclusive development. We 
were also privileged to hear personal thoughts on inclusive leadership from our 
keynote Fiame Naomi Mata’afa, Samoan High Chief and Deputy Prime Minister  
in the Samoan Government, and Srilatha Batliwala, Senior Advisor, Knowledge 
Building and Feminist Leadership with CREA (Creating Resources for Empower-
ment in Action), both of which are included in this collection.  

The Institute for Human Security and Social Change at La Trobe University was 
a fitting host for the 2019 RDI conference, ten years since they coordinated the first 
Network conference in 2009. The Institute also has a long-standing interest in inter-
national development issues, has made significant contributions to development 
impact research through the Developmental Leadership Program (DLP), and has a 
strong ongoing relationship with ACFID and RDI Network. 

I hope that this collection of papers inspires new ways forward for the sector and 
that they offer encouragement to ensure that however you lead, that your leadership 
is inclusive in its nature.
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666 Looking at leadership: Perspectives 
from the field 

Pamela Thomas, The Australian National University 

This issue of Development Bulletin considers the critical role that leadership can 
play in supporting—or discouraging—inclusive development. The diversity of 
experience and opinions presented here provide concrete and explicit, but not 
always comfortable, examples of leadership for inclusive development. Although 
leadership is recognised as an important development issue that influences, and is 
influenced by, the social and economic structure of both donors and receivers 
of assistance, the papers here suggest that the extent of this influence is often 
not well understood by donors, governments, non-government or community 
organisations—and that top down leadership usually continues to support top down 
development approaches.  

This is the 81st issue of Development Bulletin and the first that has leadership 
as its major focus. So, we were pleased when Research for Development Impact 
(RDI) suggested we publish an issue of the journal on the topic and include some 
of the papers from their excellent conference held in Melbourne in July 2019. This 
is a first for us and we hope it provides you with thought-provoking reading and a 
greater understanding of the complexity of effective leadership for inclusive 
development. 

What was unusual about the RDI conference was the very wide range of 
presentations—from those given by Members of Parliament and internationally 
known women’s leaders to recognised academics to leaders of NGOs. Included here 
are papers on individual rural village women who had begun a group to support 
people with disability and those leading a small agricultural cooperative; as well as 
medical doctors, ophthalmologists, nutritionists and reproductive health specialists 
who—together with wives of men training as church leaders—began a women’s 
group in PNG to share information on reproductive health with village women and 
some techniques for sharing this information with their village neighbours.  

What was particularly noticeable at the RDI conference, and is evident in this 
publication, is the strong focus on women leaders, women researchers and the 
number of women presenting at the conference. What also became evident was the 
ability of small, village-based women’s group leaders to plan and engage in 
inclusive development.  

Women and leadership 
The Honourable Fiame Mata’afa, the Samoan Minister for Environment and Natural 
Resources and president of the Samoa National Council of Women, brings together 
the roles that culture and gender played in her accession to the very high-ranking 
Samoan title of Fiame—one of the country’s most important leadership roles. When 
her father, the holder of the Fiame title died, as a young, single woman of 20 it was 
considered culturally inappropriate for her to hold such an important title. Having 
failed family consensus, the case went to arbitration in the Lands and Titles Court. 
While she had a genealogical claim to the Fiame title ‘the Samoan judges of the court 
did not like me and expressed the view that I could not claim the Fiame title because 
I was young, female and unmarried’. However, the president of the court that day was 
a New Zealand judge. He vetoed the Samoan judges pointing out to them that their 
Constitution ensured the equal rights of women, including young women.  

Fiame makes an important point for women ‘when we have our rights, and 
when the laws are there to protect us, if we don’t actually use our rights and the 
laws, then what’s the point? We women have to take advantage of all that is made 
available to us’. This is echoed by Juliet Hunt who reflects on her 50 years work on 
gender equality in the Pacific. She states that while the number of women in 
leadership positions has improved over the years, progress overall remains limited. 
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While legislation or countries’ Constitutions provide for 
equality between women and men, the 2018 progress report 
by ChangingAid Women’s Collective shows that progress 
with taking gender inequalities seriously within the devel-
opment sector continues to be slow. Sexual harassment and 
abuse are an inevitable outcome of these structural and 
damaging inequalities. Hunt believes that systemic changes 
in development leadership and activity will only occur if 
leadership takes the issue seriously, by ensuring ongoing 
dialogue on gender and other inequalities that affect our 
work. She feels that we have not progressed very far in 
reflecting or acting upon the key roles of civil society in the 
development process, nor in addressing our power and 
privilege as donors and how this plays out in the field. ‘In 
these key areas, I believe there are signs we have gone 
backwards. My observation is that local ownership remains 
a missing or unappreciated ingredient in much development 
programming and that the concept of mutual accountability 
is not understood’. 

Janet Towaki-Bue reminds us that there are con-
siderable challenges for women leaders in the Pacific even 
in matrilineal societies. For example, there are parts of PNG 
where women and men can work together around decision 
making and women can become leaders within their fam-
ilies and communities, but there are always challenges—
and aspiring leaders are often deterred by the personal and 
financial costs involved.  

As Srilatha discusses lack of progress has sometimes 
been unexpected. By the 1990s it was evident that feminist 
organisations were in crisis as their founder-leaders were 
ageing but not letting go. Younger women were alienated 
and unable to adapt to new or neoliberal states and glo-
balised economies.  

The issue of reproductive health and women’s ability 
to determine their own fertility is seen as an important issue 
in women’s empowerment. The papers indicate a broad 
shift towards women’s reproductive freedom through 
increased availability of safe, open spaces with access to 
accurate information on birth control and other reproductive 
health care services which promote family planning with 
families, peers and broader social networks. Gacad found 
an acceptable way of doing this in the Philippines, a largely 
Catholic country, was to combine reproductive health 
information with information on good motherhood. 

Considering women’s leadership in the small Pacific 
island of Tuvalu, Esealofa explained that leaders have to be 
strong as in a small island context there is nowhere to hide—
everyone knows everybody and there is no ‘hiding behind 
policies’. She has found good intentions do not always 
translate into meaningful action or positive change. In 
discussing the introduction of the Convention on the 
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) ‘the process was too fast and contrary to long-
established traditional understanding. This resulted in sig-
nificant community backlash … it is now difficult to 
introduce law reform or have a serious dialogue addressing 
challenges experienced by women’. Esealofa maintains 
leadership training delivered without consideration of 

context, can lead women to believe there is something wrong 
with them. ‘Programs may enhance women’s capacity to 
exercise leadership but without accompanying efforts to 
address inequitable structures, mobilise coalitions that can 
progress reform, or change men’s attitudes women are likely 
to remain outnumbered or exercise leadership from informal 
or marginalised positions’.  

Considering the intersections 
Discussing the very high prevalence of domestic violence 
in Timor Leste and the need for appropriate health services 
for women, Wild and de Araujo illustrate the need for 
services to be able to address not only domestic and sexual 
violence but also the situation of women at the intersection 
of gender, poverty, trauma, poor health and stigma. ‘These 
challenges have often resulted in the most vulnerable people 
being left out of the development process.’ 

Fletcher et al. ask ‘How can international development 
advance, when stepping up can mean stepping back’. They 
argue that ensuring development is locally led with no one 
left behind requires a balancing act that acknowledges and 
responds to intersecting drivers of marginalisation and 
exclusion and creates space for active, genuine participation 
of those who are marginalised and excluded. The example 
they provide of intersectionality includes those who are 
most likely to suffer from violence and sexual abuse. As 
disability research of Vallins and Wilson (2013) has shown, 
they are women—poor, uneducated, unemployed and with 
a disability. They are at the extreme margin—the poorest of 
the poor. Poverty and marginalisation can be the result of a 
variety of intersections.  

Steven, Banks and Scheyvens’ study into women’s 
leadership in businesses on customary land in PNG 
illustrates a common but seldom recognised, situation for 
women. Their research considers the behind the scenes 
leadership of women in family businesses and the women’s 
ability to utilise the traditional concept of wanbel or 
harmony, unity, agreement, and good feeling which is an 
important prerequisite for a successful business, but one 
that is almost always overlooked.  

Inclusive leadership 
The papers in this journal are inclusive of all walks of life, 
all areas of society and many different populations. We 
discuss the specifics of leadership within LGBT popu-
lations, people with disability, those in poverty, those in 
positions of power, those without power or influence and 
the involvement in community leadership of refugees and 
displaced people in Darfur, Southern Sudan. Grunfeld and 
Adam provide a first hand and horrifying picture of 
genocide and terror in Sudan and the growth of the refugee 
camps. Frustrated by the inability of the international 
community to end the conflict ‘a group of Dafuris estab-
lished WAREFUR International Organisation (WIO), 
which is striving for inclusive development and the recon-
struction of destroyed villages and infrastructure.’ The 
organisation emphasises that these activities must take 
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place within a governance structure that enables widespread 
participation by all, including women’.  

Vunibola and Scheyvens discuss economic embedded-
ness and how community, culture and place influence 
leadership and successful community-based economic 
activity. In rural Fijian villages they researched the impact 
of the tradition of solesolevaki—where the community 
decides what agricultural work needs to be done and works 
together without expectation of individual reward. The 
community decides on the distribution of any benefits. 
Solesolevaki is represented as a food cycle integrating 
cultural and faith values.  

Rhodes and Antoine question whether inclusive leader-
ship is culturally feasible as leadership, power, inclusion, 
cultural values and development are all highly contested. 
‘Development’ in one cultural setting can be seen as 
‘destruction’ in another and power can be seen as corrupting 
or positive depending on your cultural values. Calls for 
gender equality, disability rights and participation of mar-
ginalised groups are consistent with cultural values that 
gaps should be minimised between those with and those 
without power, but at the other end of the spectrum, there 
are cultures that believe hierarchy is essential for stability. 
Discussing the very high levels of early childhood under-
nutrition in Indonesia and the intersection of this with 
poverty, lack of education and lack of information, Dewi 
shows how enlisting the support of those within the political 
hierarchy to discuss the national economic and political 
impact of inadequate nutrition in the first three years of a 
child’s life led to childhood nutrition becoming a policy 
priority in Indonesia.  

Trust, knowledge, cultural acceptance and 

long-term associations 

Fitzgerald and Romano of Engineers Without Borders 
(EWB) in Cambodia have, for some years, been involved in 
providing safe water supply in areas where the terrain makes 
this extremely difficult. Fitzgerald and Romano agree that the 
very long association EWB has had in Cambodia has been an 
important aspect to the success of their work. Like other 
authors here, they have observed that, to succeed, those 
working in development need to be there for the long haul, 
they need high principles, a deep understanding of ena- 
bling systems, trust, persistence and a presence over time. 
Fitzgerald and Romano also agree with Dewi that achieving 
political will is vitally important and, like Dewi, they suggest 
this can be enlisted by using international ‘drivers’ such as 
the SDGs and other UN agreements.  

Finally, the issues raised in many of these papers—
whether explicit or implicit—suggest similar approaches for 
achieving effective leadership for inclusive development. 
These approaches include: the acknowledgement of the 
embeddedness of culture and its influence on what is, or what 
is not, acceptable to the receiving community; an under-
standing of the deep structures that reproduce power relations; 
a long-term approach that allows the input of communities;  
and the need for trust, acceptance and presence over time.  

Some of these papers also show that aid organisations 
—whether international, national, government, non govern-
ment, or church-based—tend to replicate their own forms 
of leadership when determining the leadership structure of 
an in-country program. The key question remains—who is 
driving development? 
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Leadership for inclusive development: A conference overview 

Chris Roche, La Trobe University

There is no shortage of books, journal articles, think-tank 
pieces, and blogs seeking to explain the growing levels of 
populism, nationalism, and xenophobia that seem to be 
proliferating across the world. Whilst there may be some 
disagreement about the causes of the problem and indeed 
what might be done to confront these forces, there seems to 
be a consensus that what we are observing is hugely 
significant.  

There is also an interesting strand of recent analysis that 
seeks to explain what is going on by linking questions about 
our individual and collective psychology with broader 
structural and political dynamics (Evans 2019; O’Toole 
2018). Fintan O’Toole’s book, ‘Heroic Failure: Brexit and 
the Politics of Pain’ for example, is described as ‘a short 
journey into what Raymond Williams called a ‘structure of 
feeling’: the strange sense of imaginary oppression’ 
(O’Toole 2018:138). Alex Evans, creator of the Collective 
Psychology project1, argues that we need to think about 
polarisation not just as a political issue but as a collective 
psychological and public health question, not least because 
many societies are exhibiting the classic signs of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) including anxieties, 
anger, irritability, and ‘othering’ i.e. scapegoating others. 

At the same time there has also been a range of material 
published on identity politics; inclusion and diversity, 
which either seeks to explain the current situation in terms 
of how ‘the demand for recognition of one’s identity’ can 
be seen as ‘a master concept that unifies much of what is 
going on in world politics today’ (Fukuyama, 2018: iii); or 
how bringing together intersectional interests has enormous 
potential to challenge inequality and exclusion (Appiah 
2018):  

I was urging on us a general spirit, which is not to lock 
yourself into any identity: not to take it to be a 
determinism, a fate, but to think of it as something to use 
as a resource to build a human life, and a human life 
among humans—that is a life which we share: our town, 
our village, our country and the planet (Appiah 
2016:17).  

And within this swirling mix of psychology, politics, 
and identity there is an almost inevitable focus on leaders 
and leadership. How do they create, foment, and profit from 
anxiety and PTSD? How can they unify, heal, and mend 
what David Cameron once called ‘our broken societies’ 
(Driver 2009)? What might it take to think seriously beyond 
the nation state and make global public goods a central part 
of domestic politics? What kinds of individual and 
collective leadership are required if we are serious about 
inclusion and equality? 

It is perhaps therefore not surprising given these 
growing concerns about where the world is heading and the 
desire to understand not only how we got here but what 
might be done about it, that a Research for Development 
Impact (RDI) Network and La Trobe University conference 

on Leadership for Inclusive Development held in 
Melbourne, Australia last June created such interest and 
attracted so many excellent papers, presentations, round-
tables, and workshops. This paper seeks to draw out five 
key take-aways from this event. 

1. Leadership is a collective and political 
process 
Speaker after speaker at the conference noted the import-
ance of seeing leadership as a collective process rather than 
based on individual traits and characteristics. Fiame 
Mata’afa in her keynote explained how this understanding 
of leadership is in her mind related to the Samoan collective 
psyche:  

We use the word ‘we’ a lot, the cultural, collective, 
communal ‘we’, and that ‘we’ means that we’re always 
thinking about the greater good, about the community. 
We have an expression in Samoan, a proverb, that 
speaks to leadership and authority, and the proverb 
translates as, ‘the path to authority is through service’ 
(Mata’afa, 2019). Srilatha Batliwala in her keynote 
presentation also pointed out how feminists have for 
many years reacted against ‘patriarchal models of 
leadership, which concentrated so much power in 
individual leaders (Batliwala 2019).  

A political understanding of leadership helps unpack 
the processes by which reform and progressive change 
come about. As the Developmental Leadership Program2 
(DLP) has long suggested, this necessarily takes the form 
not only of mobilisation for collective action in different 
forms in different places and on different issues, but can 
also hinge on local understandings of which forms of 
leadership are seen as legitimate in the eyes of citizens 
(Marget et al. 2019). 

However, as Batliwala pointed out, these collective 
processes also contain ‘hidden hierarchies of power and 
influence’ (Batliwala, 2019). Therefore, if we are interested 
in leadership for inclusive development, we need to 
interrogate not just the intent or objectives of collective 
leadership, but the power relations and inclusiveness of the 
leadership process itself. 

2. Leadership starts at home 
A theme that emerged was the idea that leadership for 
inclusive development could not just be about what happens 
‘out there’, it also had to include questions of leadership 
within the families, organisations, universities, and devel-
opment agencies that many of the conference participants 
were embedded in. 

As Dan Honig suggested in his keynote, issues of 
motivation, autonomy, and trust for front line staff in 
development agencies are critical for effectiveness, 
particularly in volatile contexts and if they are working on 
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complex programs. He went on to argue that the processes 
of management and reporting in these agencies can shape 
these issues in fundamental ways: 

It seems to me organisational structure on the aid agency 
side connects most clearly to what is possible and not 
possible for local leaders in a number of spaces in the 
developing world (Honig 2019).  

As such the leadership practices of the development 
agency itself are highly significant in determining if local 
leadership is going to be effectively supported. Particularly 
important he noted, drawing upon the work of Aghion and 
Tirole (Aghion and Tirole 1997), is giving front-line staff 
‘the power to use what they learn as they’re engaging in 
practice’ (Honig 2019). 

Yet, as Batliwala asked, ‘Why do social justice organ-
izations focus on human rights, on inclusion and social 
transformation, only in the outside world, and ignore the 

world within the organizational boundaries?’ (Batliwala 
2019, her emphasis). One powerful explanation she pro-
posed was that organisations are products of the societies 
from which they emerge, and in turn often reproduce the 
inequalities and exclusion found within them. In particular 
she argued that: 

… in the case of feminist or social justice organizations, 
these inequalities can hardly be reproduced overtly— so 
they become submerged or hidden, in what is called the 
‘deep structure’ or ‘deep culture’ of organizations 
(Batliwala 2019). 

As such she argues that it is the norms, practices, and 
informal or hidden power of the deep structure of organ-
isations that need to shift which requires dismantling a 
number of powerful myths, including myths that leadership 
is about power, authority and control, or about aggregating 
power rather than giving it away. Furthermore, Batliwala 
posits that alternative forms of leadership are about 
catalysing change in whatever spaces or relationships one 
finds oneself in, and in so doing ‘unleashing the power not 
only within ourselves, but within those around us to create 
change’ (Batliwala 2019). 

3. Intersectionality needs to focus on the 
common processes that promote exclusion 
of diverse groups, NOT the identity of those 
groups per se  
Another common theme raised in a number of sessions is 
that different interests might be bundled in order to build 
more powerful coalitions for change. If these coalitions are 
to strategically address questions of inclusion, then they 
need to be representative of diverse communities, par-
ticularly groups that have traditionally been excluded from 
civil, political, and economic institutions and decision-
making. 

However, as the final panel session of the conference 
noted that whilst it is important to overcome possible 
fragmentation of interests that allow more powerful actors 
to ‘divide and rule,’ there are a number of challenges when 
working across diverse groups including: negotiating 

different interests and values; addressing what Batliwala 
referred to as the ‘powerless rage’ that oppression, trauma, 
and structural violence can create; and the sheer weight of 
majoritarian opposition that such groups can confront. 

Drawing on this experience working with the LGTPBI 
community, Adam Bourne of the Australian Research 
Centre for Sexual Health and Society suggested that one of 
the important ways to overcome tensions that a focus on 
identity can produce is by identifying the common forces 
and processes that promote exclusion and discrimination. 
As he noted, intersectionality is about identifying how 
different aspects of social and political processes of 
discrimination overlap, as well as identifying how inter-
locking systems of power impact those who are most 
marginalised, most often along the categories of gender, 
sexuality, race, and ethnicity. In this sense it is not for 
example race or gender per se that should be the focus of 
reflection and collective action, but rather the forces of 
racialisation or the processes of gender discrimination. 

He suggested this sort of analysis can identity common 
social and political forces that might lead to more collective 
action. However, he also noted that this required achieving 
a difficult balance between: 

• The need for urgent action on acute issues for some 
groups vs addressing the longer-term slog of policy 
reform and structural change for the common good; 

• attending to the overlooked and most marginalised 
without pitting different interest groups against each 
other; and  

• addressing the needs of different groups and the common 
issues they face.  

4. Inclusive leadership in our region needs 
rethinking 
There was a good deal of discussion about what kind of 
leadership the Pacific region needed to address the 
challenges it faces. 

This was set up well by Fiame Mata’afa’s opening 
keynote in which she reminded the audience of the long 
history of Pacific collective leadership in the colonial and 
post-colonial eras. She noted what Ratu Kamisese Mara 
said in 1970, ‘the Pacific way is not a state, it’s a process 
that recognises all of us who are here, the situation we are 
in, and where we want to go’ (Mata’afa 2019). She 
juxtaposed this saying with the new narrative of the ‘Blue 
Pacific’ that recognises that Pacific Islanders are collective 
custodians of an ocean continent, rather than individual 
leaders of ‘a scattering of islands’ (Mata’afa 2019). She 
then went on to underline the critical issue of climate 
change and the importance of multilateralism as a means of 
addressing common problems.  

These are signs of fragmenting in our global collective. 
For countries like my own and the region, multi-
lateralism, the agreements that we come to on a global 
level, are so important for us because as small countries, 
we have very little capacity to influence, to impact, to 
persuade, to bully anyone. When multilateral agree-
ments are made, small countries appreciate what that 
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does for us. When there is no agreement, it makes the 
pathway and the navigation towards development, 
peace, security, seem like a lost cause (Mata’ afa 2019). 

Finally, Fiame echoed what many were saying during 
the conference, that Australia and to some extent New 
Zealand needed to work in a more respectful manner with 
Pacific leaders. They need to recognise the sovereignty of 
Pacific states and see themselves as being part of the ‘Blue 
Pacific’. This would not only lead to a more mature 
dialogue, but maybe then the survival of the people, islands 
and nation states under threat from climate change might be 
seen as part of Australia and New Zealand’s respons-
ibilities. The tensions that arose at the Pacific Island Forum 
discussions in August 2019 suggest that Australia has a long 
way to go in living up to this (Armbruster and Newton Cain, 
2019). 

Supporting inclusive and developmental 
leadership is possible but… 
So, if we understand leadership for inclusive development 
to have these important political dimensions that play out at 
multiple levels, what are the implications for development 
agencies, NGOs, and other actors wishing to enable or 
catalyse such processes?  

Dan Honig in his keynote eloquently argued that the 
organisational structures and processes of development 
agencies have an important effect on their ability to 
effectively support local leaders. He also noted that he was 
struck by the fact that ‘some of the people working for 
donor agencies who seem to be doing the best work seemed 
to spend a lot of time fighting the institutions in which they 
worked’ (Honig, 2019). Based on an impressive data set of 
14,000 projects across nine organisations, 40 years, and a 
set of comparative case studies, he concludes that the 
returns on ‘navigating by judgement’ (i.e. putting more 
control in the hands of front-line staff), increased as the 
environment became more volatile and the projects they 
managed became more complex. 

When the road gets rough, those agencies that let the 
person sitting in the driver’s seat drive are better able to 
adjust to the rockier road. But those agencies that are 
trying to control things from afar—that try to steer from a 
great distance, by remote control—are unable to adjust as 
effectively to more difficult environments (Honig 2019).  

The degree to which agencies exert too little or too  
much control is shaped by their political authorising environ 
ment. Honig notes that ‘insecure’ development agencies 
often constrain field staff which becomes ingrained in not 
only reporting processes, but HR systems, procurement, and 
accounting procedures. But Hong suggests:  

…we should not let a move towards navigation by 
judgment, a move towards flexibility, a move towards 
more power in the field and in the hands of local leaders 
be framed as a move away from real accountability. Real 
accountability is what helps get the job done in a way 
that delivers the most benefit... (Honig 2019). 

It was therefore refreshing to see several papers 
presented at the conference on how the challenges of 
developing alternative forms of monitoring, evaluation, and 

accountability are being pursued, as well as how research 
and evidence are being used to shift policy and practice. 
What these examples demonstrate is that questions of 
politics, power and indeed inclusive leadership have also 
permeated development agencies and their decision-making 
processes (Adams and Roche 2019). However, it is clear 
that within international development agencies, this recog-
nition has not, as yet, had much impact on how monitoring, 
evaluation and research processes are designed and 
implemented (Carothers, 2016). 

At the same time there is a growing recognition that the 
kinds of changes that supporting inclusive leadership seem 
to require are extremely challenging to put into practice 
given the broader political economy of the international 
development sector in general (Yanguas 2018) and 
Australia’s aid program, in particular (Corbett 2017).  

However, as the Developmental Leadership Program 
demonstrated in one of its presentations, the tools of 
thinking and working politically can be successfully applied 
to monitoring, evaluation, and research even when the 
political authorising environment is constrained (Denney 
and Roche 2019). For example, DLP’s Gender and Politics 
in Practice Research on programs that have successfully 
supported gender sensitive and politically informed 
processes noted that development agencies might able to 
achieve more macro-level organisational transformations 
by focusing on ‘micro-level organisational behaviours’ 
(i.e.—how the organisation works on a day-to-day basis) 
(Honig and Gulrajani 2018:69). This in turn suggests that if 
leadership in development agencies can recognise and 
harness the transformative nature of everyday experience 
and interactions, there might be more scope to shift internal 
ways of working than is commonly acknowledged. 

Conclusion  
Leadership, rightly or wrongly, is currently seen as a critical 
issue not least because of the political and psychological 
anxieties we are currently facing. This can lead to demands 
for strong and indeed authoritarian leadership. This con-
ference focused on very different forms and understandings 
of leadership and how they might contribute to inclusive 
development. 

Firstly, leadership was generally understood as a 
collective, political and multi-level process, with deep 
psychological dimensions, something very different to the 
leadership promulgated by many business schools and 
leadership development courses. Secondly, many recog-
nised the importance of leadership starting with the self and 
one’s immediate relationships and environment. As Srilatha 
Batliwala put it, leadership is about ‘mobilizing our inner 
power and the power within others to become co-architects, 
co-visionaries, and co-creators of open systems’ (Batliwala 
2019). 

Thirdly, there was a lot of debate about the need to 
transcend differences in order to build more powerful and 
inclusive coalitions. It was suggested that one of the ways 
that this might be done is to focus less on questions of 
identity and more on the interlocking social and political 
forces that exclude, marginalise, and discriminate. 
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Fourthly, several participants spoke of the geo-political 
context of our region and referred to the challenges of 
collective leadership at a regional level. In particular, 
questions were raised about how Australia might play a 
more constructive and inclusive leadership role founded on 
greater respect for its neighbours, particularly on the issue 
of climate change. 

Finally, it was noted that these understandings and 
practices of leadership are challenging for development 
agencies. These processes are messy, complex, and by 
definition locally-driven. They demand ‘navigation by 
judgement’ from their front-line staff, which is often at odds 
with policies and procedures that have been largely shaped 
by the political needs of the aid and development sector 
rather than the effectiveness of their programs. 

Notes 
1 See https://www.collectivepsychology.org/what/  
2 See https://www.dlprog.org/ 
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666 Inclusive leadership in a fragmenting world. An edited  
extract of The Hon Fiame Mata’afa’s address  

at the RDI Conference 2019 
The Hon Fiame Mata’afa, Samoan Minister for Environment and Natural 

Resources, President of the Samoa National Council of Women 

The Samoan word for hello, our greeting salutation, is Talofa. Talofa literally means 
let us share love, let us share love. This is an invitation for us to share recognition 
of each other, acknowledgement of each other, and to have a spirit of respectful 
interaction.  

I begin by sharing about myself, because I think it is important that you 
understand my perspective on leadership. You will have heard the Vice-Chancellor 
introduce me—as a Samoan chief and a parliamentarian. 

The word chief has connotations and conjures up thoughts of status, privilege, 
entitlement—and perhaps more positively—as exotic. I purposely wrote I was a 
chief on my bio because that is the basis of my leadership. Samoan society is based 
on a chiefly system, and chiefs are essentially the heads of extended families. 

Chiefly leadership 
My chiefly leadership happened unexpectedly, because my father died when I was 
18, in my last year in high school. He was 53, and held three titles, including the 
title Fiame, which I now hold. When my father passed away, all his titles became 
vacant. In Samoa, there is no automatic succession of titles, father to son, or the 
daughter, or so forth. The succession comes within the circle of that very large 
extended family, and usually, families come to a consensus about who should 
succeed in title. If not, we have an arbitration process of the Land and Titles Court 
by which Samoan families can decide on their title holders. 

At the age of 20, having failed at a family consensus, all my father’s titles went 
to arbitration. My claim to one of the titles, the Fiame title, was successful, so at the 
young age of 20, I became a chief, a matai. When we went to the courts for the 
arbitrations, I saw the gentlemen of the court didn’t like me—by their body 
language, the way they spoke, and the way they interrogated me. They saw I was 
young, female, and it became obvious that being unmarried was also not in my favour. 

The president of the court of the day was a judge from New Zealand, who 
vetoed the Samoan judges on the bench who held the view I could not claim this 
title because I was young, female, and because I was unmarried. The New Zealand 
judge told the Samoan judges that the Constitution of Samoa ensures the rights of 
this young woman.  

Of course, other important criteria are taken into consideration, such as your 
genealogical claim, the level of support you have in your family, the knowledge that 
you are able to demonstrate of the history of your village, and of the country. I wish 
to make the point from a leadership perspective—especially for women—that when 
we have our rights, and when the laws are there to protect us, if we don’t actually 
use our rights and the laws, then what’s the point? We women have to take 
advantage of all that is made available to us. 

Chiefly leadership and the collective 
The Samoan psyche is a collective psyche. Samoans use the word ‘we’ a lot—the 
cultural, collective, communal ‘we’—which means we are always thinking about 
the greater good, and our community. We have an expression in Samoan—a proverb 
that speaks to leadership and authority—which translates as ‘the path to authority is 
through service’. 

Although I became a matai very early, I spent seven years in the village after I 
received my title entrenching myself in my chiefly role. When you become a chief 
in Samoa, it is your job for life. For seven years I orientated myself to that particular 

P
e
rs

o
n

a
l 
p
e

rs
p
e
c
ti
v
e

s
 o

f 
le

a
d
e

rs
 

 



10 Development Bulletin 81 

role, which was not easy at 20 years of age. But the 
wonderful thing about the collective is that people will 
recognise you for your role and your function. I was the 
ranking chief, not only of my family, but of my village. It 
was recognised as a role and function, which interacts with 
other people who equally have roles and functions. 

My village and family gave me room to grow, and I 
was thankful that within my own family, there were elders 
within the village. I didn’t need to stand on the fact I was 
the ranking chief, but I would often defer to the wisdom of 
those with more experience, and we had a respectful 
relationship in collectively operating our leadership 
responsibilities. 

I believe our Pacific region also speaks to the 
collective. In the 1960s and in 1970s—when different 
countries in the Pacific started moving out of the post-
colonial era and gaining independence—we started to form 
our collective in the Pacific, to share our development  
path. 

In the 1970s, the then leader of Fiji, the Honourable 
Ratu Kamisese Mara, coined the phrase, ‘the Pacific way’, 
and said, ‘the Pacific way is not a state, it’s a process that 
recognises all of us who are here, the situation we are  
in, and where we want to go’. Counter to that narrative  
was the other narrative running about the Pacific—of  
small remote, dependent countries, and whether they were 
viable.  

I don’t think the collective is unique to the Pacific as it 
is a natural inclination for human beings to come together—
to gather to gain strength.  

This brings me to the issue of climate change—the 
issue that really requires a global response. Climate change 
is not just a Pacific issue, or an issue of a particular level of 
society, or an issue of poor people or rich people, black 
people or white people. Climate change is an issue for all of 
us because climate change is about our survival, and the 
survival of our planet. 

More recently, a new narrative was introduced into our 
Pacific collective—the new narrative of the Blue Pacific—
which recognises that collectively, we are the custodians of 
this ocean continent. We see ourselves as a continent, not as 
a scattering of islands, because the ocean knits us all 
together. I connect the collective to the leadership of 
extended family, where chiefs and leaders like myself do 
enjoy privilege and status, but our fundamental role is 
essentially that of custodians. We are the trustees and heads 
of extended families and look to the welfare of our 
families—distributing and sharing resources—and making 
the leadership call when warranted, after consultation with 
the family. 

The Pacific collective is about a shared custodianship 
and a shared experience, because the Pacific ocean sustains 
us. Like other regional organisations, sometimes it’s not 
easy to bring the Pacific together because of national versus 
regional—or even global—interests. The question is how to 
balance these interests to get the best outcomes from 
working in collectives? 

Climate change, leadership and the 
collective 
The Paris agreement on climate change was wonderful as 
all leaders came together, agreed and signed off on it, and 
the Pacific came away feeling something had been 
achieved. Then, from what I understand, even in Paris, it 
went down to the wire as everyone had to be pushed into an 
agreement. As India had difficulty joining the global 
momentum, all the other leaders came together to make the 
deal with India—a good demonstration of global leadership, 
with people working together. One year later, with a change 
of government in the United States (US), the US pulled out 
of the climate agreement. 

These are signs of fragmenting in our global collective. 
For countries like my own and others in the region, 
multilateralism on a global level is important for us, because 
as small countries, we have little capacity to influence, to 
impact, to persuade, or even to bully anyone. When 
multilateral agreements are made, small countries 
appreciate what that does for them. When there is no 
agreement, it makes the pathway and navigation towards 
development, peace and security, seem like a lost cause. 

Humans are an intelligent species—why would we let 
this happen again? Where do the global leaders think 
climate change is going? Who has the power to change the 
mindset of leaders seemingly driving us to a fragmented 
state that the world has experienced before? What kind of 
leadership do we need to begin to pull us back from that big 
black hole we are going to fall into if we’re not making the 
decisions? 

Inclusive leadership is about recognising all who are 
there. It also means that those who have the power to make 
the call understand that it is their responsibility to make that 
call. This is part and parcel of the responsibility of 
leadership. People who don’t make that leadership call 
should not only be called out on it, but should be recorded, 
for history, that they failed in their inclusive and global 
leadership. 

Climate change and the Pacific collective 
When watching some YouTube discussions between 
Australian leaders about Australia’s development, I noted 
they kept saying, ‘but Australia is a small country, we can 
only do so much’, and I was thinking this is stealing our 
lines, that’s us. But when I look at Australian society—
whereas my society is mostly homogeneous, mostly 
Samoans—Australian society is much more diverse. 
Australia’s sense of who you are is more complex. 
Nevertheless, it is fundamentally important to have a 
discussion within every country about who are we. When 
we know who we are, we know how to navigate ourselves. 
With due respect, I would like to say that I think Australia 
is still working on that—which makes their relationship 
with the Pacific more difficult.  

Just as Pacific island nations are working on the Blue 
Pacific narrative, we have to ensure we expand that  
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narrative to include New Zealand and Australia. We cannot 
continue the same way we have been, with the Pacific 
islands here, New Zealand and Australia there—like circles 
that don’t overlap. If we are going to move forward in our 
relationship, we must have one circle, and really understand 
each other. 

People—including Australia and New Zealand—keep 
on telling us, that we’re not old enough, we’re not capable 
enough to run our own relationships with China. Of course, 
these people and countries have relationships with China, 
but when it comes to us in the Pacific, we are told we need 
to be careful, and should remember they are our older 
brothers or sisters in the Pacific, and we have to be careful 
of those Chinese. 

I want to make it very clear, all of these are sovereign 
countries, and—in respect of that sovereignty—we should be 
in dialogue with each other in a respectful and mature 
manner.  

My country, Samoa, became independent in 1962. We 
knew we were a country even before then and I think we are 
now at a point where we need to have a more mature 
relationship, because quite frankly, it’s been one of 
patronage in a way. Even now, there are questions about 
viability as, due to climate change, some countries might 
disappear altogether, then they’ll say, yeah, we said they 
weren’t viable anyway. What happens to those human 
beings whose countries disappear? People spend so much 
money on saving elephants, whales, and tigers, while I’m 
thinking, who is going to save the people in the Pacific—
especially in low-lying atoll countries—who may well lose 
their land. When their land is lost, they will lose their place 
of belonging. Who saves them? 

The relationship with Australia, and to some extent 
New Zealand, is more than 50 years old. We need to move 
onto a new footing, and discourse with each other in a more 
mature way. It’s about the present, how we make our lives 
and commit to each other within our collective of the 
Pacific—of the Blue Pacific—that we can move forward 
more successfully. 

The Hon Fiame Mata’afa in discussion with 
Dr Ceridwen Spark from RMIT. Below is an 
edited extract of the conversation.  

What did you learn from your mother about 
leadership? 

My first recollection of having a serious discussion with my 
mother was my first day at school. I went off on my first 
morning to school and I thought it was very good, but when 
I came home, my mother took me aside and she said to me, 
Naomi, I need to have a talk with you. I was watching you 
when you went to school, and I saw you walking around 
acting like you were a teacher, and you weren’t sitting down 
with the other children. I said, well, the teacher let me. She 
said to me, do you know why she let you? I said, I know, 
‘cause I’m the daughter of the chief. She said to me, you are 
a daughter of the chief, but the point of going to school is to 
get an education, and tomorrow, I’m going to take you to a 

different school. The next day, she took me to a different 
school a few villages down the road. 

My mum came to pick me up after the first day, and 
instead of marching around like a little chief, I was sitting 
on the teacher’s lap. I’d gone from the first day at school of 
being the big kahuna, and to the next day, to being the 
outsider. That was a big learning experience about, not only 
who you are, but how you relate to people in different 
circumstances and socialisation. My mother was a bit like 
that throughout my life, she’d just pick me and give me little 
life lessons. 

Can you expand a little bit on how your mother 
taught you that the relationships were important, 
and how to manage those? 

My father had three titles, so that essentially meant three 
extended family networks. What I saw with my parents was 
this constant interaction within those three networks, people 
coming in, people going out, and because my dad had 
passed away very early on, it was really my mother and 
myself who continued on. My mother would sit me down, 
draw the picture, the genealogy, and this is how we connect, 
and it was always about relationship, and in making those 
relationships work. And as you all know and experience, 
relationships are only as good in terms of what you put into 
them. 

At twenty, what was it like for you, learning to do 
leadership in the village with the other matais? 
And what did it teach you about power and 
politics? 

There’s nothing like survival to push you. When my dad 
died, our provider had gone, provider in all senses of the 
word, of the security, and our social status to some extent. 
Part of the decision to claim for his title was exactly that, it 
was essentially about survival. But it was also about a 
commitment to his legacy, and wanting to see that move 
forward. 

It wasn’t handed to me as I explained, it’s open to the 
extended family. It was very contentious, and very 
competitive. There were 21 candidates for the particular 
title of Fiame. We all went off to court, and we all got 
interrogated through that process. Most of the other 
candidates were interrogated for half an hour and that was 
considered really long. For me, it was a whole day and a 
half. I don’t think there has been any other time, including 
during my political career, where I have been so focused on 
anything. I was totally in the zone of that whole process. 

We had this very lengthy interrogation in the court 
process. I could tell that they didn’t like me. If it was left to 
the Samoan judges, I wouldn’t have gotten the title, and it 
was really due to the veto power of the New Zealand judge 
who was there. 

At the time, it was a very unusual thing to have 
happened for a 20 year old to have been given a title, and a 
title of that rank. And having been given the title, I had this 
very bizarre experience where I thought, alright, we’ve said 
all that, I’ll go back to university and finish my degree. I 
was back in New Zealand a month later when I got a letter 
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from the Lands and Titles Court that some members of my 
family had taken me to court for being an absentee chief, 
and they wanted to remove the title. I wrote back and said, 
thank you very much, I’m not here on holiday, I’ve come to 
try and finish my degree, but I will be back at the end of the 
year, if they still want to take me to court.  

I did get given the hard word by the Lands and Titles 
Court. They said, the court went out on a limb and gave you 
the title, so you should stay put. I’ve probably been the only 
chief in Samoa who has been told to stay put. But, if that’s 
what it took, then that’s what it took. 

Speaking at the recent Just Transition con-
ference in New Zealand, you said that it was good 
that, I quote, most members of the family had 
come to a consensus in relation to climate 
change. If the Pacific is a family, who or what is 
Australia? The spoilt cousin, the big bossy 
brother, and how is this reflected in our aid 
program?  

Australia has stepped up in terms of its relationships with 
the Pacific, and Samoa, through its aid program. Quite a 
large part of the Australian relationship in the Pacific is the 
security cover that it offers. It makes investments, in various 
sectors, education, health, fisheries, which is a big thing in 
the Pacific. 

I reflect back to my earlier comments about the Samoan 
salutation, recognition, acknowledgement, respect. Those 
are critical aspects of the salutation of love, but I think in 
terms of how we relate to each other, that’s also where it 
needs to be premised. To recognise, to acknowledge they 
understand where we are and what we are. But most 
importantly, we need to interact in a respectful way. 

I do think that we’ve had the relationship long enough 
where we can sit down at the table and understand where 
exactly we’re coming from. I have to say to Australia—the 
bigger country—you’ve been given more resources. The 

old adage for those who are given, much is expected, is true. 
Australia has to play that role, it needs to own that role, but 
it needs to come from a place where there’s a commitment 
to an investment in a community that they belong to.  

New Zealand has set targets for 2050 to be carbon 
neutral, and we applaud the change in policy in New Zealand 
because it aligns with what the Pacific Island States have 
been working and activating and advocating for. Australia 
hasn’t made that commitment. We respect Australia’s 
sovereignty, but we hope—not only in terms of our regional 
relationship, but also the global responsibility—that it will 
make that shift as well. 

Both Australia and New Zealand are revamping or 
reviewing their assistance programs in the Pacific—for 
Australia it’s a step up, for New Zealand, it’s a reset. I spoke 
with Prime Minister Ardern at the Transition conference1 in 
New Zealand. When I asked the question about New 
Zealand’s reset, she said, the reset is as much about what we 
are going to do in the Pacific, but more so, it’s about our 
internal discussion about what we are. I alluded to it earlier 
where I said, when we know and understand who we are, then 
we can do the external. We project ourselves in that way. 

It’s a real opportunity for both New Zealand and 
Australia to have that internal reflection about many things, 
including their relationship with the Pacific islands. 

Notes  
1 The Just Transition Summit was held in New Zealand 9–10 

May 2019. The Summit brought together diverse people and 
groups and was a chance for all to have their say in defining 
what a just transition to a low emissions future looks like in 
New Zealand. The Summit attracted over 550 people to 
facilitate discussion on a just transition and to hear from local 
and global experts. Speaker presentations as well as videos 
and transcripts of each of the sessions at the Summit are 
available at: 
https://www.justtransitionsummit.nz/programme/ 
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Dismantling leadership myths, and transforming our practice 

Srilatha Batliwala, Creating Resources for Empowerment in Action 

I would like to start by looking at the theme of inclusive 
development from a feminist perspective. The feminist 
vision of social justice has always been more inclusive than 
others—especially over the past two decades. I make this 
claim for three reasons: 

• First, despite the fact that over the centuries, many social 
justice ideologies embraced the notion of equality and 
inclusion—these notions always stopped at the doorstep 
of households—under the assumption that equality and 
justice among and between households was the deepest 
level that social justice needed to reach. Feminism 
opened the door, however, interrogating power in the 
most private and intimate spaces in which people 
negotiate their daily lives. Feminists recognised gender 
inequality as one of the deepest, and highlighted 
patriarchal power inside the home, in institutions like 
marriage and the family, within social groups like clans 
and castes, within racial and ethnic groups, and within 
religious institutions. 

• Secondly, and most importantly, feminism was the first 
ideology to recognise the body and our sexuality as sites 
of power, discrimination, stigma, control and violence. 

• Finally, over the past two decades, feminism began to 
interrogate exclusion and power in a more intersectional 
way, recognising how patriarchy operates with and 
through a range of other power structures including race, 
nationality, ethnicity, class, caste, religion, heteronorm-
ativity, and ableness. 

These radical shifts have made feminist visions of 
social transformation (since I find inclusive development 
itself a rather limiting frame) deeper and more profound. 

Ironically, this amazing journey of examining power and 
exclusion at deeper and deeper levels has been accompanied 
by a very ambiguous and complex journey in the search to 
create a concept and practice of feminist leadership. This has 
been especially true in contexts like South Asia.  

Practicing feminist leadership 
From the outset, feminists recognised that power is 
embedded in leadership, and generally speaking, ‘power 
over’. Feminists in South Asia—as in most parts of the 
world in the 1970s and 1980s—reacted against patriarchal 
models of leadership which concentrated so much power in 
individual leaders, and also against the organisational 
structures based on this model—hierarchical organisations 
of leaders and subordinates, with bosses and their minions. 
And so, there were decades of experiments creating ‘flat’ 
organisations—collectives, loose networks, and what we in 
South Asia called Autonomous Women’s Groups—to 
assert their autonomy from the state, the market, from donor 
agencies, and other civil society organisations (CSOs). 

By the 1980s, these groups were, however, exper-
iencing new challenges. Despite having no official leaders 

or decision makers, these groups were beset with complex 
yet hidden hierarchies of power and influence—based on 
age, experience, education, social and intellectual capital, 
longevity in the group, personalities, and a myriad other 
factors. The silencing or marginalisation created by hidden 
hierarchies often led to splintering of groups as disaffected 
members left to create their own groups, or were blocked 
by closed doors that people pretended did not exist. 

By the 1990s, clear evidence emerged of a leadership 
crisis in feminist organisations as founder-leaders were 
ageing but not letting go. Younger women were alienated, 
there was lack of space to grow, and their politics, methods 
and strategies were often static and unable to adapt to the 
new challenges of neoliberal states, globalised economies, 
and rising fundamentalism. Younger feminists were build-
ing their own spaces and experimenting with new types of 
leadership structures including collective and rotating 
leadership and ‘meshworks’ (Escobar 2004:207–230)—
open webs of activism and connections, with no centre or 
periphery—that people could freely enter and exit. 

Fortunately, the 1990s was also a time when feminist 
organisational theory provided insights into both the hidden 
power dynamics within organisations and the need to 
challenge assumptions about organisations themselves. 
Today such insights seem obvious, but decades ago a theory 
was needed to name the invisible and tackle the seemingly 
elusive. 

Insights into leadership and decision making 
The first insight was that organisations are not rational 
entities that function according to their stated vision, 
mission and values, but in fact microcosms or mirrors of the 
societies in which we create them. Patriarchal, exclu-
sionary, hierarchical societies therefore produce patriarchal, 
exclusionary, hierarchical organisations. However, these 
inequalities can hardly be reproduced overtly—particularly 
in the case of feminist or social justice organisations—and 
become submerged or hidden, in what is called the ‘deep 
structure’ or ‘deep culture’ of organisations (Rao and 
Kelleher, 2005:57-69). 

Deep structures: What are deep structures? They are 
invisible but real sites and processes where we, the creators 
of these organisations, reproduce the power relations—the 
biases, discriminations, exclusions—that we say we are 
trying to change in the world outside. But of course, we do 
so in subtle, hidden or subversive ways that may even 
appear innocuous and ‘normalised’. Let’s take a brief look 
at what goes on in the deep structure. 

There are informal, invisible decision making processes 
that underlie formal processes—‘boys club’ discussions in 
bars and sports clubs leading to formal decisions that those 
without access to such spaces cannot influence or control. 



14 Development Bulletin 81 

Informal norms such as working late or on weekends, 
subservient, unquestioning behaviour, sycophancy, personal 
favours for the ‘boss’—are quite contrary to the formal 
processes yet indirectly encouraged and rewarded. Certain 
kinds of behaviour and norms are therefore being rewarded—
with promotions, representational opportunities, recognition 
and praise—while other behaviours are subtly penalised by 
questioning and dissent, for example. 

Hidden power groups: Another widespread deep structure 
phenomenon is the presence of hidden groups of power and 
influence in an organisation that may have nothing to do 
with the formal leadership structure of the organisation—
the ‘old boys club’, the ‘founding group’, based on longe-
vity in the organisation, informal connections to the formal 
leaders. 

Finally, deep structures are where the personal biases 
of individuals are often expressed, even when these violate 
the formal policies of an organisation—homophobia, biases 
against or stereotypes about people of certain caste or ethnic 
or religious minorities, gender biases. Sometimes, these 
biases take seemingly innocuous forms—women know this 
well. The privileged male colleagues assume, for instance, 
that it’s all in good humour to constantly remark upon a 
woman’s appearance or dress or mood: ‘you look so nice in 
this colour’; ‘this haircut doesn’t suit you’; or ‘she’s cranky 
today so must be that time of month’. 

Power under: The second theory that has transformed our 
understanding of leadership, particularly in the world of 
feminist organisations, is called ‘Power Under’, developed 
by psychoanalyst Steven Wineman (2003). Wineman  
had treated survivors of severe trauma or persistent 
oppression—violence, torture, abuse—women survivors of 
domestic violence or sexual assault, survivors of the 
Rwandan genocide and Holocaust, people who had grown 
up in refugee camps. He found that these experiences 
created what he called ‘powerless rage,’ and that this rage, 
when unhealed, leads to the use of what he called ‘power 
under’. Power under describes the destructive power of a 
victim to manipulate or sabotage situations or people who 
made them feel powerless; and the behavior of such 
survivors when they came into positions of formal or 
informal power—the belief survivors internalised that there 
are only victims and oppressors—therefore, the only way to 
avoid being a victim is to become the oppressor. 

Building on Wineman’s work, I theorise that not only 
do situations of acute trauma or violence create powerless 
rage, but so do any kind of long term, systemic experiences 
of powerlessness, oppression or victimhood. Almost 
everywhere, a majority of women—especially women from 
socio-economically and politically marginalised groups—
feel this powerless rage. So even when women embrace 
feminism and create organisations to fight structural 
gender-based injustices, they often bring powerless rage to 
their leadership, and reproduce oppressive behaviour as 
leaders. And while we’re at it, let’s admit that this is also 
true for a large number of men and people of other gender 
identities from socially oppressed groups who assume 
leadership roles, even in social-justice organisations! 

These theoretical and experiential revelations have 
helped us confront one of the most vexing questions of  
all: Why do feminist or social justice organisations—
committed to inclusive development and social trans-
formation—recreate oppressive forms of leadership and 
deeply pathological internal cultures? We know the answers 
now—at least a significant part of the answer—deep 
structures and power under. 

Recognising the world within organisational 
boundaries 
So it is time to move beyond this and ask a different set of 
questions instead: Why do social justice organisations focus 
on human rights, on inclusion and social transformation, 
only in the outside world, and ignore the world within the 
organisational boundaries? Are these organisations on some 
other planet? Are they run by robots in whom all forms of 
bias and discrimination have been programmed out? Why 
do we not see that the world within our organisations must 
mirror the very values, politics, and practices of power that 
we so passionately advocate in the larger world? 

Is it not time for us to be the change (in Gandhi’s 
famous words)? Why do we expect people to believe that 
another world is possible if we cannot create it, in some 
small measure, in these small, limited spaces under our 
control? If we cannot help people experience, within social 
justice organisations, a microcosm of a just, inclusive, 
sustainable world—of what that might actually looks like, 
feels like, how it works—why should people believe it is 
possible to create it anywhere else? 

It is, indeed, time— but first, we must dismantle a 
series of myths that are getting in the way: 

Myth No. 1: Because I lead a feminist organisation, I 
become a feminist leader; because I lead a social justice 
organisation, dedicated to inclusive development, I am a 
socially just, inclusive leader. This is far from the truth. 
Being a feminist or transformative leader requires us to 
confront, make visible and dismantle the deep structures of 
power within our organisations, and to create transparent, 
accessible and sustained mechanisms of accountability that 
expose and penalise bias and discrimination wherever they 
occur. I have worked closely with other feminist colleagues 
to create toolkits and pathways for those who wish to 
embark on this journey. 

Myth No. 2: Transformation begins with ‘them’, or ‘out 
there’. Sorry, wrong again. The journey of transformation 
begins with the self, with each of us looking within, 
confronting our own practices of power, our own biases, 
and submitting ourselves, with great humility, to self-
examination and internal change. Be the change. Mirror the 
process, the struggle, the shift in practice—transform 
yourself, and others will soon follow. Do not leave yourself 
behind as you work to ensure that no one is left behind! 

Myth No. 3: Leadership is about power, authority and 
control—about being in charge, being the boss. This is 
actually the lowest form of leadership—leadership with a 
small ‘l’—and is in fact ‘PL’—patriarchal leadership. 
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Truman said: ‘a leader ... is a man or woman who can 
persuade people to do what they do not want to do, or do 
what they’re too lazy to do, and like it’ (Truman 1952:369–
370). 

Unfortunately, this is the kind of leadership that we 
may have grown up with and is all around us. It arises from 
the deeply hierarchical societies we live in, thus shaping our 
understanding of the concept of leadership. The word 
‘leader’ may conjure images of someone sitting on top ‘of 
the heap’—even if it is a dung heap! ‘Leader’ is thought of 
someone who controls others—the binary of leaders and 
followers, of leading and being led. So, it is not surprising 
that when we gain leadership positions, we mindlessly, 
unthinkingly, reproduce this model. 

Myth No. 4: Leadership can only be practiced from 
positions of authority and power. This is what I will call 
‘dark leadership’, based on oppressive power, authority and 
control. These leaders are practicing ‘power under’, afraid 
that the only way to be respected or heard is by oppressing 
and dominating others. They see only two roles in life—as 
the oppressor, or the victim. 

We would do well to remember the words of Chinese 
philosopher Lao Tse: ‘As for the best leaders, the people do 
not notice their existence. The next best, the people honor 
and praise. The next, the people fear; the next, the people 
hate.’ Sadly, we seem to be increasingly governed by 
leaders who seek praise, whom the people fear, and many 
of whom the people hate! 

Myth No. 5: I am quite powerless, how can I lead? 
Transformative leadership recognises and builds on a 
simple truth—no one is ever completely powerless. We all 
have power within us, our connection with this inner power 
is, however, easily and frequently broken. If we engage in 
conscious processes to reconnect with this inner power, we 
can unleash it with great effect, noting that inner power is 
never manifested as aggression or domination—it is a 
radiant, liberating force of change far greater than any 
dictator, army, or weapon seen in this world. Successful 
examples of transformative leadership using the power 
within, from the South Asian context and beyond, include 
these examples: 

• The young daughter of the house challenging rules about 
her dress, where she can and cannot go, whom she may 
or may not interact with, or confronting parental biases 
against people of particular castes, communities, 
religions, sexual expressions. 

• The women who gathered in parks and other public 
places across major cities in India, especially after dark, 
to claim their rights to be in such spaces free of 
harassment or violence, catalysed by a young woman 
leader who said ‘we never ask for it’. 

• The young Swedish schoolgirl Greta Thunberg mobil-
ising tens of thousands of children around the world 
demanding the world’s leaders take action to save the 
planet for them, and their children.  

• The young lawyer filing a public interest litigation on 
behalf of the local slum-dwellers association, chal-
lenging the city’s right to demolish their settlement to 

build a superhighway, though all his peers tell him he 
will fail. 

• The housewife who starts an online petition, from her 
dining room table, against sexual harassment of girl 
children in schools. 

• Shamim Akhtar—a middle aged widow in Pakistan—
deciding to become a truck driver, and succeeding, 
against all odds and social pressures. 

• The Dalit woman—a barely literate landless labourer—
who mobilises her fellow workers to demand minimum 
wages from the local landlord. 

• My grandmother, encouraging me to question and later 
break the gender rules that suffocated her intelligence 
and capability. 

None of these people felt they were powerless—they 
recognised and activated their power within! For the truth 
is that leadership can be practiced from any role or space or 
job that we occupy, and true leadership is never about 
domination—it is about catalysing change, and unleashing 
the power not only within ourselves—but also within those 
around us—to create change. 

Myth No. 6: To exercise leadership, we must hold on to and 
aggregate our power, not share it or give it away. The 
greatest leaders in the world—Gandhi and Mandela, the 
great gurus and spiritual guides and prophets of human 
history—knew the real secret: the more you share power 
with others, the more powerful you become. The more you 
give away power in the form of domination and control, and 
work instead on inner transformation, on building your 
power within, the more powerful you become. I have 
experienced this truth in my own life, as it is over 20 years 
since I occupied any position of formal leadership—but I 
know I am more powerful today than I ever was then, and 
am continually surprised by the fact that people see me as 
more powerful today than 20 years ago. 

Dismantling these myths and rebuilding our under-
standing of leadership for social transformation—for 
feminist social transformation—assumes greater urgency at 
a historic moment where everywhere in the world, we see 
the emergence of leaders, regimes, and politics that 
reinforce a deeply troubling model of leadership, which is 
not inclusive, and far from transformative, and above all, 
profoundly patriarchal—the tough guy, the boss man, the 
one who brooks no dissent, who leverages our darkest fears 
and insecurities, enables violence against the ‘other’—in 
short, deeply insecure men (and sometimes women) with 
frightful ideologies and agendas. 

An AXIAL shift 
I would like to share the challenge that Otto Scharmer, 
founder of the Presencing Institute, calls the need for an 
‘axial shift’—the need to move away from applying 20th 
century lenses to 21st century problems. Scharmer asks us 
to recognise that the axes along which our societies and 
polities are being polarised are no longer the ‘left’ and the 
‘right’ or the ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’. Scharmer 
proposes there are completely different cycles now at work: 
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• The cycle of what Scharmer calls ‘absencing’, based on 
the closing of hearts, the closing of minds and a closing of 
our will. Absencing builds on fear, anger, hate, and 
ignorance, through processes of de-sensing, blinding, 
blaming others. In other words, exclusion and destruction. 

• The other cycle, which Scharmer calls ‘presencing’, is 
based on open minds, open hearts, and an open will, that 
builds on seeing, sensing, learning and clarifying, and 
above all, co-creating. 

These are the two axes of closed systems and mindsets 
as opposed to open systems and mindsets. Transformative 
feminist leadership is and must be about mobilising our 
inner power and the power within others to become co-
architects, co-visionaries, and co-creators of open systems. 
Nothing else will save us from ourselves, or save the planet 
for those who will inherit it from us. I conclude with the 
words of my dear friend and respected feminist activist, 
Hope Chigudu from Zimbabwe: 

[Transformative] Leadership is not about positional 
power, accomplishments, not even about what we do. 

It’s about creating a domain [a space and process] in 
which human beings continually deepen their under-
standing of reality and become more capable of 
participating in … creating new realities. Leadership 
exists when people are no longer victims of circum-
stances but participate in creating new circumstances. 
(pers. comm.) 
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Letting the pilot steer: How donor practice can better  
support local leadership  

Dan Honig, Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies  

When thinking about how donors can better support local 
leaders, one of my first observations was what we mean by 
‘local leaders’ when we think about their interaction with 
donors. We can imagine a representative of a developing 
country as a local leader, negotiating a grant or loan 
agreement with a development partner. We could think of 
sub-national recipient government officials in negotiation, 
too. But we also might imagine environments where local 
leaders are from civil society, or the community. Even in 
the community leaders’ case, if an organisation has donor 
funding, it’s going to have donor reporting, and the 
structures of that reporting are going to exert control, 
changing what local leaders can and cannot do.  

My discussion is about how donors manage their 
activities and how they think about accountability. Ten 
years ago, when I was in Liberia as the Aid Management 
Advisor to the Minister of Finance, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 
was the President, and there was a reformer administration 
emerging from war trying to get things done. There were 
many things in need of rebuilding: donor projects sought to 
rebuild destroyed bridges; rebuild buildings; or build a 
central power grid as Liberia had no grid and all power was 
from generators).  

For these kinds of projects, the way we conventionally 
approach development assistance might work quite well. 
Having clear plans with clear deliverables and benchmarks 
might allow us to drive things towards the results we seek. 
But of course, most things that are going to be critical  
to post-conflict Liberia are not so easy to approach. We 
could turn on the lights in the Ministry of Transportation 
but what about access to justice, or civil service reform, or 
the myriad other things that are not observable, verifiable, 
or countable?  

One of the things that really struck me in that job as Aid 
Management Advisor was that donor projects seemed to be 
managed in very similar ways, whether the object was 
building a road or a justice system. And it seemed to me 
really unlikely that the ‘best way’ to manage an aid project 
was the same irrespective of the type of project. 

It also seemed to me that some of the people working 
for donor agencies and who did the best work spent a lot of 
time fighting the institutions in which they worked and a lot 
of time managing ‘up’. I found myself wondering what is 
going wrong inside the organisation that is leading to this 
kind of dysfunction?  

So I decided to spend six or seven years trying to figure 
out what was going on inside donor agencies, the result of 
which is a recent book, Navigation by Judgment. And here’s 
where I ended up.  

Theory 
If you’re sitting at the top of a donor organisation thinking 
about the balance between top-down control and bottom-up 
empowerment of staff, or delegation to local leaders, there 
are no easy choices. Turks have a saying for this, Aşağı 
tükürsen sakal, yukarı tükürsen bıyık; that is, ‘spit up you 
hit the moustache, spit down you hit the beard’. No choice 
is without costs, without downsides (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Top-down control versus bottom-up driving  

Navigation from the top Navigation by judgement 

Management control Agent initiative 

Oversight Soft information 

Standardised behaviour Flexibility 

Extrinsic motivation (maybe) Intrinsic motivation (maybe) 

BUT: Distortions of 

performance measurement 

Loss of flexibility/adaptability 

BUT: Fallible agent 

judgement 

If we navigate from the top and we use tight top-down 
controls, we are going to get more management control, 
more oversight, and more standardised behaviour because 
we will be able to get dissimilar people in dissimilar places 
to do similar things using those controls. We are going to 
get less flexibility and adaptability when we control from 
the top and it is going to be much harder for those closer to 
the ground to adjust along the way. We might get more 
extrinsic motivation where and when we can accurately use 
pay for performance, but we are going to get distortions of 
performance measurement.  

What do I mean by distortions? I mean what economics 
would call a multitask problem; you have somebody and 
you want them to do some things which you can measure 
well and some things which you cannot measure well 
(Holmstrom and Milgrom 1991). If you measure the things 
you can measure well, you will get more of those things, but 
you will get less of the other things. People will invest in 
the observable and not invest in the unobservable. In 
addition, Nobel laureate Jean Tirole and Philippe Aghion 
(1997) tell us that if we don’t give people close to the 
ground the power to use what they learn as they’re engaging 
in practice, they will not invest in gathering the information 
the organisation needs. That is, if I have a job, even a job I 
care about, but I know that making the costly investment to 
figure out what’s going on in nuanced ways is a waste of 
my time—because I can’t make use of whatever I learn—I 
have no incentive to learn anything.   
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On the other hand, if we navigate by judgment and 
empower those closest to the ground, we are going to get 
more agent initiative. We are going to get more use of soft 
information—things that agents can see and learn, but can’t 
verify with numbers. We are going to get more flexibility. 
We might get more intrinsic motivation because people like 
having autonomy and feeling like they can make a 
difference in their jobs. But we’re going to have to rely on 
fallible agent judgment.  

What do I mean by fallible judgment? Well, in 
development there’s often this image that the reason we 
might not want to trust agents is because we might have bad 
agents who want to do bad things. I don’t think that is very 
frequent in the world, but human judgment is nonetheless 
inherently fallible. We all make bad judgments all of the 
time, despite the best intentions. I bet if you think about just 
the last few days, there’s some bad judgment you made—
you left too late for a meeting, or ordered something that 
was going to give you indigestion, etc. You are not alone; 
behavioural economics is arguably an entire discipline 
focused on all the ways that well-intentioned human 
judgment often goes awry. Human judgment is fallible and 
if we rely on it, we’re going to have to accept the fallibility 
of the judgment.  

So you can have both ‘too much’ and ‘too little’ 
control. But aid agencies weren’t created last week; if there 
is kind of a balance to be had, why is that balance not in 
alignment already?  

I have two answers to this. The first has to do with the 
nature of being a public agency and the nature of political 
authorising environments. When an agency measures its 
tasks and performance, it does so not just to improve 
performance, but also to demonstrate performance. That is, 
those numbers help justify funding, help prove to politicians 
that they get something for their dollars and yen and 
renminbi. When we use numbers for legitimacy seeking, 
agencies will employ a top-down, metrics-driven approach 
even when they don’t think it’s useful from a management 
standpoint, in helping deliver the project that we’re trying 
to deliver. 

Second, for any agency there’s an error of too little 
control and an error of too much control. The error of too 
little control means that agents have discretion, have 
autonomy that they use, and sometimes make mistakes. We 
are going to see those mistakes and be able to adjust against 
them. The error of too much control means that the rules are 
going to prevent people from doing good things they would 
have done but could not do because the rules got in the way. 
We can’t see good actions that could have been taken but 
weren’t; we don’t see the project gains that go unrealised 
because people were unable to take action that would have 
improved the projects. As a result then, organisations are 
going to react to the problem they see; they’re going to 
focus more on the error of too little control and respond to 
any examples of mistaken judgments by further tightening 
control. This makes the problem of ‘too much’ control 
worse of course.  

Four predictions: What agencies will do and 
when this will hurt their performance 

1. Most organisations will err on the side of ‘too much’ 
control more often than ‘too little’. 

2. More insecure agencies will err more than less insecure 
agencies. 

3. The more unpredictable the environment, the greater the 
returns to navigation by judgement. 

4. The less a task can be pre-planned and effectively 
managed using outputs (#s), the greater the returns to 
navigation by judgement. 

So, to wrap up the theory: most organisations are going 
to err on the side of too much control more often than too 
little. More insecure agencies—agencies that spend more 
time justifying themselves to authorisers—are going to be 
even more likely to make the ‘too much control’ error. The 
costs of this error are also going to vary, depending on the 
environment and the task. The more unpredictable the 
environment, and the harder it is to figure out what’s going 
on using objective and verifiable data, the greater the 
returns are going to be of navigation by judgment and the 
more consequential the error of too much control. The 
agency that uses more navigation by judgment, and the 
agency that puts more control in the field is going to be 
better able to adjust to those more difficult circumstances. 
In addition, the less the task can be pre-planned or 
effectively managed using numbers—the more it’s like 
building a justice system and less like building a road—the 
more we’re going to see returns to navigation by judgment.  

Quantitative empirics: Econometric analysis 
So, of course, I set out to test all of this and to see whether 
these ideas were borne out in the data. First, I use econo-
metrics, or formal quantitative data analysis. I built a data 
set of 14,000 projects across nine organisations, across 40 
years, and 180 countries to examine the relationship 
between agency management practice—specifically, how 
likely an agency is to navigate by judgment—and per-
formance. I found (see Figure 2 on next page) that agencies 
that have a greater likelihood of navigating by judgment see 
much less difference in their performance as environments 
become more unpredictable than do agencies which use 
more top-down control.  

When the road gets tough, those agencies that let the 
person sitting in the driver’s seat handle the controls are 
better able to adjust to the rockier road. But those agencies 
that are trying to control things from afar are unable to 
adjust as effectively to more difficult environments.  

This pattern—the difference in performance between 
navigation strategies—is driven by what I call less 
verifiable sectors. It is not in building the drip irrigation 
system, it is agricultural water management, where we see 
the effect. It’s not in building the road, it’s in administration 
of the transportation systems. Remote control fails for 
nuanced policy tasks, where we don’t have the ability to 
collect accurate numbers about what’s going on. 
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Figure 2: Returns to navigation by judgement in countries of differential environmental unpredictability 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: A comparison of a DFID and a USAID project in South Africa 
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Qualitative empirics: Case study 

I tested the theory by comparing projects that are similar in 
scope and purpose that are managed differently from one 
another. I compare eight projects—or four pairs of 
projects—that vary with regards to how unpredictable the 
environment is and how verifiable the task. In each pair I 
compare a project from USAID—a quite constrained 
agency—and DFID—an agency much more likely to 
navigate by judgment. I’m going to highlight USAID’s and 
DFID’s efforts to build municipal government capacity in 
South Africa. Before I get to that, though, just a few words 
on the broader qualitative evidence. Interviewees imple-
menting projects in the field for USAID often talk about 
Congress and reporting up the chain, much more so than do 
those implementing for DFID. USAID interviewees talk 
about arbitrary targets set at the top, and one interviewee 
describes USAID as ‘an agency under siege’ which 
‘make[s] you cautious’. Throughout the interviews, it is 
clear that political authorising environments and legit-
imacy-seeking loom much larger for USAID than they do 
for DFID.  

So, to South Africa: Two projects—one from DFID, 
one from USAID—in South Africa sought to help mun-
icipal governments work more effectively in expenditure 
management, control of corruption, revenue systems, 
revenue planning, etc. Despite these projects being almost 
exactly the same size, located in the same broad geographic 
area, conducted over the same time period and having 
essentially interchangeable goals, they went about imple-
menting in very different ways (see Figure 3 on previous 
page). 

USAID runs its project through training visits. Trainers 
come out from the centre to provide day-long or two day-
long sessions. DFID, on the other hand, hirers advisors who 
are embedded in communities for a number of years, who 
work with the local government structure in a way that is 
much more understanding of how local governments 
function and how local leaders in those communities are 
operating.  

I filed Freedom of Information requests with both 
agencies and as a result, I can tell you quite a bit about the 
USAID project’s details. For any date—10 years ago today, 
say—I could tell you if trainers went anywhere for the 
project. If trainers went somewhere, I could tell you how 
much the tickets cost if they flew, or how much they filed 
for mileage reimbursement if they drove. In some cases, I 
can tell you how big the room the training was held in or 
what the lunch orders were. I can show you sign in sheets 
and training materials. I can tell you almost anything you 
might want to know about a given training—except whether 
anyone learned anything. Or whether anyone did anything 
useful with the things that they learnt.  

On the other hand for DFID, I can’t tell you much. 
DFID’s embedded advisors did inception reports and then 
were asked to report against those inception plans. So I can 
show you the quarterly reports but these reports just show 
someone’s view on their success in accomplishing a plan 
they designed. As a form of control, it’s the rough equiva-
lent to a professor asking the students to compose the test 

questions then assess how good their answers were on the 
test questions they wrote. Bottom line: this is not a very 
tight form of control. 

So in comparing them, we can see how relative 
extremes fared. 

The USAID project, according to the Deputy Chief of 
Party, or the deputy head of the project, ‘might not have 
made the most dent or impact’. One of the trainers talks 
about the training not contributing much: ‘you go there, you 
don’t have any authority. If people don’t co-operate you 
can’t say anything.’  

The DFID project, on the other hand, is sometimes—
but by no means always—effective. Relying on people’s 
judgment means that people make different judgments. It is 
also possible that in some circumstances it would have been 
difficult for anyone to make an impact. But when I talk to 
those in the communities in which these projects happened, 
over and over, I had to remind them of the USAID’s project 
existence. That never happened on the DFID project 
because everyone remembers their advisor and the time 
they spent in the community and can talk about what they 
did or in some cases didn’t do effectively in their time there. 
DFID’s assessment noted that successes were linked to 
good judgment calls and that ‘although uneven in parts, [the 
project] included some highly positive examples in selected 
municipalities’ and I agree. So comparatively, the DFID 
project was clearly more successful. 

But it is, in some sense, a funny kind of ‘more 
successful’. That is, it’s not that the DFID project has no 
failures, it’s that the USAID project had very little to show 
by way of success. But the USAID project was set up in such 
a way that it never found this out. The USAID project’s lack 
of success is that it was set up in such a way as to not find 
out that it didn’t succeed. So this might mean that as seen 
by their respective political authorisers, it might well be 
that the more successful DFID project needs to explain 
‘failure’ and not the less successful USAID project.  

Stepping back to the qualitative data as a whole, in 
three of the four case study pairs, navigation by judgment 
works better. I see evidence of flexibility and adaptability 
in the more navigation by judgment-laden projects. These 
projects also incorporate things that field staff perceive but 
can’t verify. There’s also more organisational learning, not 
least about the proper use of judgment. If you are never able 
to use your judgment, you are never able to figure out where 
your judgment has lead you astray. Judgment is a muscle; 
we need to exercise it to make it stronger.  

Conclusion 
Political authorising environments can induce sub-optimally 
conservative behaviour that constrains field agents. One key 
tool in this constraint is output measurement. Navigation by 
judgment is beneficial under some circumstances, for 
example when environments are relatively unpredictable and 
tasks can’t be effectively managed with verifiable, quanti-
fiable numbers. These conditions are present quite a lot of the 
time in development assistance, but by no means all of the 
time. 
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So let me turn to Australia for a few minutes. I claim 
no Australia-specific expertise but I did notice that DFAT’s 
performance measurement framework is called ‘Making 
Aid Count’. The question for me, then, is when is making 
aid count and counting stuff in delivering aid at odds with 
one another and what happens as a result?  

We need to think about not just changing the rules of the 
organisation but changing the plumbing of aid organisations. 
What does it take for people to take risks, for people to bet on 
and use their own judgment? We need to take the HR, 
procurement, and accounting systems much more seriously. 

We also need to think about shifting decision rights. 
Susanna Campbell in her recent book Global Governance 
and Local Peace (Campbell 2018) talks about how peace-
building programs in Burundi end up being more effective 
when people close to the ground shift real veto rights to the 
local communities. When aid practitioners say ‘we can’t 
figure out what exactly is the best way of doing this, so we 
are going to rely on the community’s judgment to figure out 
what’s going on’. The trick in her story is that this happens 
without the knowledge of headquarters.  

But, to come back to the local leaders with which this 
narrative began, we should think harder about when donors 
might do better by just letting go, by letting local leaders 
lead. When is a mountain of paperwork, of requirements, of 
guidelines—whatever good intentions their creators might 
have had—getting in the way of good work? It sure seems 
to me like the focus in interacting with local leaders is 
almost always focused on the potential pitfalls of ‘too little 
control’. But surely here, too, there is the pitfall of ‘too 

much control’. And if donors provided greater space to let 
local leaders lead, they, too, might see more of the change 
to which they’re committed realised in practice. 

In moving forward, we should not let a move towards 
navigation by judgment, a move towards flexibility, a move 
towards more power in the field and in the hands of local 
leaders be framed as a move away from real accountability. 
Real accountability is what helps get the job done in a way 
that delivers the most benefit. More generally, we need  
to think about when accountability is about more than 
accounting and when instead it’s about making justification, 
and about creating a dialogue. Accountability is not just 
about numbers, something I think we in the development 
assistance community all too often forget. 
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666 Reflections on gender equality, international 
development practice and neo-colonialism 

Juliet Hunt, Independent Consultant 

Reflections on the past 
When asked to present a paper at a conference session titled ‘The role of NGOs in 
promoting women-led solutions and women as change agents’ a few questions came 
immediately to mind. Which women-led solutions and change agents—those 
located on the Australian side of the development equation, or local women? Should 
they play the same type of role, and how is this shaped by current development 
practice and the resurgence of neo-colonialism?  

I came to the development sector in the late 1970s with a firm belief that local 
actors are absolutely critical to the success of development efforts. Indeed, this 
seemed self-evident. In the late 1970s and 1980s, the role of local civil society in 
setting the development agenda and the nature of our partnerships with local 
organisations was often a topic of reflection. In a few cases, we even tried to 
implement co-financing arrangements with other international donors, with the aim 
of minimising partner transactional costs due to different and inflexible donor 
design and reporting requirements.  

I don’t think that organisations or individuals I worked with were unique in 
these beliefs and commitments. The impacts of colonialism were fresh in our minds, 
with PNG gaining independence in 1975, the Solomon Islands in 1978 and Vanuatu 
in 1980. Some of our partners in the Pacific region were leaders and participants in 
independence movements, both women and men. In general, they were very aware 
of their right to lead and be heard—some were forthright in their feedback to 
donors—and it was not unusual for expatriates to be criticised if they were 
considered to be imposing development agendas and solutions. 

Moreover, I assumed it was possible for women on the donor side to work 
together with those from developing countries to move funding institutions along 
the path towards gender equality. As the snail graphic in Figure 1 implies, there was 
an assumption we were pushing and pulling funding institutions in the same 
direction, and a commitment to do so.  

Figure 1: Is your agency walking the talk on gender equality? 

 

Source: graphic by Anne S Walker, International Women’s Tribune Centre.  

Progress at a snail’s pace 
There is no doubt that we have made progress on gender equality—both in donor 
funding institutions and development programming over the last four decades. 
Nowadays, it would be hard to find an organisation without a policy of some sort 
on gender equality. The prevailing rhetoric has gradually moved from a pre-
occupation with women’s vulnerabilities to ‘transforming’ gender power relations.  
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There are myriad projects which have the stated aim of 
empowering women, and many agencies now raise funds in 
the name of women—although it is debatable whether this 
is a sign of progress.  

There is even acceptance at the policy level that 
addressing violence against women and children is legit-
imate development work. This was rare in the 1990s and 
2000s. However, I believe that an understanding of why and 
how this is linked to sustainable economic and social 
development remains superficial in practice. Most ANGOs 
followed the Australian government aid program into this 
field, with a few notable exceptions. 

Organisational change processes on gender equality 
have been led by women change agents within donor 
organisations—many have done so in addition to their paid 
duties. Figure 2 gives examples of some of the challenges 
they have faced over the years and highlights three related 
themes I have observed.  

Figure 2: Challenges of gender equality advocates in donor 
agencies 

 

Source: Graphic by Anne S Walker, International Women’s Tribune 
Centre, text for 1998–2019 by Juliet Hunt.  

The first theme is the tendency for goal posts to shift, 
as development fads and preoccupations come and go. Yet, 
while each speech bubble in Figure 2 was written in the year 
noted in the graphic, some of these responses have 
disturbing longevity.  

Second is the tendency for donor organisations with 
huge agendas—and now straitened financial circum-
stances—to revert to quick-fix or tokenistic responses and 
actions—rather than acknowledging and challenging the 
deeply held beliefs, biases and structures that underpin 
ongoing gender inequalities in donor workplaces and 
programs. 

A third phenomenon is a culture of silence surrounding 
the challenges faced by women who try to address gender 
inequalities in ANGO workplaces and programs, even in 
organisations that show the greatest commitment on gender 
equality. It remains difficult for internal change agents to 
highlight ongoing gender inequalities when predominant 
donor culture is to tell a good story about the engagement 
of women in development, particularly when organisations 
use a focus on women as a key fundraising strategy, using 
the rhetoric of empowerment. (After all, neither ANGOs 
nor government have been particularly inclined to educate 

the Australian public about the very real complexities of 
overseas development efforts.) 

The public revelations of sexual abuse and harassment 
in the humanitarian sector in early 2018  (AHRC 2018) 
should not have come as a surprise to donor senior 
managers—given the prevalence of sexual harassment and 
abuse in Australian workplaces1 and internationally. It was 
only a matter of time until the #metoo movement would 
make its impact felt in the development sector (see Spencer 
2018). ANGOs would do well to heed the recommendations 
of the Independent Review into the Practice and Response 
of ACFID Members in the Prevention of Sexual Misconduct 
(VIFM 2018). These recommendations point to the need for 
deep changes to internal culture, and to go well beyond 
tokenistic and short-term responses. Let us not forget that 
similar advice has been provided by women working in 
development organisations over many years. 

Many of us in the sector are rather too prone to believe 
our rhetoric about commitments to social justice, which can 
tend to blind us to the sexism, racism, power and privilege 
that inhabits our own organisations, and indeed our work 
overseas. However, I do not think that the development 
sector is any worse than others in our community. On the 
contrary, I continue to believe that we are surely somewhat 
better, since most development workers in government and 
NGOs enter the field with a passionate commitment to 
social justice, and a genuine desire to do something good 
and meaningful with their working lives. Nevertheless, we 
must acknowledge that some of the most disturbing features 
in the dominant social, cultural and economic context are 
bound to be reflected in our own organisations, and sadly, 
also in our development and humanitarian work.  

For example, while the number of women in leadership 
positions has improved over the years, progress overall 
remains slow. Australian Council for International Devel-
opment (ACFID) annual reports show 66 per cent of 
ACFID member staff are women, compared with 42 per 
cent in CEO positions, with considerably less for faith-
based ANGOs (Wood 2017). ACFID’s State of the Sector 
Report 2018 is a big leap forward in transparency on gender 
equality and other issues, and shows a poor report card on 
all indicators of women’s leadership (Wood and Lans 
2018). There can be no doubt that the non-profit develop-
ment sector contributes significantly to the current gender 
pay gap in Australian workplaces, through two key drivers 
of gender based discrimination (women under represented 
across senior roles), and occupational segregation (the high 
proportion of women employed overall in the industry) 
(KPMG, DCA and WGEA 2019). Further research would 
be useful on the factors that inhibit women in middle 
management from progressing to more senior leadership 
positions. 

If the 2018 progress report by the ChangingAid 
women’s collective is any indication, progress at taking 
gender inequalities seriously within the sector continues to 
be slow internationally. Sexual harassment and abuse are an 
inevitable outcome of these structural and damaging 
inequalities. Hopefully, the recent compliance requirements 
of the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
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(DFAT 2019) on preventing sexual exploitation, abuse and 
harassment will have a positive impact—but systemic 
changes will only occur if leadership takes the issue 
seriously, by ensuring ongoing dialogue on the gender and 
other inequalities that affect our organisations and our 
work. We should not underestimate how very difficult it can 
be for women—regardless of age and including those in 
middle management positions—to repeatedly call out the 
gender based discrimination they observe and experience. 
This can be an enormous personal challenge for a woman 
trying to have her voice heard, even in the most progressive 
organisations (Figure 2). 

My greatest satisfaction as a development worker was 
to work closely with several national and local women’s 
rights organisations, primarily in the Pacific. When two of 
these civil society organisations (CSOs) gained core multi-
year funding from the Australian government aid program 
in the 1990s,2 I hoped this would enable a range of other 
local voices to be supported to set and implement their own 
long-term agendas for change with flexibility and trust. 
While there were several factors responsible for this 
milestone, one was the preparedness of feminists within 
AusAID (the Australian Agency for International Devel-
opment) to take a risk by backing women’s rights 
organisations. These CSOs successfully met donor 
accountability requirements for financial management, 
planning, monitoring and evaluation (M&E)—in a way that 
was meaningful to and fully owned by them—and 
continued to receive multi-year funding. As a result, they 
achieved outstanding changes in attitudes and behaviour on 
gender equality and violence against women.  

Much other positive change has taken place in the 
development sector—such as more realistic assessment of 
the complexities of social change processes. I have no doubt 
that Australian bilateral and ANGO aid has significantly 
improved many people’s lives, and have observed some of 
these outstanding results across many countries in Asia, 
Africa and the Pacific.  

Lessons not learned  
Nevertheless, we remain a sector infatuated with the latest 
fads, a predilection for imposing ‘solutions’, and an 
obsession with confusing jargon and acronyms. Quite 
rightly, we have been required by donors such as DFAT and 
its predecessor AusAID to document lessons about 
effective strategies for overcoming obstacles and achieving 
sustainable outcomes on gender equality and other 
development challenges—but have we failed to put in place 
systems to remember and institutionalise our learning? 
Although I am only an occasional conference attendee, I 
know I am not the only one who walks away remembering 
research and discussion where the same or similar 
revelations were made in decades past. 

While M&E has seen some positive changes, the 
approach often remains highly flawed—we have pro-
gressed to collecting sex-disaggregated data in most cases, 
but sometimes misinterpret what this data means, or fail to 
analyse it and assume this is the end point—rather than the 

very beginning. We cannot progress to sound methods for 
assessing changes in gender power relations until we really 
understand what these changes may look like in any 
particular context and program. This requires sound gender 
and social analysis, done locally in a participatory manner 
with those who have the most to gain or lose—and it should 
not be a one-off process.  

Finally, we have not progressed very far in reflecting 
or acting upon the key roles of civil society in the 
development process, nor at addressing our power and 
privilege as donors and how this plays out in the field. It is 
true that there is somewhat more talk about this over the last 
couple of years. Nevertheless, in these key areas, I believe 
there are signs that we may have gone backwards.  

The challenges of the present: The non-
profit/donor neo-colonialist complex 
A telling example is that when preparing this paper, I was 
struck by a damning insight: if those same women’s rights 
organisations that received core multi-year funding in the 
1990s were to apply now for direct funding from the 
Australian aid program for the first time, I am not sure they 
would get the same substantive outcome. On the contrary, 
the funding architecture of Australian aid puts local civil 
society in competition with ANGOs and Australian 
companies. This is a one-sided competition—bound to 
favour those with the most power and privilege, disguised 
by a mantle of technical expertise—based on the 
assumption that local CSOs cannot or should not design or 
manage their own programs. It hardly needs mentioning 
that this undermines local women’s leadership. 

Figure 3 gives one example of how this works, and the 
frustration felt by some CSOs. Colleagues from five Pacific 
countries have shared several examples of similar frust-
rations over the last few years. The graphic focuses on 
women’s economic empowerment (WEE), but could also 
refer to some current research agendas, projects to prevent 
violence against women through engaging with men, and 
several other donor-led initiatives.  

Figure 3: What is the role of ANGOs in promoting women-
led solutions and change agents? 

 

Source: graphic by Anne S Walker, International Women’s Tribune 
Centre, text by Juliet Hunt.  

There are cases where local women’s organisations are 
listed as key stakeholders or partners in a program design, 
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with very little or no consultation beforehand about needs, 
priorities or implementation arrangements. Once again I am 
drawn back to the past, where as a trainer in the 1990s, I 
emphasised the need for authentic participation and 
collaboration with local stakeholders as key elements of 
best practice project design. Perhaps this precept is still 
understood well—but does the need to get a design wrapped 
up by tomorrow win too often?  

The non-profit/donor neo-colonialist complex tends to 
favour short term and ‘innovative’ projects, rather than 
investing in the long-term vision and foundational programs 
of women’s organisations. In the words of the Association 
for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID), it is an 
approach which tends to water the leaves, but starves the 
roots (Arutyunova and Clark 2013).  

It is a sign of the success of advocacy efforts—by 
international, local and Australian women change agents—
that DFAT, other international donors and so many ANGOs 
are now engaged in designing and implementing their own 
projects to address violence against women. The ‘more the 
merrier’ seems to be the analogy—but there are enormous 
risks if implementers do not understand the dynamics of 
eliminating gender based violence, and the need to 
fundamentally address gender inequalities as the core of 
that process—regardless of how uncomfortable that may 
seem culturally and organisationally.3 There is also the 
danger of claiming behavioural and attitudinal changes 
from a three to five year project, without considering and 
acknowledging the foundational work that preceded their 
entry to the field.  

Despite my comments here, I do commend the entry of 
as many other stakeholders as possible into the domain of 
preventing violence against women and their children—
indeed, this is absolutely essential for us to foresee a future 
where this scourge is reduced. However, from the outset of 
this shift in funding priorities (and even more so today), I 
argue that all agencies engaged in this important work must 
make far more concerted efforts to ensure that sound gender 
equality approaches are mainstreamed into ALL their work 
and within their organisations—including by understanding 
how violence against women intersects with projects in 
various sectors. This is definitely unfinished business for 
ANGOs—a task they need to address with far more effort 
before they begin leading innovations in the elimination of 
violence against women in other countries. 

There are many serious challenges facing local women 
change agents and leaders, too numerous to list here. 
However, the frustrations of negotiating through the plethora 
of agendas set by funding agencies is ever present. So too is 
the anxiety of wondering how to meet growing demands for 
crisis services on the same or shrinking budgets, while 
continuing ground-breaking advocacy and prevention work, 
in a context now overcrowded with donors who can neither 
communicate nor collaborate to co-finance organisations 
with proven track records—a criticism relevant to all types of 
donors, including multilateral, bilateral and NGOs.  

At home, the challenges of working within the non-
profit/donor neo-colonialist complex is a burden for some 
in the sector, but I believe the implications of this are not 

discussed seriously or often enough. As I reflect over the 
past 40 years, I believe that elements of neo-colonialism are 
even more prevalent now than they were in the late 1970s, 
although now they tend to be more shrouded in claims of 
expertise and the need for ongoing capacity building. It is 
true many partners lack the capacity to negotiate the maze 
of funding, design and M&E requirements required by 
donors of different types—but this is surely a problem that 
in large part sits with the donors, and with how we, as 
donors and expatriates, respond to it. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to review evidence 
of the impact of local women’s organisations and feminist 
movements in contributing to changes towards gender 
equality, nor that of other CSOs in contributing to 
sustainable development outcomes; nevertheless, such 
evidence exists.4 My observations suggest that we are not 
systematically considering this question in our reflections, 
research and evaluations. On the contrary, these processes 
tend to be pre-occupied with proving the impact of short-
term projects to get further funding—and improve donor 
viability—rather than exploring which factors promote 
sustained changes over the long term.  

Conclusion: Towards ethical parameters for 
development work 
To what extent are ANGO funding priorities—or those of 
DFAT—determined or influenced by the input of local 
women’s leaders and change agents? I admit I am side 
stepping the difficult question of which change agents and 
CSOs to support. Let us ask both questions, and how this 
influences the effectiveness of development practice and 
outcomes. 

I believe all development actors—organisations and 
individual workers—need to articulate how our work can 
support and empower local civil society in the medium to 
long term as a key enabler for sustainable development. A 
first step may be to define exactly what local civil society 
is, particularly in relation to their primary accountabilities. 
It is debatable whether a national federated partner of  
an International NGO(INGO)/ANGO in-country currently 
constitutes local civil society on this primary measure. 
Having the power to set the development agenda, influence 
funding priorities, and the selection of methods or 
‘solutions’ are other criteria worthy of consideration.  

My observation—and I would be happy to be proved 
wrong—is that local ownership remains a missing or unap-
preciated ingredient in much development programming, 
and that the concept of mutual accountability is also not 
well understood. Both principles require acknowledgement 
of power differences, including the ongoing nature of neo-
colonialism in all its strategic, economic and climatic forms, 
as well as its organisational forms. Our development actions 
are located within all these expressions of regional power 
and organisational and personal privilege. What I have 
recently begun to call the non-profit/donor neo-colonialist 
complex works very well to subvert our recognition of 
power differences. However, it is naïve to expect Pacific 
partners to view official and ANGO development assistance 
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in isolation from this pervasive framework, which pro-
gressively looms larger. 

Yet valuing local knowledge, ownership and mutual 
accountability require more than our reflection and acknow-
ledgement. It requires listening and behaving differently, 
and fundamental changes in the nature of our relationships 
with women’s movements and other CSOs. As Australia 
and other ‘developed’ nations pursue policies that inevit-
ably contribute to existential threats to our Pacific and other 
neighbours—and as some ANGOs become progressively 
squeezed for funding opportunities—a restructure of the 
sector, its received wisdom and modus operandi should be 
considered. Perhaps we are seeing the beginnings of this in 
the most recent round of staffing cutbacks in some ANGOs.  

As we shape the future of development assistance in 
this evolving context, I believe we need to reflect on the 
ethical parameters of our work. Local knowledge and 
ownership and mutual accountability are signposts worthy 
of consideration: 

A shift towards genuine localisation and capacity-
building of national actors requires those with control 
over and power within the humanitarian system to 
relinquish some of our power, resources and expert 
status, and be led by national and local women’s rights 
organisations and actors (COFEM 2017:3). 

Notes 
1 The ACTU 2018 survey of sexual harassment in the 

workplace found that 64 per cent of women and 34 per cent 
of men had experienced sexual harassment at the workplace. 
The most recent survey by the Australian Human Rights 
Commission 2018 (8–9) found that 85 per cent of Australian 
women have been sexually harassed at some point in their 
lives; 23 per cent of women experienced sexual harassment 
at work in the last 12 months, and both women and men aged 
18–29 are more likely than older age groups to experience 
sexual harassment at work (45 per cent); however only 17 per 
cent made a formal report or complaint. 

2 The Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre (see 
http://www.fijiwomen.com/about/our-history/)and the Vanuatu 
Women’s Centre (https://www.facebook.com/ 
vanuatuwomenscentre/). 

3 For example, see the Equality Institute 2019 Global Scoping 
of Advocacy and Funding for the Prevention of Violence 
Against Women and girls, www.equalityinstitute.org; and 
Our Watch 2015 Change the Story: A shared framework for 
the primary prevention of violence against women and their 
children in Australia, Our Watch, VicHealth and ANROWS 
(Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s 
Safety). 

4 This was very briefly reviewed in Juliet Hunt 2019 ‘Evidence 
and ethical parameters for supporting women-led 

development agendas and change agents’ PowerPoint 
presentation at the Research for Development Impact 
Conference 2019, available from: 
www.researchgate.net/publication/335404738_Evidence_and
_ethical_parameters_for_supporting_women-
led_development_agendas_and_change_agents 
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Women’s leadership: Bringing context to life1  

Elise Howard, Australian National University; Eselealofa Apinelu, Attorney General, Tuvalu;  
Tagiilima Neemia, Ministry of Finance, Samoa, and Janet Towaki-Bue, Department of Health, Papua New Guinea 

Introduction 
Regional bodies and donor partner organisations have made 
a number of public commitments and invested heavily in sup-
porting women’s leadership across Pacific Island countries.1 
Such support for women’s developmental leadership has a 
political intent—the pursuit of transformative change 
through networks and coalitions which can create shifts in 
power structures and resource allocation (Leftwich 2009). 
Implicit in the rationale for investments in women’s leader-
ship is the assumption that women will be able to take on the 
burden of gender equity work and transform structures and 
social norms to bring about positive change. 

Women have demonstrated they have the capacity to 
serve as effective leaders in politics, public sector admin-
istration, and regional organisations. At grassroots levels, 
women’s movements have been credited with elevating 
women’s issues to national agendas (George 2012). Yet 
women continue to be outnumbered and exercise leadership 
from the margins of institutions. There remains a large leap 
from enhancing women’s leadership capacity to substantive 
shifts in power structures. 

Leadership program participants, and women in par-
ticular, have a limited voice in existing evidence on how to 
foster and support women’s leadership to bring about real 
change. The authors of this paper are working alongside or 
participating in developmental leadership training as part of 
the Women’s Leadership Initiative (WIL). Drawing on the 
authors’ own contexts and lived experiences, this paper 
responds to author Sara Ahmed’s call ‘to bring theory back 
to life’ (2017:10) and gives weight to the legitimacy and 
validity of women’s first-hand perspectives. While not 
speaking on behalf of all women, we highlight the strengths 
and knowledge that women bring to leadership programs, 
the diverse contexts that women operate within, and offer 
some considerations around appropriate forms of support 
for aspiring and established women leaders.  

First hand experiences of women’s 
leadership in three different contexts: 
Tuvalu, Papua New Guinea, and Samoa 
The three different viewpoints presented in this paper are a 
synthesis of a women’s leadership panel at the 2019 
‘Leadership for Inclusive Development’ Conference (RDI 
2019). The views presented by Eselealofa Apinelu, 
Attorney General of Tuvalu; Janet Towaki-Bue, Midwife 
and Sister-In-Charge in Papua New Guinea’s (PNG) health-
care system; and Tagiilima Neemia, Principal Data Analyst 
in Samoa’s Ministry of Finance—show how diverse 
societal and political contexts shape women’s leadership 
approaches. Eselealofa’s experiences in the micro-state of 
Tuvalu, with a population of approximately 11,000 people 
living on 26 square kilometres (Tuvalu Central Statistics 

Division 2017), contrast with Janet’s experiences in PNG, 
the largest and most culturally diverse nation in the Pacific. 
PNG’s population of eight million people belong to over 
800 different language groups and mostly reside in rural 
areas (World Bank 2016). While Tagiilima’s perspective in 
Samoa—a nation of 196,000 people residing across nine 
islands (Samoa Bureau of Statistics 2017)—shows women’s 
progression in non-traditional sectors such as information 
technology may provide entry points for women’s leader-
ship—which must be considered within the context of 
traditional power structures and biased views of women’s 
capabilities. 

Experiences of women’s leadership in 
Tuvalu: Eselealofa Apinelu 
Tuvalu’s small population means that we have no choice 
but to be a part of the global community. International 
pressure on domestic policy is high and national policy is 
geared toward international and local demands. Our policies 
are mostly inclusive and aim for everyone to benefit from 
development—regardless of occupational status, gender, 
age or ethnicity.  

In a small island context, there is nowhere to hide. 
Apart from laws that govern how leaders should perform, 
everyday scrutiny from the people—including on matters 
not related to one’s formal leadership role—provides 
additional accountability. As such, leaders have to be 
strong—you have to be able to constantly justify your 
position, your opinion and your decisions—not only in 
parliament or office but also in everyday activities. Whether 
you are fishing, taking your kids out or gathering food, 
people know who you are and that you are a leader. There 
is no hiding behind policies—politics is personal in Tuvalu.  

When we introduce something new—especially in 
relation to women’s leadership—we need to work with the 
people who have been there before us. We need to listen 
well to the people who are affected and put our minds to 
moving forward together, which may not fit well with donor 
partners’ schedules or government agendas. Good inten-
tions do not always translate into meaningful action that 
creates positive change. When the Convention on the 
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) was introduced, the process was too fast and 
contrary to long-established traditional ways of under-
standing. As a result, there was significant community 
backlash and in Tuvalu it is now difficult to introduce law 
reform or have a serious dialogue addressing challenges 
experienced by women without concerns being raised about 
CEDAW. Outside ideas and influences can impose 
unnecessary difficulties in Tuvalu.  

In the context of Tuvalu—where we all live close to 
each other—leadership training programs that target 
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specific groups can create divisions. I am fortunate to have 
been given opportunities, yet there are many Tuvaluan 
women who have not had the same opportunities. Does that 
make them any less worthy? Why can’t training programs 
be designed and made available to everyone in a small 
country? Why are training programs concerning challenges 
that women experience usually limited to training only 
women? Such an approach could create a perception there 
is something wrong with women that requires their 
continuous training? The flip side would be a perception 
that men’s leadership must be ideal, as they were not 
required in these trainings.  

We cannot move forward without the involvement of 
all parts of the system we live in. It is time to stop teaching 
new systems or ideas but instead utilise leadership 
knowledge that already exists in our local context. Our local 
context in terms of culture is, however, not perfect. Culture 
has advantages and disadvantages. Leaders must enhance 
the positives and discuss the negatives or the negatives will 
reappear as bigger problems. Culture is part of our lived 
experiences, and cannot be erased overnight.  

Women’s leadership or being a woman is not the 
problem. The real challenge is systems of governance 
developed and maintained by leaders who, to date, consist 
predominately of men. Changing institutions can be more 
challenging than addressing leadership issues. Any mean-
ingful solution for addressing challenges to women and the 
marginalised in society requires dialogue that includes both 
men and women. We need dialogue about the impact that 
existing institutions have on women and men. Is it so 
difficult to consider changing laws to ensure equal repre-
sentation of men and women in parliament? Parliament, 
after all, is not part of Tuvaluan custom and it is time to 
separate the two totally different systems. Until laws are 
amended to mandate that parliament must be conducted 
according to Tuvaluan Tu mo Faifaiga (or customary 
practices), there is nothing to stop parliament from chang-
ing laws to ensure equal representation of women and men 
in parliament. The change does not have to take place only 
when more women are in parliament. A change simply 
requires strong leaders committed to addressing issues 
affecting women, children, and the marginalised in society.  

When I return to Tuvalu, I would like to work with 
people to seriously consider how to better enhance the 
governance system. I would like to see law reform to 
guarantee women’s representation in Parliament. Tuvalu’s 
culture is inclusive. We succeeded in ensuring the islands 
of Tuvalu have equal representation in parliament regard-
less of the number of people on an island or within  
an electorate. This is a clear departure from western 
understanding—initially embedded in our independent 
Constitution—where representation was based on island 
population. The same inclusive sentiments can surely be 
extended for women’s representation in parliament.  

Paying attention to context means understanding that 
one size does not fit all. Leadership is about meaningful 
change, continuous adaptation, reinventing yourself, and 
being relevant. What could be more relevant in our current 
context then ensuring that the women and men of Tuvalu 

who toil daily to make our nation a better place to live be 
equally represented in parliament! 

Experiences of women’s leadership in Papua 
New Guinea: Janet Towaki-Bue 
Papua New Guinea is a large, culturally diverse nation. 
Growing up in a matrilineal society, women were represented 
equally in decision making, particularly among families and 
clans. When I moved to other parts of the country and with 
my experience of working with women, I realised the cultural 
differences nationwide and the way that they affect women. 
Traditionally in almost all parts of the country, men have 
been regarded as the leaders and decision-makers, as heads 
of the family, clans, or tribes. This perception is an influential 
factor in the way leadership is demonstrated in the public and 
private sectors in the country.  

I personally believe, however, there is change taking 
place in many of these societies, especially as more women 
become educated and rise up in their own fields of 
expertise. 

Nonetheless, it is a big task to be a women’s leader in 
PNG. Some women have been leaders in politics and 
women are also leaders in different contexts—depending 
where women are situated. When it is a space or group of 
only women—women can step up and be leaders—but 
when men are involved it is different. Traditionally, men 
will lead and women are not given a space. In matriarchal 
areas, women and men can work together around decision 
making and women can become leaders within their 
families. In other areas, men may be ready to change and 
secretly support their wives. If they help with the house-
work, for example, they make sure no one in the community 
can see. There will always be challenges for women’s 
leadership—having children and being married cannot be 
ignored. There will always be barriers. That is a part of life. 

Aspiring women leaders can be deterred by the 
personal costs of being a leader. In the Pacific, we lead a 
collective lifestyle and leadership comes with stress and 
obligations. Leaders are held to high standards and there is 
no rest. We live among extended family and need the 
support of partners, families, and the community as a whole 
if we want to become leaders. It’s not just about men 
supporting women to be leaders. Women also need to 
support each other. Sometimes the biggest problems can 
come from other women trying to bring you down. An 
individual leader will not be able to bring about change 
alone—they must work with their male and female 
colleagues. A woman alone cannot bring about change—we 
need to work with women and men together. 

Leaders need to find a balance between their obli-
gations to community, their constituency, and their own 
physical and mental wellbeing. We can do this by showing 
others how to move forward. Developing leadership is a 
process and teaching others about leadership is another way 
to learn, it helps to reflect on our own point of view, our 
values and what can be passed on to others. When I help 
others it helps me, and I now think about how to reach 
others? 



30 Development Bulletin 81 

There is a divide between city and rural people in PNG. 
People who live in the city are easy to reach and receive 
greater opportunities and access to training, yet there are 
people in rural areas who show potential to be leaders. They 
are with people every day and know the issues, but are 
removed from the policy makers who prescribe solutions. 
PNG needs a fairer distribution of leadership programs. One 
way to do this is to make the most of the women who have 
already been trained. Support women to train other women 
to become leaders.  

In my line of work, I have noticed that small things can 
make a difference. Reproductive health and family planning 
education—where we teach women about their own 
bodies—has traditionally been directed at women. Women 
need this education to be able to make informed decisions, 
however, even if women are well educated, they can still 
struggle to be a part of decision making in the homes. If 
their husbands want more children or control the finances, 
women may not have a choice in how many pregnancies 
they have or in spacing their pregnancies. Women with 
many children are prevented from participating in life 
outside of the home. Women’s lack of financial indepen-
dence means they do not participate in decision making and 
lack empowerment in other parts of their lives.  

Experiences of women’s leadership in 
Samoa: Tagiilima Neemia 
In Samoa we have a system of chiefs that we call the matai 
system. Men and women can be matais in communities, but 
men mostly hold those titles. A matai title is needed to run 
for parliament or to be involved in decision making in 
communities. The title is an honour and is the golden  
ticket to leadership opportunities within communities and 
parliament, but can also be financially costly because it 
brings community obligations.  

There’s a saying in Samoa based on a legendary 
story—E au le ina’ilau a tamaita’i (women can complete a 
task if given). In Samoa, there is a culture of respect for 
women and I believe women have great potential and when 
given opportunities can do wonders. They may not always 
succeed the first time, but that is a way of learning. Men 
will generally have the upper hand in decision making but 
if you hold a professional position and play a role—people 
need to respect that position.   

In the family, villages, and community the norm is that 
men make the decisions. Women can be involved in 
decision making in the community if they hold matai titles. 
However, I believe that if you just persevere and keep 
going, real change and decision making power can still  
be acquired even without the title. For women, being a 
leader is complicated—women come with packages—with 
children to think of, and family obligations. It is one thing 
to be a leader, but women leaders also have many 
responsibilities. Generally, men just go to work, come home 
and expect dinner to be ready, the kids bathed, and 
homework done. Sometimes I think it is better to stay 
single—children are an investment, but husbands can be a 
burden. 

Men sometimes use matai titles in the workplace to 
enhance their power. As women, we need to know the 
context in how to approach these men, to talk respectfully 
and engage with them. Respect also comes through leading 
by example—people need to see you walk the talk. Women 
need to know they should not give up easily, they must 
know how to keep going and pushing and they will 
gradually earn respect from colleagues and peers. I can 
challenge my boss’s decisions, but I need to make sure this 
is based on what I know and what can be done.  

Information technology is a male dominated environ-
ment, but this is changing. Technology changes rapidly and 
so do the people who work with it. I am studying cyber-
security as I want to break new ground for women and 
remove the need for Samoa to import this expertise from 
elsewhere. I believe that leadership comes through making 
your mark—and I can make my mark by becoming an 
expert in a field lacking in Samoa and across the Pacific.   

In my workplace, I know I am being judged not just by 
men but also by women. Because of my small size, they 
think that I am young. I know they look at me and wonder 
if I even know what I am talking about. I have been on a 
leadership course and learnt about my self-development, 
but the first thing I am worried about when I return home is 
whether men will even listen to what comes out of my 
mouth. 

The challenge in working in male-dominated sectors is 
that there is a lack of women role models. Finding the right 
networks, support and advice is difficult. Connecting with 
other women gives me confidence. Women’s leadership 
training can provide networks, but they need to be practical 
and useful networks. I need to connect with people who can 
give me direct tips that relate to my field and connect me 
with relevant projects. When I return home, I will not have 
the same resources as in Australia, so I need to make the 
most of my time now to connect with relevant networks.  

My motto for leadership is leading by example. Never 
give up. Nothing is perfect. Put it into practice. Reflect back 
and see where you’ve improved and identify what you need 
to work on. Sometimes what you learn is not relevant to 
your context, so you apply what is relevant and what is 
helpful in your home country. You need to make sure that 
what you plan to do contributes to development. Leaders 
need to be open-minded to other people’s perspectives. 
Have the ear to listen. Everyone brings different back-
grounds and different perspectives.  

What does this mean for supporting 
women’s developmental leadership in 
diverse contexts? 
Developmental leadership literature highlights the 
importance of responsive approaches that consider the 
politics and context of leadership development (Leftwich 
2009). The diverse contexts shared in this paper highlight 
that women’s leadership depends on where women are 
situated. Some contexts are enabling, women are respected 
for their knowledge and women can draw on a range of 
experiences to inform their leadership, while in other 
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contexts women are not given a space. At times, women 
may be able to access opportunities to bring about change, 
while at other times biding time may be a better option. 
Women’s influence is neither static nor, once achieved, 
cemented. There will be ebbs and flows also affected by 
broader factors such as political contexts, the rise of 
conservative movements, or economic prosperity (George 
2012).  

Women may need to find unique entry points and 
pathways to leadership which may come from unexpected 
places. Demonstrating knowledge and/or becoming the first 
person to be qualified with a specific and useful skill set can 
provide a leadership pathway. Yet women also need 
sponsorship to access opportunities that will help position 
them as leaders to make their mark. The connection with 
relevant networks and power-holders, gate-keepers, and 
decision makers who have the power to create change is the 
key to these opportunities. As Tagiilima highlighted, 
networks created through leadership programs provide 
great support and are helpful to women’s motivation. 
However, to make their mark, women need to connect with 
influential decision-makers who can open pathways and 
opportunities. These connections are key to increasing 
women’s power to pursue change. 

While traditional Western conceptualisations of leader-
ship may emphasise the individual, out-in-front, masculine 
and heroic leader (Sinclair 2014), the points of view 
expressed in this paper show women’s leadership is not an 
individualised experience. Women bring family and com-
munity commitments to their leadership. Janet and Eselealofa 
both point out that in the Pacific, women are living a col-
lective lifestyle and as Tagiilima highlights, ‘as a woman you 
come with a package’. When women seek to exercise leader-
ship while gender norms remain unchanged, their leadership 
stands out as an exception rather than the normal way of 
doing things (Howard 2019). The stories here show what it 
means to be the exception from the norm—women carry the 
burden of navigating other women’s and community 
commentaries, appeasing mothers-in-law and husbands, and 
managing family responsibilities on their leadership journey. 
Women need to work hard at harnessing support from people 
in all parts of their lives. As Eselealofa highlighted, ‘culture 
has advantages and disadvantages … it cannot be erased’. 
Bringing about shifts in social norms by working with—
rather than against—culture takes time, and requires great 
understanding and listening. Making the most of women who 
are already established as leaders and working with women 
and men together is an important part of creating change.  

Finally, as Eselealofa also highlighted, leadership 
training programs delivered without consideration to con-
text can lead women to believe that there is something 
wrong with them. The ‘fixing women’ approach maintains 
the burden on women to create change. Ahmed (2017:5) 
refers to this as a fantasy of equality: 

… women can now do it, even have it, or they would 
have had it if they just tried hard enough, that individual 
women can bring sexism and other barriers…to an end 
through sheer effort or persistence or will.  

Programs may enhance women’s capacity to exercise 
leadership, but without accompanying efforts to address 
inequitable structures, mobilise coalitions that can progress 
reform, or change men’s attitudes—women are likely to 
remain outnumbered or exercise leadership from informal 
or marginalised positions.  

Women’s lived experiences have a legitimate place in 
informing approaches to support women’s leadership. 
Women who come to the Women’s Leadership Initiative 
are humble about what they have to offer, and some take 
time to recognise that they are already leaders. Yet women’s 
individual experiences and contexts are fundamental to 
informing their leadership approaches. Knowledge about 
effective ways for donor partners to support women’s 
developmental leadership remains limited. Giving women 
greater voice to reflect on what it will take to create shifts 
in power and change that is appropriate to their context can 
inform donor supports. In addition, it is important to invest 
in broader efforts to increase the places and forums where 
women can exercise leadership, so women can increase 
their representation in mainstream institutional environ-
ments and influence agendas from within.  

Notes 
1 This paper represents personal views of the authors and does 

not reflect official policy or position of their organisations  

2 For example: The Women’s Leadership Initiative, an AU$5.4 
million Australian Government initiative over five years 
(2017–22) that aims to promote women’s leadership and build 
a future generation of elite women leaders in PNG and the 
Pacific region; components of Pacific Women valued up to 
AU$320 million over 10 years (2012–22) to improve political, 
economic and social opportunities of Pacific women 
(supporting 14 Pacific countries to meet commitments made in 
the Pacific Leaders’ Gender Equality Declaration); the Pacific 
Women’s Parliamentary Partnership Program; and components 
of the Pacific Leadership Program valued at AU$15 million 
over 2014–17. See https://dfat.gov.au/geo/ pacific/ 
development-assistance/ Pages/gender-equality-pacific-
regional.aspx 
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My body, my choice: Women’s perspectives of defining  
reproductive freedom 

Sabrina Laya S. Gacad, College of Social Work and Community Development,  
University of the Philippines  

Access to information about family planning and con-
traceptives, compassionate health service delivery, and 
feminist community organising facilitate the organic 
emergence of women leaders who take an active role in 
promoting women's reproductive freedom in poor areas in 
urban Manila. Critical to this reproductive freedom is the 
definition of good motherhood—founded on a progressive 
understanding of sexuality—that is slowly eroding tradi-
tional restrictions to reproductive health and sexuality that 
persist in impoverished communities in the Philippines 
today. 

Reproductive health is a contentious issue in the 
Philippines. In 2012, the country enacted the Responsible 
Parenthood and Reproductive Health Law (Act No.10354) 
that mandates government health facilities to provide free 
contraceptives to adults and implement an age-appropriate, 
comprehensive sexuality and reproductive health education 
program. This law has since endured constitutional chal-
lenges from the pro-life sector—the latest one a temporary 
restraining order on supposed abortifacient contraceptives— 
that was only lifted in 2017. 

As of the 2015 Census, Manila had a population of 1.78 
million and is home to two of the country’s most densely 
populated, poor communities—Tondo and what is known 
as the Baseco Compound in the Port Area—which have a 
combined population of almost 700,000 (PSA 2015). In 
2017, the Philippines had a total fertility rate (TFR) of 2.7 
children per woman, an improvement from the 1993 TFR 
of 4.1 children per woman (PSA 2017). The country has 
also seen an upward trend in the use of modern family 
planning methods from 25 per cent in 1993 to 40 per cent 
in 2017 (PSA 2017). Despite this, teenage pregnancy 
remains an urgent issue in the Philippines, as adolescent 
birth rates remain high and the decline in the proportion of 
unintended births remains low (Likhaan and ARROW 
2019). Less than half of sexually active teenagers use modern 
contraceptives and unintended adolescent pregnancies are 
seen to limit young women’s options in augmenting their 
husband’s or partner’s income for their families.  

The current definition of reproductive freedom refers 
to the ‘control of whether and in what circumstances 
women bear and rear children’ (Jaggar 1988:318). Around 
two million poor women of reproductive age have an unmet 
need for modern family planning in the Philippines (DOH 
2017). Women with an unmet need for family planning lack 
reproductive freedom. A key solution to reversing this trend 
is to provide them with accurate information about modern 
family planning methods and help them implement their 
choice of birth control through direct service delivery. The 
deeper meaning of ‘reproductive freedom’ lies in women's 
access to and intentions for using birth control.  

Likhaan Center for Women’s Health (Likhaan) is a not-
for-profit, non-government organisation operating in five 
areas in metropolitan Manila and in three areas outside the 
metro area. The centre promotes information and awareness 
about sexuality and reproductive health and provides direct 
health services. The centre also has a women's rights and 
gender empowerment advocacy arm that engages com-
munities, civil society networks, academic institutions, 
government bodies and other stakeholders. Likhaan 
operates with a professional medical staff of doctors, 
nurses, and midwives, as well as two levels of community 
organisers to drive demand for their reproductive health 
services. The first level is the employed community 
mobilisers (CMs)—staff deployed to communities to 
conduct education sessions, promote Likhaan’s clinic 
services, and seek out women in need of reproductive health 
services. The second level is the Community Health 
Promoters (CHPs) or beneficiary volunteers who receive 
training on sexuality and reproductive health issues in order 
to support clinic operations and promote Likhaan’s services 
in their respective neighbourhoods. It is mainly through the 
network of community mobilisers and health promoters that 
Likhaan can create community leaders able to create shifts 
in community attitudes around family planning, birth 
control, reproductive health and sexuality. The second tier 
of community organising allows Likhaan to not only 
amplify reproductive health efforts in densely populated 
urban areas, but allows the organisation and individual 
members to contribute to the steady erosion of stigma 
against the use of contraceptives, reproductive health and 
sexuality. 

Feminist standpoint methodology  
The feminist standpoint argues that women should be given 
epistemic superiority or authority (Doucet and Mauthner 
2007, Jaggar 2014) as their lived experiences incorporate 
their awareness of how dominant gender norms and social 
structures contribute to their oppression and inform how 
they navigate their way to their liberation (Collins 2014, 
Harding 2014, Jaggar 2014). This methodology thus makes 
way for knowledge creation that is more inclusive and 
complete of women's realities.  

The methodology also requires strong knowledge of the 
power imbalance between researcher and respondent, and the 
recognition that the researcher’s own views can influence the 
conduct and analysis of the research. In several instances, I 
have found myself confronted by the desire to impose my 
feminism on the respondents’ narratives, as I saw the ‘good 
mother’ role as oppressive and unrealistic. Upon further 
discussions with women respondents, it became clear that 
being a ‘good mother’ presents women with a sense of 
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purpose in their families and communities that must be 
honoured if their experiences were to be fully understood. 

The feminist methodology incorporates two elements 
for social transformation. The first is to shift community 
attitudes around the use of contraceptives as an opportunity 
for women to assert control over their own bodies, and the 
second is to create a change in the structure of the 
relationship between mothers and their children—from one 
of a hierarchy in favour of the parent—towards a more 
equal relationship founded on solidarity among women or 
sisterhood. These elements are designed to build a strong 
collective of women at grassroots level who can promote 
sex positive reproductive health and sexuality discussions, 
and chip away at traditional norms and disinformation being 
spread about contraceptives, reproductive health, and 
sexuality. 

This study draws from one-on-one, semi-structured 
interviews with nine beneficiaries of Likhaan Center for 
Women's Health, and two community health promoters or 
volunteers. All respondents were selected by Likhaan 
community mobilisers. Their educational levels varied from 
completing primary education to attending some years, or 
completing, secondary education. The number of children 
per woman ranged from two to eight, and there were also 
sole parents and women with children from different 
partners. The information from interviews was summarised 
into themes that were presented to five CHPs in a focus 
group discussion.  

Good motherhood and reproductive freedom 
According to respondents, being a good mother means 
being able to guide their child to becoming a productive 
member of society. This include a proper education all the 
way to college; ensuring their children's physical health, 
nutrition, proper grooming and hygiene; and providing for 
material needs and more capricious desires for treats, toys, 
and leisurely activities.  

All respondents described their childhood and ado-
lescence as having lived in poverty in the province or in 
slums with bare minimum amenities, having experienced 
hunger, making do with hand-me-down clothes, and 
extending the use of footwear past reasonable depreciation. 
Respondents describe having witnessed their parents make 
sacrifices, as well as collective family efforts to maintain a 
vibrant and happy atmosphere at home. They have a deep 
desire to escape poverty, and view unplanned pregnancies 
as a factor preventing them from having a more comfortable 
life. 

Being a good mother is anchored in respondents’ desire 
to give their children a life better than their own. Younger 
mother respondents explained their motivation for using 
contraceptives was to achieve birth spacing—allowing 
them to focus their time, energy and attention to their 
children at different stages of growth. Mothers who found 
out about birth control later in their reproductive years say 
they use contraceptives to avoid pregnancies altogether, and 
wish that they had learned about contraceptives and family 
planning much earlier in their lives.  

The good mother role requires women to prioritise their 
children and family above all else—practically abandoning 
all personal desires. When women were asked if there was 
one thing they wanted for themselves, their common 
response was to see their children happy, healthy, and 
successful in fulfilling their aspirations. A number of 
mothers talked about wanting to have a better home to live 
in or finding an alternative source of livelihood through 
employment or microenterprises, all of which would be 
dedicated to improving their children's chances in life. As 
the women described it, the good mother role was some-
thing they wholly took upon themselves, and modern family 
planning methods allowed them to better fulfil this role and 
create radical improvements in their families' wellbeing. 

Contraceptives as the renegade choice 
supported by sisterhoods 
Likhaan’s female beneficiaries see contraceptives and 
family planning as appropriate only for women who have 
already had at least one child. Women respondents des-
cribed taking contraceptives to enforce their reproductive 
freedom even against their husbands' will or agreement. It 
was common for respondents to consult husbands or male 
partners before making major decisions that affected the 
family—including taking contraceptives. In the women's 
narratives, their partners’ responses ranged from mild 
hesitation due to prevalent misinformation about dele-
terious side effects of contraceptives—to vehement 
opposition with the threat of violence. According to some 
respondents, their partners associated the use of long-acting 
contraceptives with promiscuity. To enforce their contra-
ceptive choice, women had to employ strategies that ranged 
from negotiating and appeasing their partners’ concerns to 
deliberately misleading them to think they were not on any 
form of birth control. 

For all respondents, it was clear that birth control was 
their way of asserting control over their own bodies. They 
particularly cited their lived experience of the pain and 
difficulty of child bearing as a reason why they decided on 
their own to use birth control. Birth control thus becomes a 
woman’s renegade choice.  

In order to make this ‘renegade’ choice, women needed 
strong allies and support—precisely the role of Likhaan. 
According to women beneficiaries and volunteers, devel-
oping familiarity and friendships with Likhaan community 
mobilisers and health promoters in their neighbourhoods 
encouraged them to make the decision to use birth control. 
One respondent in particular cited how the use of a 
progestin-only implant was normalised in her community 
upon seeing different women wear armbands that aided the 
healing process post-insertion. According to the same 
respondent, seeing other women implement their contra-
ceptive choices publicly strengthened her decision to use an 
implant. Women who face the threat of domestic abuse 
described how Likhaan comforted them by promising 
confidentiality, and informing them that their choices will 
always be reversible should they change their mind about 
using contraceptives. 
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Beneficiaries and volunteers alike explain what also 
drew them to Likhaan is the compassionate and non-
judgemental attitude of the staff—who made them feel 
welcome to seek reproductive health support—in stark 
contrast to public and private health facilities whose staff 
have been known to talk down to patients and chastise 
women for having too many children.  

The spaces and informal networks of women Likhaan 
creates form the elements of a self-sustaining sisterhood 
that empowers women to assert autonomy over their own 
bodies. These networks continue to grow as more women 
take the lead in bringing others into the informal sisterhood 
in support of their birth control choices.  

Two-tiered leadership development among 
community women 
Likhaan has a two-tiered impact on leadership development 
among community women. The first level refers to the 
organic leadership that emerges when mothers are provided 
with factual information about birth control and adequate 
support to implement their decisions. The second level 
refers to the training and development process that 
Likhaan’s CHPs undergo.  

Organic leadership emerges among Likhaan’s bene-
ficiaries when they engage their communities to promote 
the use of birth control and contraceptives to their peers, 
families, and other women with children in their immediate 
social circles.  

In their narratives, the women’s key reason for 
promoting contraceptives with other mothers is their sense 
of compassion and solidarity—acknowledging that all 
mothers go through similar difficulties in pregnancies and 
parenting—and any option to improve their situation must 
be shared with everyone. The women also commonly 
describe pity and compassion for young children on the 
streets, and cite that as another reason to promote contra-
ceptives among their peers. In discussing birth control, they 
promote Likhaan clinics as the best facility to receive 
compassionate, non-judgemental reproductive health 
services, and would offer to accompany their family or 
friends to the clinic.  

Likhaan has a more programmatic approach in 
harnessing women’s power through training and devel-
opment of CHPs—whose main reason for volunteering is a 
deep desire to help other people in their communities. 
Likhaan provides CHPs workshops and trainings on 
sexuality, reproductive health, gender-based and domestic 
violence, and women’s rights. Volunteers are also trained 
to speak with members in their communities and navigate 
difficult conversations with sceptics and conservatives. 

The combination of valuable information and the 
development of interpersonal skills allow women to gain a 
deeper sense of self. Their affiliation with Likhaan’s brand 
of compassionate care also gives them a greater sense of 
purpose. Women see these as privileges that must be given 
back to their respective communities—therefore taking an 
active part in promoting birth control and Likhaan’s 

services among their neighbourhoods and peers—even 
when not on volunteer duty.  

In densely-populated communities where personal and 
private affairs are often talked about among peers and 
neighbours, having women beneficiaries and volunteers 
advocate for birth control is the best antidote to mis-
information and gossip about sexuality and reproductive 
health. 

The shift to better motherhood 
Perhaps Likhaan’s most critical contribution to promoting 
women’s reproductive freedom is seen in initiating the shift 
to better motherhood. While the traditional role of the good 
mother rests on the woman’s ability to raise children into 
functioning and productive individuals—who will most 
likely contribute to the perpetuation of gender norms around 
productive and reproductive work and ignore sexuality 
altogether—CHPs have pointed out that Likhaan’s training 
introduced them to a progressive view of sexuality that led 
them to a better understanding of their adolescent children.  

CHPs are also taking the lead in engaging their 
adolescent children about sexuality and reproductive health 
as a means to improve their relationship with their children 
and to ensure that their children develop a healthy attitude 
about contraceptives, sexuality, and reproductive health and 
bodily autonomy—thus giving them better chances in life.  

Likhaan beneficiaries and CHPs both agreed that the 
challenge with raising children today is their curiosity or 
predisposition to sexual experimentation—partly due to the 
prevalence of sex in popular and social media. They see an 
unplanned pregnancy as an abrupt change to their 
adolescent children’s lives. The best-case scenario of an 
unplanned pregnancy brings temporary shame to the 
teenage girl’s family—with parents on both sides giving up 
dreams for their children getting a good education as the 
young couple take to low-skilled, low-paying jobs to raise 
money for a family. The worst-case scenario of a teenage 
mother left by her partner brings both shame and an added 
burden of raising another child to her family.  

To prevent unplanned pregnancies, a rather startling 
response from some Likhaan beneficiaries was the com-
mand and control approach that included strict curfews, 
restricting dating to home visits, and monitoring text 
messages and social media accounts. Among the strategies 
that CHPs said they employed at home was to expose their 
children to their work as Likhaan volunteers, discussing 
sexuality issues openly and approaching relationship 
discussions lightly in the form of banter and jokes. They 
also actively promote Likhaan’s adolescent reproductive 
health activities to their children, and encourage their 
children to make their own decisions about using contra-
ceptives. According to the CHPs, they also decided to talk 
to their children about sexuality and birth control as a means 
of practicing what they preach—to establish credibility as 
Likhaan volunteers in their communities. This continues to 
fit the good mother role with new skills and knowledge that 
women receive being relevant to child rearing and 
immediately put into practice at home.  
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Conclusion 
Likhaan, its beneficiaries and volunteers, are leading in the 
broader shift towards women’s reproductive freedom by 
providing women with safe, open spaces to access accurate 
information on birth control and other reproductive health 
care services and by promoting family planning with 
families, peers, and broader social networks.  

In terms of developing feminist leaders for repro-
ductive freedom at the grassroots level, there are two critical 
elements that emerge from Likhaan’s operations:  

1. An open, safe space for women to find sisterhood and 
solidarity in the implementation of their reproductive 
health choices; and 

2. education and skills development related to understanding 
sexuality and reproductive health and communication. 

In terms of feminist theorising, the importance of good 
motherhood in the lives of women in urban, poor areas is 
critical to understanding the pathways to reproductive 
freedom and empowerment, as well as improving delivery 
of family planning and reproductive health services. 
Therefore, it is important to explore the concept of good 
motherhood vis à vis reproductive freedom with other 
communities of women across the country, as well as 
women with different abilities.  

With Likhaan’s support, CHPs lead in upskilling their 
roles to be better mothers—that acknowledges the role of 
parents in the progressive understanding of their children’s 
sexuality and reproductive health. Replicating Likhaan’s 
practices in other areas can create a broader shift in 
community attitudes and practices around sexuality, and aid 
in preventing unintended pregnancies among adolescents.  

Finally, in terms of women’s empowerment and 
leadership, Likhaan’s two-pronged strategy for increased 
reproductive freedom involves creating a sisterhood of 
leaders to promote information about family planning, birth 
control, and women's ownership of their own bodies—and 
engaging CHPs to lead the change in community attitudes 
around sexuality and reproductive health through their 
children’s generation. This two-tiered approach to leader-
ship in women’s reproductive freedom has become the key 
to eroding patriarchal traditions that control women’s 
bodies and sexuality, and holds the potential to break the 
intergenerational cycle of poverty.  
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Meri lidas, sexual health and wellbeing: Supporting women leaders  
to navigate science, culture and religion for improved health  

outcomes in Papua New Guinea 

Rachael Tommbe1, Michelle Redman-MacLaren2, Kelwyn Browne3, Nalisa Neuendorf4, Clare Kokinai and  
Lalen Simeon5, and  David MacLaren6  

Introduction  
As women of PNG, we (RT, CK, LS & NN), know our 
Papua New Guinean sisters are overwhelmingly resource-
ful, highly skilled and socially connected leaders in their 
home environments. With a population of over eight million 
people who speak more than 800 languages (Muhlhausler 
and Romaine 2003), an estimated 85 per cent live a 
subsistence lifestyle in rural village settings where it is 
women who are predominantly responsible for agricul 
tural production that provides food for their families 
(Mikhailovich, Pamphilon, Chambers, Simeon and Zapata 
2016; UNDP 2019). In this hyper-diverse, middle-income 
Pacific Islands nation, the opportunity for education and 
training is not equitably distributed. Most cultural groups 
are patrilineal, and educational opportunities for many girls 
and women is limited; almost a third less girls compared to 
boys complete high school and under 60 per cent of women 
in PNG are considered literate (UNESCO 2019). This lack 
of educational opportunities impacts almost all aspects of 
women’s lives, including their position in society. 

Education enhances the individual and collective 
power of women in PNG (Spark 2010). Training can result 
in a woman in a village setting being known as a meri blong 
save (a knowledgeable woman) (Redman-MacLaren 2015). 
Education is considered so valuable that even proximity to 
education brings proximal power (Redman-MacLaren et al. 
2017). Women who are spouses of professionals such as 
health workers, teachers, accountants and pastors are often 
sought out as wise women leaders.  

Pacific Adventist University (PAU) is a faith-based 
university located just outside PNG’s capital, Port Moresby. 
It has students from across PNG and other Pacific Island 
countries and provides family friendly, on-campus accom-
modation for married students, so families can accompany 
the student for the period of study. When they return to their 
villages or are posted to remote communities, the female 
spouses of mature-age students at the Koiari Park campus 
of PAU are regularly approached to provide advice across a 
range of issues, including on sexual health and wellbeing. 
They are seen as powerful women because they are married 
to an educated person, and/or have lived in a ples blong save 
(a place of knowledge/learning).  In the cultural  context of 

 
1 School of Health Sciences, Pacific Adventist University, PNG. 
2 College of Medicine and Dentistry, James Cook University, Cairns. 
3 Rural Primary Health Services Project, PNG National Health Department. 
4 The Cairns Institute, James Cook University. 
5 School of Humanities, Education and theology, Pacific Adventist University. 
6 Deputy Vice Chancellor, Pacific Adventist University. 

PNG (including wantokism), people with power hold great 
responsibility and are expected to provide advice and 
resources when requested (Nanau 2011; Narokobi 1983). 

In response to the need for information about sexual 
health, female spouses of mature-age students at PAU 
requested training from authors (MRM and RT) during a 
sexual health study in which they were participating 
(Redman-MacLaren et al. 2017). The request included 
access to up-to-date, accurate information that would enable 
them to capably respond to requests for advice about sexual 
health and wellbeing. The women identified a need to learn 
more about sexually transmitted infections (including HIV 
and AIDS), sexual practices, sexual hygiene and sexual 
decision making/autonomy as well as parenting and 
responses to violence. Families and communities expected 
these women to have knowledge about a broad range  
of issues. The women wished to prepare for leadership  
roles they were expected to fulfil when posted with their 
husbands to remote, resource-limited villages of PNG. In 
this paper, we report our response to this request through 
the development and evaluation of a training package for 
meri lidas (women leaders).  

Development of the meri lida package  
Systematic scoping review 

To ensure the meri lida training package incorporated best 
practices that were culturally and spiritually situated, we 
initially conducted a systematic scoping review (Neuendorf 
et al. forthcoming). Through this review we evaluated 
existing evidence about sexual health and wellbeing train-
ing with women in Pacific Island countries and territories, 
and identified characteristics, effectiveness and relevance 
of the evidence. In addition, we spoke to a number of NGOs 
and public servants in the PNG Ministries of Health and 
Education to understand previous training experiences and 
source relevant training materials for the context.  

Drawing on the evidence sourced during the review 
four of the co-authors spent five days in face-to-face 
discussion and collaborative writing, examining the content 
of evidence and previous implementation of sexual health 
and wellbeing training.  Authors reviewed training package   
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content and experiences of delivery for adaptability and 
relevance to the PNG context and to the identified par-
ticipants of our proposed workshops, the meri lidas. The 
authors also drew upon their cultural, spiritual and pro-
fessional knowledge and experience of practicing in Pacific 
contexts. The team consisted of a senior nurse educator 
(RT), sexual health nurse and educator (KB), social worker 
(MRM) and Papua New Guinean anthropologist (NN). The 
remaining authors reviewed the module for suitability, 
including senior education lecturers from PNG (LS and CK) 
and a Pacific public health specialist (DM). The PAU-based 
team members (RT, CK and LS) belong to the Seventh-day 
Adventist faith community, and the remaining authors have 
extensive history and experience of working with Christian 
churches in PNG and other Pacific Islands (Tommbe et al. 
2013).  

The meri lida training package was mapped out 
visually on a whiteboard and butchers’ paper enabling 
changes to content and sequence as literature was more 
closely reviewed and authors’ experiences shared. The 
design of the training package incorporated adult learning 
principles of interaction, discussion, role-plays and questions 
and answers. The team developing the training package had 
extensive experience facilitating adult learning, health pro-
motion and communication for health in PNG and other 
Pacific contexts. Discussion was held on the best adult 
learning principles to apply for each topic, drawing on 
experiences and evaluations of similar packages. The request 
for specific content came from the participants themselves, 
even so, the authors were cognisant of the potential personal 
discomfort that may exist when the topics are actually raised 
in a workshop setting. To normalise feelings and thoughts of 
discomfort when discussing human sexuality, several inter-
active activities were developed to mitigate potential 
discomfort, and to demonstrate how the discomfort could 
be used as further learning and empathy for others. For 
example, a short session on reconciling potential internal 
conflicts with official church teachings with the reality of 
the thoughts and actions of people who may come to the 
meri lida for advice or information. This topic also linked 
into the self-care module which included an acknowl-
edgement of ‘transference’ when confronted with topics on 
human relationships, that is normalising the introspection 
that can sometimes take over when hearing others stories 
that are personally relevant or mirror in some way the 
helpers’ own experience.  

Developing the modules 

A module was developed about the sexual health status of 
people in PNG informed by current data available from the 
National Department of Health Information System. This 
data snapshot included current sexually transmitted 
infection (STI) syndromes reported across provinces, the 
reported violence and sexual assaults, the contraceptive 
coverage, antenatal clinic attendance, supervised delivery 
attendance, as well as the estimates for the HIV epidemic in 
PNG. Topics in this snapshot also included results from the 

recently completed bio-behavioural study of female sex 
workers and men who have sex with other men (Kelly-
Hanku et al. 2018). Using photos and diagrams a module on 
sexual and reproductive anatomy for women, men, male to 
female transgender and female to male transgender was also 
developed as these questions were asked of the authors in 
other workshop settings.  

Facilitating the training  

The training was facilitated by RT, KC and KB over two 
days, 8–9 October 2018 using the Strongim Meri Lida 
Facilitator’s Guide and Participant Workbook. Thirteen 
women participants attended the training at the PAU library 
conference room.  

Process in recruiting the participants 

Most participants were spouses of SDA church pastors who 
were studying a Master of Leadership and Development or 
Master of Philosophy degree. The majority of women were 
from PNG, although four women were from other Pacific 
Island countries. The women’s level of education varied 
from no formal education to college or university education. 
Four women were teachers and office workers, with the 
remaining women working in the home.  

Recruitment of the women participants began with  
a request through the University’s Student Services 
Department. A general invitation was sent via email to all 
male married students to convey the invitation to their 
spouse to participate in this sexual health training. From our 
previous experience involving male spouses in the 
invitation phase ensures men are informed about training 
offered, and are more likely to support their wives’ 
participation (Redman-MacLaren 2015). Following this 
invitation, facilitators (CK and RT) went to residential 
‘villages’ on campus where married students live and 
verbally invited women to attend the training. During this 
invitation phase, an information sheet about the study was 
distributed to women face-to-face or via email where they 
were invited to confirm their attendance if interested.  

The training  
Over the two days of training, several topics were facilitated 
(see Figure 1, next page).  

Facilitator’s observation on participation  

The participants showed great keenness in learning 
throughout the two days of training. This was reflected in 
the numerous discussions, role-plays, presentations dis-
played and many questions asked including those they had 
never asked anyone before. The women commented on 
topics they would never usually discuss openly. The meri 
lida training ended with a celebration during which 
participants received certificates of participation and a 
shared meal. The program was shared with families and 
ended on a high note with appreciation expressed by the 
male spouses.  
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Figure 1 

Day one topics Summary of the topics 

1. Introduction  The historical development of the package and how the package can contribute to 

sexual health knowledge among women in local communities. 

2. Defining meri lidas and their 

roles in the communities 

An understanding of the various identities that women have: meris lidas roles in 

family, church and community as first responders to sexual health needs and related 

situations. 

3. Self-Awareness (Who am I?) Activities to help participants answer questions about self ‘Who am I?’ and reflect on 

the multiple identities each women has.  

4. Framework for action: Enacting 
the meri lida role 

Identify five elements in the practice frame-work for meri lida’s role in the community. 
The framework explains the key steps that meri lidas take in addressing sexual health 
issues in the communities.  

Day two topics Summary of the topics 

 5. Basic communication skills Basic communication skills for supportive conversations about sexual health and 
wellbeing. Role-plays for active listening skills to enable advocacy for community 
members. Communicating sexual health issues differs with different groups and 
contexts including age, gender, religious denomination, education level.  

6. What is sexual health and 
wellbeing? 

Definition of sexual health and wellbeing terms. The significance of these terms, in 
relation to general health and wellbeing.  Labelling of sexual and reproductive 
anatomy of men and women. 

7. Snapshot of sexual health in 
PNG 

Statistics and trends of sexual health in PNG. Rates of HIV, STI, contraception, and 
sexual violence discussed.  

8. Gender roles in PNG Differences between gender roles in PNG. Using role plays, meri lidas identify the 
roles of men and women in PNG in the past, currently and potential roles in the future.  

9. Referral pathway for sexual 
health issues 

A meri lida does not work in isolation, but as a first responder in a network. Specialists 
should be referred to when the problem is beyond their capacity to assist.  

10. Self-care of meri lida Meri lidas may get exhausted in the process of listening and trying to help others. 
Therefore, an understanding of their own strengths and weaknesses and identify what 
type of support a meri lida needs to empower her in the role. 

Evaluation of training 
Two weeks after the training ended an evaluation was 
undertaken by author NN at PAU. The evaluation involved 
11 participants in two focus group discussions, and indivi-
dual interviews with the three facilitators. 

The participants involved in the evaluation acknow-
ledged that the meri lida training was useful in developing 
and providing: 

• Individual participant knowledge on sexual health and 
wellbeing information; 

• a process of response to address issues that arise in their 
respective communities; 

• information on how to handle difficult situations; 
• a process of referral (if required); 
• necessary information to identify particular sexual 

health and wellbeing issues in their respective 
communities; 

• individual communication tools; 
• information on mindfulness as meri lidas in their 

respective communities; and 
• an opportunity to identify networks of support in their 

respective communities. 

A prominent response from the participants of the meri 
lida training was that individual women felt they had gained 
more confidence after undertaking the training, including 
confidence in their individual abilities and capacity, in their 
positions as information bearers and in the community 
where they were recognised as leaders. The training pro-
vided individual women an environment to self-actualise, 
acknowledge and empower their position and role as a meri 
lida. As one participant stated: ‘This workshop has given 
me courage.’  

During the closing celebration, the participants’ 
husbands expressed positively that the meri lida training 
was vital for this group of women, particularly upon their 
return to home communities. Each participant expressed 
positively that they had gained new and useful information 
regarding sexual health and wellbeing. However, both 
participants and facilitators recognised that more time 
would have enhanced the delivery of the training package.  

The flexible mode of delivery allowed key information 
to be shared while also affording time to respond and react 
to specific content questions from participants. The use of 
Tok Pisin in these instances (and knowledge of such by 
facilitators) was vital in clarifying particular content and 
concepts within the training, and in response to specific 
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content questions. Locally relevant resource materials 
including relevant imagery and appropriate language was 
requested. In addition, future training should incorporate 
more specific information about STIs (signs and symptoms), 
personal hygiene, reproduction, marital relationships and 
wellbeing, and talking to children about sexual health. 

Men requested training 
Following the meri lida training a request was received 
from men on the PAU campus to also have some training 
about sexual health. This request was responded to by 
Deputy Vice Chancellor and author LS who arranged a 
sexual health nurse and educator, author KB, to facilitate a 
three-hour men’s sexual health session at PAU on 26 
November, 2018. Fifty-eight men attended of whom 40 
were married. There was a high demand for sexual health 
knowledge and enthusiastic participation from the men 
including many questions across a broad range of male and 
female sexual health and wellbeing issues.  

Lessons learnt and where to next  
Empowerment of women and girls is essential if the 17 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals are to be 
achieved, including Good Health and Wellbeing (Goal 
Number 3) and Gender Equality (Goal Number 5) (United 
Nations General Assembly 2015). The meri lida training 
empowered women and they reported that the training gave 
them the courage to openly discuss sexual health needs with 
their adolescent children. In addition, women felt more 
comfortable discussing sexual health issues and needs with 
their husbands. This feedback from women who partici-
pated in the meri lida training suggests basic sexual health 
knowledge can strengthen and empower women to lead 
sexual health and wellbeing education and awareness in 
their family, changing the dynamic of family life within 
communities. There is potential for these women to help 
prevent major health challenges in PNG, including HIV and 
unplanned pregnancies—two of the greatest risks to sexual 
and reproductive health for women globally.  

Sexual health education is in demand in PNG, as evi-
denced by our meri lida training experience. In the meri lida 
work, requests for sexual health and wellbeing knowledge 
spanned a range of women—from highly educated to women 
with little or no formal education. This is consistent with 
previous HIV research we have conducted across a range of 
health, education and church settings in PNG (Browne et al. 
2011; Kokinai 2014; MacLaren et al. 2013; Redman-
MacLaren et al. 2017; Sohenalo’e et al. 2014). The women’s 
limited knowledge of female and male anatomy, reported 
challenges in negotiating sex, and a desire to learn more 
about discussing sex with children are consistent with exis-
ting evidence (Redman-MacLaren et al. 2017) and point to 
major sexual health knowledge gaps amongst women in 
PNG. 

Women want to learn more about sexual health topics 
so they can disseminate factual information to the public 
and assist community members with sexual health issues in 
an appropriate manner. This desire was evident when 

participants requested printed materials and other resources 
during and after the presentation. Given PAU is a ples blong 
save, there is potential for it to become an education hub for 
meri lidas, and provide short training workshops for women 
who wish to continue learning in areas of basic sexual 
health education and wellbeing. 

The training program also created interest among the 
husbands of the participants and led to a request for a sexual 
health program tailored for their needs. The need to support 
men’s health was also evident from feedback received by 
study participants. These findings are consistent with our 
previous sexual health research and subsequent responses 
through men’s health workshops (Redman-MacLaren 2015), 
and Pacific-wide strategies responding to identified needs 
(Secretariat of the Pacific Community 2014). A follow up 
sexual health needs assessment is required for this group to 
provide information sessions or trainings accordingly. 

The development, implementation and evaluation of the 
meri lida training demonstrated there was limited knowledge 
about sexual health and wellbeing among women spouses at 
a university campus in PNG. However, a two-day training 
course did increase women’s ability to support family and 
community members around sexual health and wellbeing. 
There is potential for the meri lida training process to be 
improved and then expanded in delivery through existing 
church women’s groups and community-based systems. The 
research team is now working to expand a Papua New 
Guinean-led meri lida training process to empower meri lidas 
to address sexual health and wellbeing issues in their rural 
and remote communities and to disseminate appropriate 
sexual health information to their families and communities.  
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Change from within: Supporting local leadership and including women’s  
voices in responses to gender-based violence in Timor-Leste 

Kayli Wild and Guilhermina de Araujo, La Trobe University

Women subjected to violence are often at multiple 
intersections of inequality. Difficulties in accessing them as 
research participants and bringing their voices to improve 
policy and practice have resulted in the most vulnerable 
people being left out of development processes. The find-
ings in this report have been drawn from careful research 
with 28 survivors of domestic and sexual violence in Timor-
Leste and highlight the importance of supporting local 
leadership, negotiating the politics of ownerships, and 
including the concerns and priorities of people with lived 
experience of the issues.  

Women’s perspectives matter 
Domestic and sexual violence are significant public health 
and human rights issues that disproportionally affect 
women in all corners of the globe. In Timor-Leste, 38–59 
per cent of women have experienced violence from their 
intimate partner, and around 75 per cent of both men and 
women have experienced physical and/or sexual abuse as a 
child (GDS and Ministry of Health 2018; The Asia 
Foundation 2016). The immediate and longer-term impact 
on women and children’s health has been well documented, 
with exposure to domestic violence linked with depression, 
suicide, death, injury, disability, sexually transmitted infec-
tions, unplanned pregnancy and low birthweight (TAF 
2016; Taft and Watson 2013; Garcia-Moreno et al 2005). 
Children exposed to violence often have emotional and 
behavioural problems, poorer learning outcomes, higher 
risk of death, and are more likely to continue cycles of 
violence into adulthood, as either perpetrators or victims 
(Holt et al. 2008).   

Given the extremely high prevalence of domestic 
violence as well as survivors’ higher level of need for health 
services, a substantial proportion of women and children 
attending health services will be experiencing violence at 
home. The World Health Organisation (WHO), the World 
Medical Association and the International Confederation of 
Midwives have all outlined the importance of health 
providers being able to identify signs of abuse including: 
respond with empathy; enhance safety; and support women 
to find further help. As a core competency of medical and 
midwifery practice, training on domestic and sexual 
violence is important at the pre- and in-service levels.  

When developing training materials and designing 
service improvements, it is vital that they are shaped by the 
perspectives and needs of those that they are targeting. 
Women’s lived experience with the system and their 
perspectives on appropriate services can lead to more 
effective strategies for health system improvement and 
better use of limited resources. However, given the short 
timeframes and restricted budgets usually allocated to the 
development of guidelines and training packages, it is very 

difficult to generate meaningful dialogue and conduct 
rigorous research that creates space for end users to be 
heard. These issues are compounded when addressing 
domestic and sexual violence because these women are 
often at the intersection between gender, poverty, trauma, 
poor health, and stigma. These challenges have often 
resulted in the most vulnerable people being left out of 
development processes. We argue, however, that failing to 
take their experiences and perspectives, their fears and 
hopes, and the complexity of their contexts into account can 
result in a missed opportunity to contribute to meaningful 
change that makes a difference to their lives.  

Aims: Supporting health system responses 
to violence against women  
Our aim is to support health system improvements in 
responding to violence against women and children. To 
understand the issues from multiple perspectives we first  
 

 
interviewed midwives, as the primary providers of health 
services to women in Timor-Leste, about their current 
practice and needs in supporting survivors of violence. The 
results highlighted the need for pre- and in-service training, 
support from senior staff including doctors and health 
managers, and an enabling health system that includes a 
private place for consultations, enough time to talk with 
each client, national guidelines, and closer links with 
referral services (Wild et al. 2019).  

Because education and training provide the foundation 
for a country’s health care services, we focused first on 
developing a pre-service course for nursing, midwifery and 
medical degrees in Timor-Leste. We established a working 
group consisting of Australian and Timorese universities 
(La Trobe University, Universidade Nasional Timor 
Lorosa’e (UNTL) and Instituto Superior Cristal) and a 
domestic violence advocacy service (PRADET), and 
applied for funding to develop and pilot the course. With 
funding from WHO and a Rotary Global grant we set about 
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adapting WHO’s draft curriculum for Timor-Leste. Using 
the WHO curriculum was important because it provided the 
international evidence to help structure the course. But we 
knew we needed to contextualise, and re-structure the 
content in order to develop learning materials that brought 
deeper meaning and understanding for participants. To do 
this, it was imperative to draw on the knowledge of women 
with lived experience of the issues which was difficult as 
there had been no research conducted on survivors of 
violence in Timor-Leste about their health experiences, 
their health care needs, or what type of care they value. We 
aimed to fill this data gap by conducting research with 
women survivors in order to understand and share their 
lived experience of trauma and resilience, and develop 
visual learning materials to include in pre-service training.  

Methods: A desire-based framework 
Eve Tuck (2009) has outlined the limitations of ‘damage-
centred’ research that focuses on people’s pain and 
adversity and reinforces one-dimensional stereotypes of the 
research participants as helpless and hopeless. She argues 
for a desire-based framework to counteract the damage 
narrative ‘by documenting not only the painful elements of 
social realities but also the wisdom and hope’ (Tuck 
2009:416).  

Our research was conducted in three municipalities in 
Timor-Leste—Dili, Liquica, and Baucau. Women survivors 
of violence were recruited with the help of NGOs who were 
working with them and with whom they already had a 
trusted relationship. We aimed to include a diversity of 
participants, including younger and older women, from 
rural and urban areas, with different levels of education, 
different forms of domestic and sexual violence, as well as 
women with disability. In-depth, narrative-style interviews 
were conducted with 28 women. With the women’s 
consent, the interviews were audio recorded and permission 
to construct anonymous video stories was obtained. The 
interviews were then transcribed in Tetum, translated to 
English and entered into NVivo, a qualitative data analysis 
software package, for data coding and thematic analysis. To 
construct the video narratives, real quotes from a variety of 
women were extracted, based on themes emerging from the 
data. They were then edited into three video stories, where 
the quotes were read by an actor. We showed the videos to 
women survivors and some of our research participants and 
gained their feedback. Their view was that the stories 
reflected their real experiences and, while they were 
difficult to watch, it was important to share them with health 
providers and to include them in the training course.  

This video is important to show so people can know 
what we go through and how to help. Also it’s an 
important message to other women to be strong (Joana, 
research participant). 

Findings: The care women want 
The video with three women’s stories can be viewed at 
https://youtu.be/AALC9kqrho0. A major theme that 
emerged from their stories was the ongoing effect of trauma 

from violence. The women spoke not only about the 
physical and sexual violence, but about their sadness and 
stress, not being able to eat or care for their children, and 
feeling totally overwhelmed which sometimes resulted in 
mental breakdowns. They also spoke about the significant 
barriers they face accessing safety and health services in the 
middle of the night when their husband is most likely to be 
violent. They described how they feel embarrassed and 
ashamed to show their face in health facilities, how people 
look at them and gossip, and how health providers get angry 
with them when they do finally manage to get help. The 
women also shared their hopes and desires for better care in 
the future. They want their health providers to be nice to 
them, to smile and speak from their heart. Because of the 
stigma they face, they want health providers to attend to 
them quickly, they want the consultation to be done in a 
private place and they want them to ask questions in a 
sensitive way so that they are able to open up about what 
happened. Women who had been subjected to and survived 
some of the most terrible acts of violence said health 
providers had an important role in not keeping quiet, but in 
helping each other as women, so that they can escape from 
the situation they are in.  

Re-telling women’s stories, sharing the complexity of 
their trauma and what care they want through visual 
narratives and in their own language, can be a powerful  
way to communicate research findings in academic 
environments. We believe embedding these videos with 
group discussion in university curriculum has the potential 
to increase student understanding and attitudes and several 
Timorese universities have committed to integrating the 
course as a core subject in their health degrees (Wild and 
Taft 2019). However, the exact contribution of the videos 
on successful learning outcomes remains unknown. As 
other countries embark on adapting the WHO curriculum 
and developing their own learning resources, further 
research should be done to assess the impact of videos on 
promoting empathy and understanding amongst practising 
and emerging health providers.  

Implications: Supporting leadership from 
within 
The process of research and collaboration in incorporating 
women’s voices and embedding a new pre-service cur-
riculum on responding to violence against women has 
demonstrated not only the importance of university 
leadership in Timor-Leste, but also the role of external 
collaborators in supporting these change processes. The 
development of the curriculum required an external funding 
partnership with WHO, and the decision to base the content 
on WHO’s draft curriculum was important for establishing 
credibility and increasing cross-sector applicability. This 
meant that even with multiple agencies working on different 
aspects of the health system response (National Guidelines, 
in-service training, our pre-service training), they all 
utilised the same fundamental concepts and global leader-
ship provided by WHO.  

Being adaptable and flexible with our budget and 
timeline was also important. For example, the videos with 

https://youtu.be/AALC9kqrho0
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women’s stories were never part of the original curriculum 
budget, but we saw a need and opportunity to contribute to 
students’ learning and were able to shift the budget items to 
accomplish this. In addition, the political context in Timor-
Leste is unpredictable i.e. government re-elections, delays 
in government funding for universities to function etc). If 
we’d put too many conditions on how and when the 
curriculum was adapted and implemented, the process 
would have failed.  

It is widely recognised that collective action is fund-
amental to achieving development goals. We found that 
working collectively was an intensely political process that 
involved negotiating politics within our own team, nav-
igating power structures within and between universities, and 
collaborating with some external organisations but not 
others. Rather than working collectively with all of the 
organisations that have an interest in addressing the issue, we 
found it more useful to build alliances with strategic indi-
viduals and organisations with whom we work well. Having 
an existing relationship, a history of research together and a 
shared commitment to the issue provided a strong foun-
dation from which to navigate the inevitable politics of 
working collectively. In striving to push for change toward 
health curricula that is inclusive of gender-based violence 
we found our experiences resonated with Hudson and 
colleagues’ (2018:4) summary of developmental leadership 
as fundamentally a collective process where ‘motivated 
agents must overcome barriers to cooperation and form 
coalitions with sufficient power, legitimacy and influence to 
manoeuvre and build, transform or support institutions.’  

Conclusion 
When developing programs to address violence against 
women, we must take the time to understand women’s 
experiences in order to design systems and services that are 
meaningful to them. This is not an easy task, and we need 
to think creatively about how we as researchers and 
development practitioners can foreground women’s voices, 
experiences, and priorities in the process of systems change. 
In doing so, we need to be careful about how we present 
those stories, and how we can communicate women’s needs 
and desires without causing them harm or reinforcing 
stereotypes of damage and hopelessness.  

The leadership roles taken by our Timorese university 
colleagues have been vital to the success of the project and 
sustainability of the curriculum, and these roles could never 
have been filled by outsiders. Our role as researchers and 
external collaborators has been crucial, however, in 
supporting the emergence of this leadership for curriculum 
change, stepping up to lend support and credibility when 
needed, and in doing the research with women to ensure 
their perspectives are included. In supporting this important 
process of change from within we have found it requires 

stepping back to let our local partners lead, a commitment 
to negotiating the multiple layers of politics, and finding 
creative ways to include the concerns and priorities of 
people with lived experience of the issues.  

Note 
We are grateful to the women who bravely shared their 
stories with us. We acknowledge the contribution and 
leadership role of our colleagues in the larger research 
project: Lidia Gomes, Universidade Nacional Timor 
Lorosa’e; Angelina Fernandes, Instituto Superior Cristal; 
Luisa Marcal, PRADET; Angela Taft, La Trobe University; 
Joao Martins, Universidade Nacional Timor Lorosa’e and 
Linda Kelly, La Trobe University. 
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666 Leading from the intersections 

Gillian Fletcher1, Alice Ridge2, Jen Blyth3, and Sophie Seck4 

‘Leadership’ is a slippery term that has been, and no doubt will continue to be, 
defined and re-defined within academic literature in fields ranging from business to 
psychology and beyond. In international development, Storberg-Walker (2018) 
noted that ‘countless theories, principles, guidelines, and leadership development 
programs’ have been offered, amounting to a ‘leadership industry’. 

Yet despite the breadth of work on leadership in development, Storberg-Walker 
added: ‘this industry has been … critiqued as Western-focused, gender-biased, and 
replete with normative values’. 

We begin by outlining challenges faced in terms of leading within the space of 
international development characterised by massive power differentials and power 
dynamics, which continue to function despite widespread commitment to 
development that is locally led (OECD 2016), and follows the mantra of ‘leave no 
one behind’ (UN General Assembly 2015).  

The question driving this paper—and the conference workshop on which it is 
based—is: ‘how can international development advance, when stepping up can 
mean stepping back?’ We argue that ensuring development is locally led and that 
no one is left behind requires a balancing act, one in which organisations: 

• Acknowledge and respond to ‘intersecting drivers of marginalisation and exclusion’ 
(ACFID 2017a) without using this as an excuse for glossing over the specific barriers 
related to individual drivers of marginalisation and exclusion (for example physical 
access for people with disabilities, legal status of women and people from gender and 
sexual minorities); and 

• create space for active, genuine participation of those who are marginalised and 
excluded, in order to shift inequitable power dynamics (both within international 
development practice and within communities). 

The paper contains individually-authored sections on lessons we have learnt in 
our own practice with regards to ‘leadership’, power dynamics and intersections of 
inequity—and concludes with a summary of discussions during the workshop we 
ran at the 2019 Research for Development Impact (RDI) Network conference (RDI 
2019). 

First, however, it is important to us that we outline the different lens of each 
author in this paper. Lead author Gillian Fletcher is co-chair of the ACFID Sexual 
Rights in Development Community of Practice and an action learning practitioner 
with a particular interest in the intertwining of gender and sexuality and in the role 
of all social hierarchies—including, but not limited to, gender and sexuality—in 
creating and maintaining inequities. Alice Ridge is the co-chair of the ACFID 
Gender Equality Community of Practice and the Research, Policy and Advocacy 
Advisor at the International Women’s Development Agency (IWDA), and brings a 
focus on the way in which gendered social norms impact the experiences of women 
and people of all gender identities. 

Alice Ridge is the co-chair of the ACFID Gender Equality Community of 
Practice and the Research, Policy and Advocacy Advisor at the International 
Women’s Development Agency (IWDA), and brings a focus on the way in which 
gendered social norms impact the experiences of women and people of all gender 
identities. 

 
______________________ 
1. Co-chair ACFID Sexual Rights in Development Community of Practice. 
2. ACFID Gender Equality Community of Practice and Research Policy and Advocacy 

Adviser, International Women’s Development Agency. 
3. Disability Inclusion Adviser, CBM., 
4. ACFID Standards and Code of Conduct. 
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Jen Blyth is deaf and works as a Disability Inclusion 
Advisor with CBM Australia. Jen wants to ensure every-
body understands how disability is perceived and how this 
influences the roles that people with disabilities have—or 
are allowed to have—in every aspect of their lives. 

Sophie Seck is the Standards and Code lead at the 
Australian Council for International Development (ACFID), 
and participated in the RDI conference workshop and this 
paper from the perspective of good practice as articulated 
by the ACFID Code of Conduct. 

Follow the leader? 
International development has long been critiqued for 
practices and processes that can both create and reinforce 
inequitable power dynamics. More than 30 years ago 
Escobar (1984) argued that international development 
relied on the concept of under-development, a concept he 
defined as ‘the production of discourses by Western 
countries about the Third World as a means of effecting 
domination over it’. Fals-Borda (1991) wrote of devel-
opment’s claims to external expertise as an attack on 
‘ordinary people’s way of interpreting reality and their 
common sense’. Hobart (1993) described international 
development as the wholesale exportation of ‘world-
ordering’ knowledge—created within a Western social, 
political and economic context and exported around the 
developing world. Fletcher has more recently argued that 
these differentials continue in part as a result of money and 
resources being moved through giver/receiver relation-
ships—because ‘development practice remains embedded 
in the belief that what is required is introduction of external 
knowledge into an “under-developed” local context’—and 
because economic growth remains accepted as an 
underlying driver of ‘development’ (Fletcher 2019).  

This paradigm has direct consequences for the trans-
lation of development efforts into practical outcomes in 
people’s lives. The final report for the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs)—precursor to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) with their slogan of ‘leave no 
one behind’ (UN General Assembly, 2015)—stated: 

Millions of people are being left behind, especially the 
poorest and those disadvantaged because of their  
sex, age, disability, ethnicity or geographic location. 
Targeted efforts will be needed to reach the most 
vulnerable people (UN 2015, emphasis added).  

Prior to the launch of the SDGs, the pan-African 
initiative, the Reality of Aid Africa Network stated: 

… all indications suggest that these agreements … will 
not usher a new dawn for humanity. Instead they are 
likely to further concentrate power and wealth in the 
hands of the 1 per cent on the one hand, and deepen the 
dispossession, exploitation and oppression of peoples 
and environmental plunder on the other (Reality of Aid 
Africa Network 2015). 

As Fletcher (2019) has noted elsewhere: 

The failure of the MDGs to help those most in need, 
despite the principle of equality and equity that was 
supposed to underpin work on attaining the goals, came 

as no surprise to many, including many within the UN 
system itself. 

During the life of the MDGs, various statements were 
issued by UN human rights experts warning that insufficient 
attention was being paid to who was being left behind, and 
why. In 2010, a report from the United Nations Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) stated 
frankly: ‘… the [MDG] targets do not pay sufficient 
attention to inequality, the rights of women and margin-
alised groups and the poorest of the poor’ (United Nations 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 2010). 

It is in this context that new approaches are critically 
important, if the world is to meet the ambitious aims of the 
SDGs.  

Taking a broader view 
The peak body for international development agencies in 
Australia is the Australian Council for International 
Development (ACFID). The work of ACFID’s more than 
120 member organisations is guided by a voluntary, self-
regulatory Code of Conduct that ‘aims to improve inter-
national development and humanitarian action outcomes 
and increase stakeholder trust by enhancing the trans-
parency, accountability and effectiveness of ACFID’s 
members’ (ACFID 2017a).  

The ACFID Code of Conduct was revised in 2016 and 
a new Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) developed. 
The revised Code of Conduct and QAF, which came into 
effect on June 1, 2017, mark a significant shift in the 
Australian aid industry’s approach to achieving the SDGs 
as they are explicitly rights-based, and require ACFID 
members to ‘advance inclusion’ (ACFID 2017a). Under 
Quality Principle 1, Rights, Protection and Inclusion, 
members are expected to commit to respecting and 
responding to ‘the needs, rights and inclusion of those who 
are vulnerable and those who are affected by margin-
alisation and exclusion’ (ibid). 

In the QAF, this is further defined as:  

those who are affected by the intersecting drivers of 
marginalisation and exclusion, including [but] not res-
tricted to race, religion, ethnicity, indigeneity, disability, 
age, displacement, caste, gender, gender identity, 
sexuality, sexual orientation, poverty, class and socio-
economic status (Code of Conduct Compliance 
Indicator 1.2.1, ACFID 2017b). 

This paper, and the workshop run on this issue at the 
RDI Network conference (2019), were both inspired by the 
reference to ‘intersecting drivers of marginalisation and 
exclusion’. While three of the four authors framed their 
contribution around specific drivers—sexual rights, gender 
rights and disability rights—we all recognise the 
importance of thinking ‘intersectionally’.  

There is huge variance in the way in which inter-
sectionality is interpreted within both academic theory and 
the practical pursuit of social justice development practice 
(Collins 2015). A full discussion of intersectionality and its 
theoretical bases lies outside of the bounds of this paper, 
however, the ACFID Code of Conduct compliance 

https://acfid.asn.au/content/about-code
https://acfid.asn.au/sites/site.acfid/files/Quality%20Assurance%20Framework_revised%20June%202019.pdf
https://acfid.asn.au/good-practice-toolkit/quality-principle-1-rights-protection-inclusion
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indicator quoted earlier summarises our broad shared 
understanding that characteristics—such as race, ethnicity, 
gender, disability, sexuality, socioeconomic status—work 
together to deepen people’s experiences of marginalisation 
and exclusion. Further, the authors agree broadly with 
Collins (1993) that there is a great need for taking ‘cate-
gories of analysis that have created cleavages in our lives’ 
and using them as ‘categories of connection in building 
empathy for each other's experiences’. 

Connecting the data 
As noted, three of the four authors work mainly on a 
specific cause, while seeking to pay attention to the inter-
sections between those causes—Fletcher on sexual rights, 
Ridge on gender rights, and Blyth on disability rights.  

Being able to build empathy across causes first requires 
acceptance of the ‘cleavages’ (Collins 1993) that constrain 
and undermine people’s rights in each of these areas. 
Fletcher provides the following in relation to sexuality: 

All human beings should have the right ‘to control and 
decide freely on matters related to their sexuality’, 
including the right to ‘be free from violence, coercion or 
intimidation in their sexual lives; have access to sexual 
and reproductive health care information, education and 
services; and to be protected from discrimination based 
on the exercise of their sexuality’.1  

Despite this, people across the world face denial and 
abuse of their sexual rights. For example, a report on 
provision of sex education in the USA noted that ‘43 per 
cent of adolescent females and 57 per cent of adolescent 
males did not receive information about birth control before 
they had sex for the first time’ (Guttmacher Institute 2016). 
As of March 2019, ‘there are 70 UN Member States (35 per 
cent) that criminalise consensual same-sex sexual acts … 
[and] six UN Member States [that] impose the death penalty 
on consensual same-sex sexual acts’ (Mendos 2019). The 
World Health Organization reported that ‘children with 
mental or intellectual impairments [experience] 4.6 times 
the risk of sexual violence than their non-disabled peers’ 
(WHO 2012). And, as noted by the Global Network of Sex 
Worker Projects (NSWP):  

Sex workers around the world are vulnerable to 
violence because of the criminalisation and legal 
oppression of sex work, compounded by stigma and 
discrimination. This vulnerability to violence is 
increased for sex workers living with HIV, sex workers 
who use drugs, transgender sex workers, migrant sex 
workers, and sex workers that are part of other 
marginalised groups. (NSWP 2017) 

In relation to disability, Blyth contributes the 
following: 

It is estimated that globally there are 1 billion people 
with disabilities or 15 per cent of the population, and that 
80 per cent of those live in developing countries.2 
Twenty percent of the world’s poorest people have some 
kind of disability, and if families and relatives are 
included, 50 per cent of the population could be 
impacted by disability (World Bank 2011). CBM 

Australia’s report Leave No One Behind notes that in 
every country with available data, more women than 
men are recorded to be living with a disability; that in 
lower income countries 22.1 per cent of women have a 
disability, compared to 14.4 per cent in higher income 
countries; and that every minute, more than 30 women 
are seriously injured or acquire a disability during labour 
(CBM Australia 2017a). 

Ridge provides the following section on gender. 

No country in the world has solved the challenge of 
gender inequality. Based on current trends, the World 
Economic Forum predicts it will take over 100 years to 
close the gender global gap (World Economic Forum 
2018). Globally, women are under-represented in 
leadership roles—women’s representation in politics in 
the Pacific region is just 8.2 per cent (Pacific Women in 
Politics 2019). The global gender pay gap stands at 19 
per cent and on average women do twice as much unpaid 
work as men (World Economic Forum 2018). The pay 
gap affects women in different ways. Research in 
Australia shows that the gender pay gap increases 
significantly during childbearing years (WGEA 2019) 
and studies in the US found further disparity based on 
race.3 Approximately 1 in 3 women worldwide have 
experienced physical and/or sexual violence in their 
lifetime, with intimate partner violence the most com-
mon form (World Health Organization 2017). However, 
research on the experience of women with disabilities in 
Cambodia found that the most common form of violence 
for women with disabilities was from family members, 
highlighting difference in experience between different 
groups of women (Vallins and Wilson 2013). 

Leaving no one behind 
So what can be done, to: 1) ensure the specifics of certain 
drivers of marginalisation and exclusion are not lost; 2) the 
intersecting nature of these drivers is acknowledged and 
responded to; and 3) proactively involve people who are 
marginalised and excluded (on whatever basis) in gen-
erating transformative change? 

Each author contributes their own set of ‘dos’ and 
‘don’ts’, based on years of professional experience and 
lessons learned from others. While each set was developed 
with a specific focus, commonalities across and between 
them can clearly be seen. Together, we believe these lists 
provide a practical road map for ‘leadership’ in devel-
opment thinking and practice related to equity and rights. 

We reproduce these in Figure 1 (see next pages). 

Conclusion 
As noted, the authors argue that ‘leadership’ in international 
development requires an active ‘stepping back’ on the part 
of individuals and organisations, if we are to acknowledge 
and respond effectively to ‘intersecting drivers of margin-
alisation and exclusion’ (ACFID 2017b). 

Those who are marginalised and excluded—both as a 
result of specific barriers related to individual drivers of 
marginalisation and exclusion, such as physical access for 
people with disabilities, legal status of women and people 
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from gender and sexual minorities—and as a result of the 
way these barriers intersect in many instances—should be 
brought to the centre of all endeavours.  

Doing so will require those who are often in privileged 
positions by dint of their engagement in international 
development to recognise and challenge their own assump-
tions, as well as to be brave in admitting that we are not the 
‘experts’ in others’ lives. 

The ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ offered above are offered not 
as prescriptive statements but, rather, as individual 
reflections on lessons learned by four practitioners during 
the course of their development journeys. Reading the sets 
of reflections, it is clear that we have each learned to work 
from where people are, rather than from where we assume 
them to be or where we think they should be. Leading 
requires learning from others.

Figure 1 

Sexual rights DO help create space to support people in exploring their own assumptions and prejudices (which 
we all have). 

Sexual rights, along with gender and disability rights, are issues that have deeply emotional roots. 
Stigma and discrimination arise from human-made judgements of ‘worth’ (and lack of worth) that are 
based in long-standing assumptions and prejudices. Giving people space and support to explore 
these assumptions and prejudices is essential: for both those who work in international development 
and those in communities where we work. 

DO be realistic. 

There is nowhere in the world that fully realises sexual rights for all. No single person, project or 
program will prevent all of the abuses of sexual rights that occur, but there are always opportunities 
for contributing to incremental change; if we are alert enough and responsive enough to make use of 
these opportunities. 

DO look for allies. 

There will be others working on issues related to sexual rights, sometimes in unexpected places. A 
recent report published by the Research for Development Impact Network, Sexual Orientation, 
Gender Identity and the ACFID Code of Conduct: A Learning Paper, demonstrates multiple ways in 
which faith-based organisations have engaged in issues of sexual rights for sexual and gender 
minorities. 

Gender rights DO ask questions to learn how your partners are already including diverse women in their work, and 
where they could be supported to do more.  

Starting from a strengths-based approach is critical to breaking down the previously mentioned 
paradigm of development as a one-way flow of knowledge. Local organisations have practical 
knowledge of the culturally specific barriers that women face in their communities, and may already 
be supporting women to overcome these barriers in creative ways. Understanding the practical 
barriers that your partner organisations are facing in extending their approaches means you can 
target support in the most useful way.  

DO use gender norms and gendered power dynamics as the starting point for thinking about the 
barriers that can affect women’s participation.  

This is the basis for good gender analysis, as it requires moves you beyond individual level factors 
towards uncovering deeper structural issues. Instead of saying “women just aren’t interested in 
leadership training,” ask more questions to understand why this may seem to be the case. Are 
women not stepping into leadership roles because their time is taken up with domestic and caring 
roles? Are there ways you can work with the community to find other ways to balance these 
responsibilities? Focusing on gender norms—rather than just targeting women—can help to shift the 
gendered drivers of marginalisation that affect women, men, and people of all gender identities. 

DO take a ‘do no harm approach’ 

Focusing on gender norms is also foundational to doing no harm. Joint research between IWDA and 
the ANU’s Department of Pacific Studies on women’s economic empowerment programming in 
contexts with high levels of violence against women found that because these programs disrupt 
power dynamics between men and women, some men will use violence as a way of reasserting their 
power. To avoid these unintended and harmful consequences, the accompanying toolkit supports 
development actors to conduct gender norm analysis to understand the ways in which programming 
will impact on power dynamics between men and women, and on the need to work with communities 
to shift attitudes that can give rise to harm (Walsh 2018). 

  

https://rdinetwork.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Faith-sexual-orientation-gender-identity-and-the-ACFID-Code-of-Conduct.pdf
https://rdinetwork.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Faith-sexual-orientation-gender-identity-and-the-ACFID-Code-of-Conduct.pdf
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Disability rights DO include people with disabilities: ‘nothing about us, without us’ should actually be ‘nothing without 
us’.  

Take a twin-track approach, ensure that people with disabilities are included in the planning and 
implementation of your project, whether it has a disability focus or not. Engaging with Disabled 
People’s Organisations (DPOs) is a good way forward. DPOs are representative bodies run by and 
for people with disabilities. They are usually aware of the disability policies and advocacy areas in 
their countries; engage with them to better understand how you can work with and alongside people 
with disabilities so that everyone benefits, not just your organisation. 

DO earmark adequate budgets for disability inclusion in gender investments, particularly those in 
education, health (including sexual and reproductive health) and gender-based violence services. 

 Prioritise the accessibility of investments, including through ensuring physical accessibility, 
communication options, and adequate training in social approaches to disability inclusion.  

DO ensure that data collection approaches are inclusive of and accessible for people with 
disabilities. Exclusion from development has often been underpinned by a lack of reliable data about 
disability, including prevalence of disability; and where prevalence data does exist, typically the 
number of people with disabilities is underestimated even in official statistics and reports. 

ACFID Code of 
Conduct 

DO promote opportunities for primary stakeholders to participate in decision-making about the 
initiatives that affect them. 

This is not only about inclusion, but also meaningful participation into the design of the programs 
that will affect them. This is one of the most effective ways to ensure that the most vulnerable and 
marginalised do participate and benefit from the activity, not to mention the spirit of local ownership 
and empowerment. Make the opportunities meaningful by creating accessible and culturally 
appropriate decision-making structures, such as supported representation at community meetings or 
other ways that address power imbalances and seek to specifically address those most 
marginalised. It is addressed in the Code at compliance indicator 2.2.2(ACFID 2017a) 

DO undertake specific monitoring, evaluation & learning (MEL) to see how your activities are (or are 
not) including marginalised and vulnerable people. 

Generally speaking, no program or initiative should be planned or designed without also determining 
how performance and results will be monitored, captured or measured, evaluated, reflected on, 
shared and utilised. This keeps us accountable for all our commitments. Helpful prompts in your field 
visits or MEL reporting templates could include consideration of how vulnerable, marginalised and 
excluded people have participated and what strategies have been used to address their needs, 
rights and inclusion. The Code articulates this in many places, notable through compliance 
indicators 1.2.3, 2.3.4 and 2.4.4 (ACFID 2017a) 

DO question & learn from your MEL; complete that feedback loop! 

It sounds simple but is sometimes hard to do. There is not much point in undertaking MEL unless we 
use it honestly and establish opportunities to reflect, learn and adapt our approaches. Importantly, 
question your data: if your MEL is telling you that there were no people with disabilities in the 
program, then question why that was. 

Sexual rights DON’T assume people need to be ’taught' about sexual rights using English words, phrases & 
frameworks If we are serious about development that is locally led, then we need to get better at 
recognising people’s existing knowledge and ways of understanding the world. Taking universal 
human concepts such as fairness and acceptance, and turning them into English language 
‘technical talk’, does little to acknowledge and redress the power dynamics in the aid industry. 
Leadership in this space requires more facilitation, less 'education’. 

DON’T think ‘sexual rights’ are only for non-heterosexuals 

Development programs often adopt a siloed approach, in which different categories of people are 
engaged with in different ways and for different ends. Talking about sexual rights is a way of bringing 
together rights related to our bodies across categories, which can help in building bridges between 
people who are marginalised and excluded in many different ways. Leadership in this area is being 
shown at community level in many countries; in the Asia-Pacific region, Fiji activists are really 
walking the talk. Evidence of the way in which advocates of a wide range of sexual and other rights 
work together to create change can be found in Power, Politics and Coalitions in the Pacific: 
Lessons from Collective Action on Gender and Power (Fletcher, Brimacombe and Roche, 2016). 

  

https://acfid.asn.au/content/commitment-22-we-promote-empowerment-primary-stakeholders#222
https://acfid.asn.au/content/commitment-12-we-respect-and-respond-needs-rights-and-inclusion-those-who-are-vulnerable-and#123
https://acfid.asn.au/content/commitment-23-we-promote-gender-equality-and-equity#234
https://acfid.asn.au/content/commitment-24-we-promote-empowerment-people-disabilities#244
https://www.dlprog.org/publications/research-papers/power-politics-and-coalitions-in-the-pacific-lessons-from-collective-action-on-gender-and-power
https://www.dlprog.org/publications/research-papers/power-politics-and-coalitions-in-the-pacific-lessons-from-collective-action-on-gender-and-power
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 DON’T put sexual rights in the ‘too hard’ basket … there are always possibilities (often within gender 
work!) 

Attaining the SDGs (and complying with the ACFID Code of Conduct) requires organisations to take 
the lead in ensuring that all rights are protected and promoted and that people who are the most 
marginalised and excluded are listened to and supported in generating change. ‘No one left behind’ 
requires us to shift our thinking from seeing ‘disability rights’ or ‘gender rights’ or ‘sexual rights’ as 
separate and somehow hierarchical. Yes, working on sexual rights can be challenging; but if you 
look and listen to people in context, there are always opportunities for engaging in discussions on 
and actions related to sexual rights. If your project is supposedly working with women, do you 
involve women who sell sex? Do you work with women who might identify as trans? Do you consider 
the sexual health and rights needs of young disabled women? 

Gender rights DON’T assume that partners without a gender inclusion policy or the ‘right’ jargon are not doing 
inclusive practice.  

And on the flip side, speaking the jargon of development doesn’t necessarily translate to good 
practice. Policies are important, but they’re not enough on their own; people need to have a practical 
understanding of the approaches and be confident applying them. 

DON’T stop after including women who are easiest to reach. 

Like all groups, women are not homogenous. Asking ‘which women are we reaching, and which 
women are missing out’ is critical to ensuring you understand the different drivers of marginalisation 
that may be impacting on women’s participation or leadership in the work you are doing, and 
ensuring that you are not leaving people behind. Rather than viewing this as a requirement to try 
and reach every single woman, looking for patterns is the first step to understanding the different 
kinds of barriers that people face and making sure that you aren’t unintentionally perpetuating—or 
even worsening—existing inequalities. 

DON’T assume you’ve “done gender” and stop thinking; there is always more to learn, more to 
improve!  

Gender norms are deeply ingrained in all societies, and change can take generations. Gains can 
create or expose new forms of inequality, and they can be reversed. 

Disability rights DON’T Be scared of making mistakes—we all do it.  

Ask for advice from people with disabilities and DPOs on the best ways to include them, and respect 
their expertise on their own lived experience. People with disabilities are not a homogenous group, 
and are in fact the largest minority in the world—be aware and respectful of each person’s lived 
experience. 

DON’T talk to a family member or carer instead of the person with disability.  

You may engage with families, but in working or speaking with a person with disability, ensure they 
are speaking for themselves and able to engage fully. In some cases, a family member or carer 
might help to facilitate their communication or participation; with the person with disability’s explicit 
permission. 

DON’T assume that you have made your program / event inclusive by saying ‘all welcome’; explicitly 
invite people with disabilities to engage.  

Be aware that you need to explicitly reach out to people to make sure they are aware that the event 
is accessible to them as well. Studies show that deaf people, people with psychosocial disabilities 
and people with intellectual impairments are often excluded (CBM Australia 2017b). 

ACFID Code of 
Conduct 

DON’T assume that considering gender, poverty and disability are the only ways to achieve inclusive 
development. 

It’s a classic fallback position but there are so many other vulnerabilities which will affect a person’s 
ability to be included. Gender and disability have received warranted focus over previous decades 
and the cumulative energy spent highlighting the barriers experienced by women, girls and people 
with a disability now means that they are well understood and need to be addressed at a bare 
minimum. However, we know factors driving marginalisation go far beyond these, and include but 
are not restricted to race, religion, ethnicity, indigeneity, age, displacement, caste, sexuality, sexual 
orientation, class and socioeconomic status.  
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 DON’T think you need to create new, specially targeted activities. 

The needs of all marginalised people should be considered in each and every program implemented 
by an ACFID member. A mainstream community project such as provision of fresh water is not a 
program designed only to empower those with a disability or women, but should ultimately benefit 
the entire community. However, if barriers to inclusion are not considered, especially with the lens of 
those we know as being most vulnerable, then we run the risk of unintentionally excluding equal 
access to those who may need it the most. Every single activity should have inclusion considered 

from the outset. See a recent blog from CBM which articulates this well4.  

DON’T forget about think about intersectionality. 

We know that when different drivers of marginalisation intersect, the barriers people experience are 
far greater. Don’t forget about these intersections. An educated woman will probably not experience 
the same barriers as an indigenous woman with poor eyesight, or as a trans woman of low 
socioeconomic status. We need to be mindful of these intersections and adapt accordingly. 

Notes 
1 The Sexual Rights Initiative is a coalition of national and 

regional organisations based in Canada, Poland, India, 
Argentina, and South Africa that work together to advance 
human rights related to sexuality at the United Nations, see 
https://www.sexualrightsinitiative.com/sexual-rights/intro-to-
sexual-rights/  

2 See https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities 
/resources/factsheet-on-persons-with-disabilities.html 

3 See https://nwlc.org/issue/race-gender-wage-gaps/  
4 See https://acfid.asn.au/blog-post/asking-%E2%80%9Cwho-

missing-out%E2%80%9D-key-sustainable-development-
programs 
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Leadership for all: Is it culturally feasible? 

Deborah Rhodes and Ernest Antoine, Independent Consultants 

The vision of inclusive leadership contrasts starkly with the 
‘divide and rule1 leadership style that dominates current 
public discourse. The practice of inclusive leadership is key 
to ‘leaving no one behind’ in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), the 17 goals adopted by the 
UN to end poverty, improve health and education, reduce 
inequality, and spur economic growth while also tackling 
climate change and working to preserve earth’s oceans and 
forests (UN 2015). While most governments have signed up 
to the SDGs and are starting to report on early progress, 
there is little agreement on pathways to achieve inclusion in 
different cultural contexts. Is it realistic to expect leaders 
and countries to shift long-held and fundamental cultural 
values to meet these global goals?    

As highlighted by the Development Leadership 
Program (DLP)2, understanding power is critical to under-
standing ‘how change happens’, especially for those who 
seek to support and facilitate change processes. Cultural 
values have significant influence in understanding power, 
why and how it is shared, and who should be included and 
valued within societies (Leftwich 2009, Green 2018).   
Efforts to facilitate and achieve inclusive development need 
to take into account cultural differences. A new body of 
literature on inclusion has emerged in business and 
organisational psychology disciplines in Western cultural 
settings, with emphasis on maximising organisational 
success. In the international development context, the focus 
of research and effort is on human rights and leaving no one 
behind in economic and social change, reflecting ideas 
about equality and justice. Both involve models and stra-
tegies to engage and benefit people with backgrounds and 
characteristics that differ from the dominant or mainstream 
populations. In the United States (US), where much of the 
diversity and inclusion research originates, emphasis is on 
gender and multiracial workplaces. In the development 
world, characteristics related to gender, race, ethnicity, 
ability, religion, and class are incorporated. The language in 
global agreements such as the SDGs, UN agency strategies, 
and donor policies refer to effectiveness and justice 
imperatives.  

Current US research has found evidence that inclusive 
organisations outperform non-inclusive organisations 
because they benefit from the views of people from varied 
backgrounds. In the development discipline, little evidence 
of the impact of inclusive approaches exists.  

In this paper we seek to answer the question ‘how 
culturally feasible is it for different countries to shift towards 
more inclusive development?’ We consider whether models 
of inclusive leadership from Western cultures are relevant in 
other cultural contexts—whether leaders from different 
cultural contexts are able to lead inclusively—and, if so, 
how. We summarise the capabilities leaders need to include 
people who are different (based on US research), and 
contrast this with current leadership styles in cultures with 

hierarchical, collectivist and relationship-oriented values—
such as those in most Asian and Pacific countries. We  
also consider how development partners seeking to use  
and introduce more inclusive approaches might best 
collaborate.   

Links between leadership, power, inclusion, 
cultural values and development  
The big concepts considered in this paper—leadership, 
power, inclusion, cultural values and change/ development—
are all highly contested and researched between and within 
disciplines and diverse stakeholders. ‘Development’ in one 
cultural setting can be seen as ‘destruction’ in another. Power 
can be seen as corrupting or positive, depending on one’s 
cultural values. Positive aspects of inclusion can be seen as 
undermining order from another’s perspective.   

Hofstede (1980, 2005) identified a spectrum of values 
in relation to ‘power distance’ across culture. He found that 
cultures at one end of the spectrum seek to minimise the gap 
between those with and those without power—a country 
with these values appears relatively non-hierarchical and 
ideas about equality are widely applied. In a relatively low 
power distance culture—such as Australia—leaders tend 
towards consulting staff, sharing information and involving 
others in decision making processes, consistent with egali-
tarian principles and inclusive policies. Calls for gender 
equality, disability rights, and participation of marginalised 
groups are consistent with a cultural value that gaps should 
be minimised between those with and without power.   

At the other end of the spectrum, there are cultures that 
believe hierarchy is essential for stability and certainty—
that power is retained in a few hands—and a threat to a 
country’s leaders is portrayed as a threat to everyone. In 
these settings, leaders with wisdom, access to resources, 
and spiritual power are seen as best placed to make 
decisions on behalf of those without—for example younger 
people, women, less educated people, minority groups and 
the ‘masses’. In this context, leaders are expected to 
maintain social order, stability and harmony on the basis of 
their status, concentrating decision making among those 
who ‘know best’.   

Hofstede (1980, 2005) and many others also describe a 
spectrum between individualist and collectivist cultural 
values that underpin societies and organisations. Indiv-
idualist cultural values in Western donor countries—
including Australia—contrast with collectivist values in 
most countries where aid programs are implemented. In 
individualist cultures, one’s identity is defined by oneself 
and is separate from the group’s identity. Individuals in 
these cultures tend to be motivated by self-interest, 
communicate more directly, and are members of multiple 
groups. People expect to be included and will not tolerate 
being excluded.   
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In contrast, in collectivist cultures, one’s sense of self 
is defined by one’s group identity—for example racial, 
religious, language, island, family, or dynasty—and one’s 
obligations and goals are more connected to a defined group 
than oneself. In these contexts, people do not expect to be 
included or heard, and when asked to speak up, many feel 
threatened and fear showing disrespect to those in power. 
Communications between group members are more 
indirect—group rather than individual activities are more 
important—and distinctions between in-groups and out-
groups are pronounced.  

Australia is one of the most individualistic cultures in 
the world. This in part explains national interest in and 
commitment to inclusion—the cultural value is that all 
people have the right to express their own identity and any 
individual characteristics should not prevent inclusion. 
Pacific cultures—where a large proportion of Australian aid 
is provided—are among the most collectivist in the world, 
as evidenced by the strong influence of chiefs, big men, 
wantok, and village and family identity on daily life, 
particularly in rural communities.3 

In terms of approaches to supporting developmental 
change, Hofstede (1980, 2005) and House et al. (2004) 
found that cultures can also be distinguished by their varied 
approaches to change, described as ‘uncertainty avoidance’. 
Cultures that embrace change (low uncertainty avoidance) 
contrast with those that are change averse (high uncertainty 
avoidance). Members of low uncertainty avoidance cultures 
are more comfortable with—or at least very used to—
change and, while there may be initial resistance, this is 
often short-lived. In contrast, members from high uncer-
tainty avoidance cultures rely on informal relationships 
rather than formal policies and prefer to work with 
unspoken group norms so that behaviours are predictable. 
They tend to resist change and are intolerant of norm-
breaking behaviours. People in these cultures tend to look 
to the past in order to navigate the future. A senior public 
leader from Papua New Guinea told us ‘the past is in front 
of us and the future is behind us; we have to use the past to 
navigate our future’ and a senior village leader in Samoa 
expressed similar sentiments, concluding that ‘democracy 
is bad for [our] community, as it causes uncertainty and 
instability. People have to work out new ways of relating to 
each other and that creates fear.’ How can a leader be 
inclusive if it both undermines their power and creates fear 
and uncertainty?   

Inclusive leadership  
So, what is inclusive leadership? How should it be 
understood in different cultural contexts? The concept can 
be understood depending on one’s cultural perspective. 
Almost all research in this area—with a few exceptions—is 
from US institutions (Mor Barak 2015, Brimhall et al. 2014, 
Randel et al. 2016, Shore 2017, Randel et al. 2018) and 
researchers have framed inclusive leadership relevant to 
American society where the focus is on race and gender. 

Figure 1 summarises key elements of this research, 
capturing the skills and qualities of inclusive leaders and 
their effects on the inclusion of team members based on 
Randel et al. (2018) with contributions from several other 
researchers. The terms are explained below:   

• ‘Psychological pre-disposition’ refers to psychological 
attributes and beliefs of an inclusive leader. Inclusive 
leaders believe that consideration of multiple perspect-
ives in decision making produces better outcomes. 
Inclusive leaders believe people should participate in 
discussions and decision making on matters that affect 
their lives. Leaders with pro-diversity values endeavour to 
forge a group identity that members from various back-
grounds can relate to, incorporating elements shared by all 
group members as well as those that are shared by only 
some.  

• ‘Unconditional positive regard’ involves acknowledging 
people with specialist knowledge and skills arising from 
their unique backgrounds such as gender, disability or 
cultural heritage. 

• ‘Cognitive complexity’ is the ability to hold many com-
peting perspectives in one’s consciousness and not reduce 
them in the interest of simplicity. An inclusive leader with 
highly developed cognitive complexity will recognise 
group members as unique individuals with capabilities 
that can be harnessed to achieve group goals. By recog-
nising their uniqueness, a leader communicates to group 
members they are valued.  

• ‘Leader-member exchange’ describes dialogue between 
a leader and their staff that is authentic, respectful, 
supportive, and with an interest in learning.  

• ‘Inclusive leadership behaviour’ comprises actions that 
foster a sense of belonging and that value unique contri-
butions of people with diverse backgrounds. Leaders 
ensure that group members are treated with fairness and 
equity and communicate respect for differences. When 
leaders explore a diversity of views, this involves deeper 
understanding of people, and when people feel under-
stood, their sense of self improves, especially for those 
from minority groups. When leaders recognise dif-
ferences and value them, people feel that their sense of 
identity is being affirmed.   

• ‘Identity and psychological empowerment’ refers to 
team members’ sense of belonging. In a diverse work-
place, inclusive leadership behaviour is key to people’s 
sense of belonging. Belonging to a group is a funda-
mental human need (Tajfel and Turner 1979) without 
which performance of both individuals and organ-
isations is compromised. By belonging to a group, 
individuals form deep psychological connections that 
shape their sense of self.   

As this is a US-centric model, founded on US cultural 
values, it may be relevant to countries such as Australia, 
Canada and the UK, which share similar values. How power 
is understood in these countries is clearly relevant to how 
leaders work. Cultures low on power distance—that are 
individualistic, task oriented, and open to change—are 
relatively more oriented to the idea of including diverse 
people in decision making and access to social and 
economic opportunities, regardless of characteristics.   
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Figure 1: Theoretical model for inclusive leadership  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, in high power distance cultures with 
collectivist, relationship oriented, and change-averse 
values, such as India, Samoa, or Indonesia, people are 
relatively less likely to be inclined to embrace major 
changes, including some of those associated with inclusive 
leadership4. In these contexts, ideas associated with 
inclusion may not necessarily be explicitly or consciously 
prioritised because values that dominate are about ‘in-
groups’ and ‘out-groups.’ Social contracts exist between 
leaders and followers that bind them to mutual rights and 
obligations, and provide stability and opportunities for 
those who are parties to the contract. In this context, for a 
leader to be more inclusive, they need to bring an ‘out-
group’ into a social contract. However, this requires 
changes in core values as well as behaviour for everyone 
concerned. Such a process may take decades even with the 
best political will and highly managed peaceful change 
processes. Without such changes in core values, sustaining 
inclusive leadership appears unrealistic.  

As cultural values between countries vary so widely, 
so do definitions of inclusive leadership. Nevertheless, the 
best available model for inclusive leadership practice 

shown in Figure 1 can assist in guiding future research 
towards development of a more appropriate model for 
different cultural contexts. It appears reasonable to assume 
that elements of psychological predisposition, organ-
isational context, and inclusive leadership behaviours may 
be tested and hold true in some, but not all, cultures.   

Implications for development practice 
Given fundamental differences in perceptions of leaders’ 
roles described above, key questions for partners include 
‘how might inclusive leadership be practised in non-
Western cultures?’ and ‘how can development partners 
support cultural shifts towards or accommodation of 
inclusive leadership?’ 

Development agencies and practitioners are interested 
in inclusive leadership because they believe that, unless 
leaders in developing countries are inclusive, marginalised 
groups will not benefit from development. Donor partners 
increasingly measure success using evidence to measure 
the extent to which marginalised groups are included. 
Without direct engagement with, and support from, 
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leaders—who may see these efforts to include disen-
franchised groups as a threat—an inclusive approach may 
not be sustained. Support from local leaders may require 
re-negotiating social contracts with members of their 
particular in-group, potentially resulting in diminished 
power and influence for existing in-group members. As a 
result, leaders themselves may risk losing support. Can 
leaders who see the benefits of inclusion break through this 
impasse and re-negotiate a way of exercising power that 
includes women and people with disabilities?   

For those working across cultures, the notion of 
inclusive leadership is best understood through a cultural 
lens. A universal definition of inclusive leadership misses 
the nuances of a culturally embedded definition and is  
not flexible enough to describe dimensions of inclusive 
leadership in places as diverse as China, the US, Fiji, 
Myanmar, or Australia. A culturally nuanced exploration 
of leadership needs to recognise that inclusive leadership 
behaviours are embedded in unique values of societies to 
which leaders belong, which are understood, accepted and 
internalised by most leaders and the people that they lead. 
Values about leadership and followership are learned from 
a young age. People, societies, and organisations use these 
values as road maps to conduct relationships and changing 
these maps requires careful analysis, planning, negotiation 
and support as well as significant leadership. 

Effective strategies 
As facilitators of leadership development and change 
processes in various sectors and multiple countries over  
the past few decades, the authors have witnessed examples 
where inclusion-related ideas have ‘caught on’. Reflections 
on four effective approaches are summarised below:   

1. Engage respectfully with cultural values and how they 

influence expectations about behaviour in organis-

ations and society. This means asking questions about 
what makes a good leader and how people feel included in 
each context. It is important to listen carefully to these 
responses in order to understand the drivers and values that 
inform views about inclusion and leadership. Simply 
demonstrating an understanding that people, organisations, 
and countries have different cultural values can be enough 
to start to build foundations of trust and respect for 
collaboration on development topics. Recognising that 
inclusion can be interpreted as a threat to those with  
power in a hierarchy can help generate more respectful 
engagement. It is probably wrong to assume everyone 
agrees that inclusion is ‘good’ and just need training to 
change their minds.  

2. Use strengths-based approaches in engagement on 
leadership, inclusion and development. Asking ‘what 
worked well when your culture adjusted to new ideas in the 
past’ is a useful start. Such approaches can help motivate 
leaders and groups towards new ideas which may other-
wise appear threatening.  

3. Accept that authoritative leadership may be necessary 

to bring about inclusion. In hierarchical cultures, when a 
leader decides an inclusive approach may be beneficial, 
there is a higher likelihood that the members of the group 
will follow than if an out-group demands change. People 
from low power distance cultures may not understand why 

this is the case, but inclusive leadership by decree may well 
be an effective strategy. In a recent discussion on disability 
in Fiji, it was noted that ‘now [that] the Secretary General 
of the UN has decreed that UN agencies will be disability 
inclusive, it will happen.’ 

4. Acknowledging that inclusive leadership will look 

different in each context will help navigate the reality that 
inclusive leadership can be messy and unpredictable, 
particularly in contexts where people who have not 
previously had access to power and opportunities begin to 
participate in decision making.   

Conclusion  
According to people from low power distance, indivi-
dualist, task-oriented, and change friendly cultures, never 
before has there been such a need for inclusive leadership 
globally. However, there may not be a universal ground-
swell of demand for it in high power distance, collectivist, 
relationship oriented and change-averse societies, where 
most of the world’s population live. Of course, even in 
these countries there are people seeking to have their 
voices heard, but for this to occur, substantial changes in 
core cultural values may need to come first. The authors of 
this paper are not suggesting that development partners 
avoid engagement towards more inclusive leadership, but 
that such conversations are informed by understanding the 
connections between cultural values, power and leadership 
that shape every context.  

A culturally flexible approach to defining inclusive 
leadership and its application in each context is proposed, 
rather than seeking a universal approach. Development 
partners need to be able to engage in respectful cross-
cultural conversations about these issues—and with so 
little research about the practice and benefits of inclusive 
leadership in non-Western cultural contexts—need to be 
open to new frames of reference.  

Notes 
1  This approach is defined as ‘gaining and maintaining power 

by breaking up larger concentrations of power into pieces 
that individually have less power than the one implementing 
the strategy.’ (Wikipedia) 

2  DLP (Developmental Leadership Program) is an 
international research initiative that explores how 
leadership, power and political processes drive or block 
successful development.  See https://www.dlprog.org/ 

3  All of the generalisations described here do not imply that 
all people within a culture share the same values or that 
their values do not change over time. The discussion of 
differences is for comparison purposes and to help ensure 
that cross-cultural interactions reflect potential different 
frames of reference. 

4  Like all statements about cultural values, this doesn’t mean 
that all people within specific cultures share these views. 
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Women leadership in business based on customary land:  
The concept of wanbel 

Hennah Steven, Glenn Banks and Regina Scheyvens, Massey University 

Introduction  
In indigenous entrepreneurial communities across the 
Pacific, women who own and run businesses are mostly 
respected and recognised. These women are seen as leaders, 
whereas those who provide supporting roles and do not 
own or run the businesses go unrecognised. However, the 
current study which focused on businesses based on 
customary land in Papua New Guinea (PNG) revealed that 
women who provide ‘supporting roles’ actually lead in 
connecting businesses to communities—providing stability 
and sustainability for the businesses.  

This paper demonstrates that women involved in a 
case study business were able to maintain social well-being 
using values of wanbel (harmony, unity, agreement, being 
at peace, good feeling), an important local concept for 
good living and success in PNG communities. The research 
employed the Vanua Research Framework (Nabobo-Baba 
2008) to do case studies of successful small businesses 
based on customary land in PNG and looked at how 
women maintained the local concept of wanbel for 
business success and well-being.  

Women and business in PNG  
In PNG, women’s economic engagement occurs in various 
small and medium enterprises at local and household 
levels—mostly in local markets and particularly in the 
informal sector (Aiyus 2006). Many engage in informal 
fisheries, handicrafts, small-scale agriculture, vending and 
fresh food production and sales (Benediktsson 2002, 
Chang et al. 2010, Mikhailovich et al. 2016). Women 
participate directly in these forms of enterprises as man-
agers, partners, workers and labourers or indirectly as 
mothers, sisters, aunties and daughters through their roles 
as household and family managers and making sure social 
needs and obligations are fulfilled (Koczberski 2002, 
Anderson 2008, Cox and Aitsi 1988).  

In terms of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in 
the informal sector, women dominate in two distinct eco-
nomic sectors—agricultural production and open markets. 
However, women are also involved in formal SMEs, and 
there is increasing support for SME development with 
particular attention to include women from various 
national and international agencies and private organisa-
tions in the country. Such agencies have provided technical 
and financial support—with a major focus on economic 
empowerment—particularly inclusion of women to 
increase their participation and leadership in formal SMEs 
in the country. Thus, economic empowerment programs 
have been implemented through capacity building activ-
ities such as microfinance, book keeping courses, 
marketing assistance, business management, technical 

consultations, business training and provision of low 
interest bank loans for start-up capital.  

In spite of such capacity building efforts, the number 
of women-led SMEs remains low—at 990 out of 49,900 
formal SMEs—which represents only 0.1 per cent of the 
total female population in PNG as at 2011 (PNG National 
Statistical Office 2011). Cultural and structural challenges 
may be hindering women’s ability to participate fully in 
formal SMEs, including women’s workloads at both 
household and community levels, as well as limited access 
to resources. Other factors such as lack of education, 
training and business skills may inhibit women from 
confidently approaching formal spaces—such as business 
training centres, banks and donors—to request business 
development assistance.  

These are difficult challenges that may continue to 
hinder many women who would like to lead and own 
businesses. However, if we probe further we see that women 
are actually already engaging in leadership roles—often 
unrecognised—in the background of family businesses 
headed by men.  

Creating well-being and good living: 
Notions of wanbel in business  
Recently there has been greater acknowledgement of the 
importance of understanding Pacific indigenous notions  
of well-being and development (Richardson, Hughes, 
McLennan and Meo-Sewabu 2019). Certainly, women in 
communal contexts such as the Pacific play important roles 
in maintaining the social well-being of families and 
societies. Using economic means and personal skills, they 
contribute toward sociocultural reproduction to maintain 
important social values (Horan 2002). In a relational 
economy like PNG, balancing social relationships and 
fulfilling social obligations is important and women work 
toward maintaining that. When they engage in economic 
activities, well-being of the family and community is 
paramount. For them, well-being is embedded in living 
well with others and making others happy. To be a ‘real 
woman’ or ‘true woman’, a woman must be seen to be 
performing tasks or contributing toward social obligations 
and make sure her children and family are well fed and 
clothed (Koczberski 2002, Cox and Aitsi 1988). She gains 
self-fulfilment, pride and satisfaction when the social well-
being of family and community is intact. In other words, 
creating situations of wanbel (harmony, peace, agreement) 
is her paramount aim. Her family and relational needs 
come first. A woman who works in this way gains admira-
tion and is recognised and respected in the community 
compared to a woman who creates disharmony, does not 
work and fails to contribute to family or community needs.  
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The notion of wanbel 

Wanbel is two words put together. Wan is ‘one’ and ‘bel’ 
is ‘belly’, ‘stomach’, or ‘heart’. The term bel is described 
as ‘the seat of thoughts and feelings’ (Street 2010:269, 
Troolin 2013). Thus, wanbel figuratively and metaphor-
ically means one in mind, thought, conviction or feeling.  

Wanbel can be understood from different contexts. For 
dispute resolution, wanbel is reconciliation or consensus. 
When two people are of wanbel, they share one good 
(positive) feeling (Tshudi 2013, Cooper 2019). From a 
community cohesiveness context, wanbel is being of one 
belly, one heart, in unity or agreement (Lohmann 2003, 
Troolin 2018). In a religious or Christian context, wanbel 
can be in agreement or at peace (Street 2014, Kelly-Haku, 
Aggleton and Shih 2014).  

This is an important notion in the relational PNG 
context. In order to live in peace and harmony with others 
for gutpela sindaun (a good situation), establishing or 
maintaining wanbel with others is significant. In situations 
of ‘hevi’ (social burdens), one must be seen to perform 
activities that create wanbel. Gutpela sindaun occurs if 
there is a situation of wanbel. Wanbel shares similar 
notions in other Pacific indigenous contexts such as 
solesolevaki (communal work for the collective good) in 
order for sautu (well-being) to occur in Fiji (Ratuva 2010, 
Meo-Sewabu 2015, Nabobo-Baba 2006).  

Women led in keeping wanbel within the businesses 
examined as part of this research, making them an 
important ‘social glue’ that connects business to the 
community and associated people. This will be explained 
below using the case study of Blue Kona Farm Limited—
now known as Agro-business Consultants. 

Methodology 

Vanua Research Framework 

This research utilised the Vanua Research Famework 
(VRF), which recognises indigenous values that ‘… 
supports and affirms existing protocols of relationships, 
ceremony, and knowledge acquisition. It ensures that the 
research benefits the vanua…’ (Nabobo-Baba 2006:25), 
and drives culturally appropriate research practices. This 
research framework represents common cultural protocols 
and processes in most South Pacific island nations, 
therefore it was used to access research sites. Intricate 
protocols such as gifting chiefs to access data did not occur 
in the PNG context. However, the socially embedded, 
relational nature of Papua New Guinea’s economy means 
that data collection relied on building and maintaining 
positive relationships with members of the local business 
families. For this research, relationship building began 
before fieldwork and continued after data collection. These 
relationships were reinforced through shared meals and 
gifts, participating in social gatherings, storytelling, 
‘hanging out’, social telephone calls, and social media 
chats, all of which reinforced the wantok-ness of the 
connections (a wantok is someone with whom you share a 
close bond, usually based on language or same place of 
origin). These means of building relationships eased the 

development of contacts with case study business owners 
and facilitated successful data collection. Further, the 
continual maintenance of being wantoks also resulted in 
wanbel relationships that created a sense of good feeling, 
belonging and harmony between the researcher and 
persons related to the case studies. This has led to progress 
updates of businesses being continually shared with the 
researcher even long after fieldwork ended.  

Case study 

A case study is a strategy of inquiry in which the researcher 
explores in depth one or more individual cases. 
Researchers collect detailed information using a variety of 
data collection procedures over a sustained period of time 
(Creswell 2009). Data collection in this research involved 
qualitative methods—specifically, Talanoa or stori in 
PNG Tok Pisin—storytelling or conversation that involves 
‘interacting without a rigid framework’ (Vaioleti 2006:23), 
observations, field notes and participation, elicited primary 
material.  

Steven Pupune is the owner of Agro-business 
Consultants (previously Blue Kona Limited), a diversified 
family business located in Goroka, Eastern Highlands 
Province. Agro-business Consultants is the umbrella name 
for various business activities, including commercial 
property, coffee plantations, vegetable gardens, small scale 
piggeries, and fisheries. These exist on the business 
owner’s customary land and on land purchased from cus-
tomary landowners through wantok connections in Yonki 
Dam area, about three hours’ drive from Goroka town. 
Women are actively engaged in the business, and lead in 
keeping wanbel within this business. 

Findings  

Women’s direct involvement in the case study 
business 

Steven’s daughter Anita and second wife Margret 
participate actively at Agro-business Consultants. Their 
involvement includes financial management, budgeting, 
preparing workers’ salaries, advising, organising, dele-
gating and networking. They also sometimes collect 
rentals, do banking, sales, book keeping, farming, clean the 
workshops, cook for workers and other duties as required. 
Anita led many of these activities before she went to do 
tertiary study in New Zealand. Steven was openly 
emotional when he recounted her assistance: 

I did not realise that Anita was doing a lot for Blue 
Kona when she was here. I never thought she was doing 
much. When she left, I was lost. I did not know what to 
do. She used to do all the banking stuff and drive here 
and there taking care of many things. Now that she is 
gone I am stuck. I cannot do everything that she does. 
I have to lease this property to only one person to make 
it easy. I do not have the energy to work like Anita 
(Steven 2018). 

Although Margret has taken on some of these res-
ponsibilities, Anita’s involvement had a positive impact. 
The way she managed things and kept the business running 
exemplified strong leadership skills. This was important 
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for the well-being and smooth flow of business. According 
to Anita:   

…I helped my father with things at the farm because I 
felt sorry for him. I grew up with him when mum left 
us around the time that I was two or three years old. 
Sometimes, others [stepsiblings] do not help him. He 
trusts me more than he trusts anybody so I even 
managed the finances and did all the other things. 
When I finished college in 2008, I stayed at the farm 
and helped him. It is our family business anyway, so I 
stayed on and assisted. That is where our food and 
money come from.  

His wife Margret reasoned, 

 I am happy to do all these things because it makes me 
useful. I support papa (Stephen) 100% because when 
my husband died, he took me in as his wife and 
provides for my children and me. He gave me hope. 
Whatever business he wants to do, I stand beside him 
and support him. That makes me a true woman. 
Whether I take care of children or make money for 
papa’s business, I give my full support. That is it.  

Whether they had important responsibilities or per-
formed supportive roles, the ultimate goal was to maintain 
harmonious family relationships. Thus, creating situations 
of wanbel from direct involvement in business was 
important for these women. 

Women’s indirect roles in the business through 
their social roles and responsibilities 

An important way through which women also led in the 
businesses was keeping elements of wanbel in social rela-
tionships. A significant means of creating social harmony 
was through their Christian values and beliefs. Strong 
involvement in church activities, lotu (worship/ prayers) 
and paying tithes were things that women performed 
faithfully. This influenced the way they acted and behaved 
when they had access to money, in their work and 
relationships with others. This spiritual grounding pro-
vided stability and good standing for Steven and his family 
in the community.  

Other important social roles and responsibilities that 
Anita normally did before leaving for her studies—and 
Margret keeps doing—include taking care of workers’ and 
family member’s welfare, being present at life events and 
contributing to solving hevi (social burdens including 
funerals and bride price) in the community. Agro-business 
Consultants prioritises workers’ and children’s welfare. 
The women therefore make sure to meet their social and 
physical needs. Steven is often away on official trips. 
During his absences, Margret manages the family 
business, household and takes care of Steven’s children 
from other relationships, and his grandchildren. She is 
‘happy to do all these things’ because they make her a ‘true 
women’ (Margret 2018). Whenever, Steven is away, he is 
not worried because he knows home and business are in 
Margret’s ‘good hands’ (Steven 2018).  

In consultation with Steven, Margret presents gifts or 
food to congratulate workers for life events such as at new 
births or graduation. When there are hevi (such as funerals 

or bride price) in the community, Margret and Steven’s 
daughters usually represent him. They bring contributions 
from Agro-business Consultants, in cash and kind, to the 
family in hevi to show respect and support. This establishes 
good thoughts toward the business family. When a 
business person is not seen to be contributing, jealousies 
from community members can result in a bad reputation 
and sometimes, violent repercussions. Therefore, to main-
tain family status and keep harmony with community 
members, ‘we show face’ during hevi times to support 
(Anita 2018).  

Wanbel establishes peace and good situation/ 
good living 

As explained earlier, wanbel reinforces living well with 
others in a way that enables peace and harmony (Troolin 
2018). For good working relationships to occur, wanbel has 
to be maintained among family members, workers and 
associated people. In situations where internal family argu-
ments arise, Anita or Margret usually mediate and bring 
peace. For example, Steven and one adult family member 
argue from time to time and will not talk to one another. 
Anita usually becomes the medium of communication 
between these men. At times, she has mellowed ‘hard 
situations’ and brought peace again into the family.  

Margret has taken on that responsibility and tries to 
keep harmonious relationships among all of Steven’s 
children. One of the ways she keeps wanbel relationships 
between father and children, is by praying for each child, 
or by taking care of Steven’s grandchildren or by calling 
those children who are not currently living with Steven. 
Such actions make her a valuable member not only in the 
family but in the business. This is because Margret’s 
contributions in creating wanbel situations has attracted 
trust and support from relatives, workers, and the wider 
community. Most of the workers have been working for 
Steven for more than two decades and one of the 
justifications for staying on is the way their well-being is 
maintained. Thus, maintaining wanbel has directly or 
indirectly contributed to the sustainability of Agro-
business Consultants for over three decades—and women 
seem to be the leaders in doing this.  

Conclusion and recommendations 
Owning and running a business is not the only way in 
which women can be leaders in business. The ability to 
maintain important local values such as wanbel that drive 
business can be used to understand what leadership is. The 
desire to maintain wanbel influenced the way women acted 
and behaved and this helped the case study family 
businesses to run in a more harmonious way that con-
tributed to business and community well-being. The ability 
to maintain wanbel gave women a sense of self-pride, 
fulfilment and satisfaction as workers, partners, mothers 
and daughters. It also gave them greater status in their 
communities. 

As women in Agro-business Consultants show, work-
ing behind the scenes and performing important social 
roles within the business connects the business to 



 

November 2019 61 

community. They became the ‘hands’ and ‘face’ of the 
business, sharing business benefits with workers and the 
community. The good standing of the business partly 
depended on the social responsibilities that these women 
performed. Further, being grounded in important social 
and spiritual values, women became the social pillars of 
the business. They helped created harmonious situations 
between family members, which was important for 
business progress. Thus, gutpela sindaun was based upon 
their ability to maintain elements of wanbel within family 
members, business and the community. This partly con-
tributed to the sustainability of Agro-business Consultants. 

There is a need to understand important social roles and 
local concepts that define what makes a good leader, 
especially with relation to indigenous businesses. It is also 
important to understand what success and well-being means 
for indigenous people, such as the Papua New Guineans in 
this study. In this example, having a business based on 
customary land and efforts to maintain social harmony led 
to a successful business. Additionally, economic-centred 
intentions should be understood alongside the sociocultural 
need for harmony and well-being to inform context-specific, 
gender sensitive and inclusive development. 
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Revitalising rural development in the Pacific:  
An itaukei (indigenous Fijian) approach 

Suliasi Vunibola and Regina Scheyvens, Massey University 

‘Na coke vou mai na dulumi ni bula’  
(The new growth from the buried stump that gives life) 

Indigenous groups who live on and work with customary 
land and resources occupy many rural settings in the 
Pacific. In Fiji, as life has become dominated by economic 
demands, many itaukei (indigenous Fijian) communities 
have struggled to see how bula vakavanua (tradition, 
culture and the way of being)—such as solesolevaki, or 
unpaid communal work for collective good—can aid in 
sustainable development of their resources for their 
people’s benefit. This struggle, along with a lack of 
opportunities in rural settings, has given rise to rural-urban 
migration and increased related social problems.  

This paper aims to demonstrate that indigenous-
driven, effective rural development is possible in the 
Pacific despite these challenges. Case studies of successful 
itaukei businesses based on customary land in Fiji—and 
how solesolevaki has been revived to support itaukei 
entrepreneurial success and community wellbeing—were 
conducted and analysed.  

Social embeddedness and businesses 
development 
The notion of embeddedness of economies was initiated in 
the nineteenth century by Karl Polanyi, who focused on 
how the self-regulating market economy affected society 
and the environment. Polanyi detailed the transition into 
the industrial revolution and the ‘double movement’ which 
refers to the need for social welfare and protection within 
a market society (Polanyi 1944). Mark Granovetter used the 
same concept, stating that as one starts to look at economic 
life in terms of relationships, one will get a different picture 
of how the economy operates (Granovetter 1985, 2005). 
Polanyi and Granovetter’s concept of ‘social embeddedness 
of economies’ was further used by Lin, who strongly 
argued that social networks provide the necessary environ-
ment conducive to facilitating and promoting economic 
activities (Lin 2017).  

Social embeddedness shifts the viewpoint from the 
economy as somewhat separate to society, to the inclusion 
of social actors, social networks and relationships as 
enabling economic activities. In the context of this study, 
relationships established through kinship, blood-ties and 
customary land are integral to indigenous businesses. An 
embedded conceptualisation of economic development 
leads to more inclusive development that is centred on an 
ethical concern for people, not just economic growth. 
Inclusive development thinking is also associated with the 
recognition of diverse economic activities such as 

bartering, subsistence farming and communal work, not 
just formal activities of the wage economy. These other 
activities are usually not recognised as economic activities 
in their own right in capitalist discourses, yet they remain 
strongholds of many communities (Gibson-Graham, 
Cameron and Healy 2013).  

Similarly, the notion of a place-based economy 
recognises that customary practices like indigenous 
exchange and reciprocity can support local businesses 
(Curry and Koczberski 2013). Appreciating culture, place 
and people supports less eurocentric development paths, 
allowing space to recognise indigenous alternatives (Curry 
1999). A place-based approach also involves the process 
of viewing development through the lens of a market 
economy which can incorporate cultural and social 
practices, which could include place-based practices like 
gift exchange or the Solomon concept of kaon (credit), 
where relationships are strengthened through credit and 
reciprocity benefitting the business network (Leokana 
2014), and the Fijian case of business vakavanua (Farrelly 
2009). A place-specific activity supports the premise of 
this study that entrepreneurs can, in an effective manner, 
work collectively using culturally specific systems like 
solesolevaki to create and control their economic develop-
ment and contribute to community wellbeing.  

Development, wellbeing and solesolevaki 

In many instances, supposedly well-intentioned devel-
opment does not enhance the wellbeing of Pacific 
communities. This raises questions about actions carried 
out in the name of ‘development’ (White 2010), as well as 
disparities between those doing the development and what 
is being developed (Copestake 2008). The connections 
between development and wellbeing were examined by 
Richardson, Hughes, McLennan, and Meo-Sewabu (2019) 
in mining communities in PNG and tourism communities 
in Fiji. Their study documented views of communities on 
what constitutes meaningful development which, in most 
cases, was not associated with externally driven develop-
ment practices. Wellbeing was associated with indigenous 
development values embedded in their way of life, for 
example, gutpela sindaun (sitting down well/a good 
situation) in New Ireland Province, Papua New Guinea, 
and bula taucoko or sautu (sense of completeness) in Fiji. 
This study therefore recommended that development 
bodies find a point of connection with established 
structures and social norms in order to contribute to the 
collective good (Richardson et al. 2019).  
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Pacific communities have systems and structures that 
can be interwoven with various approaches to develop-
ment. Development is more sustainable and meaningful 
when people collectively make decisions with respect to 
their development pathways (Richardson et al. 2019). One 
such structure that can contribute to the collective good, 
community wellbeing, and quality of life for itaukei 
(indigenous Fijians) is solesolevaki—whereby people can 
work together for the common good without expectation 
of individual payment. Solesolevaki draws upon social 
capital, entails indigenous values and ethos (Movono and 
Becken 2018), and is linked to communal cohesiveness 
and collective wellbeing (Meo-Sewabu 2016). Research-
ers have noted that solesolevaki is utilised as a vehicle for 
development (Movono and Becken 2018) and for com-
munity-based natural resource management in Fiji (Clark 
1999). We see solesolevaki as a form of culturally 
embedded agency executed to enhance social change  
(Meo-Sewabu and Walsh-Tapiata 2012). Specifically, 
solesolevaki involves clan members who collectively gather 
and use their resources, labour and land for agriculture-
related development, then share the benefits (Kingi 2006).  

Practicing solesolevaki enables accomplishment of 
important tasks as responsibilities are shared. These tasks 
can be for a communal need—such as building footpaths 
through a village—or for comradeship, where people work 
together on an individual’s farm or tasks. This work system 
is a form of burden-sharing activity that usually involves 
much laughter—‘the hands of many eases the workload’ 
(Meo-Sewabu 2016). Ratuva stated that solesolevaki is 
also a form of social protection for itaukei communities, 
where formal systems of state, aid agencies, and civil 
society are merged with informal systems—community, 
family, cultural systems, social networks, social safety 
net—for a significant chance of sustainability (Ratuva 
2010).  

Methodology  

Vanua Research Framework 

The Vanua Research Framework (VRF) (Nabobo-Baba, 
2008) is a widely accepted cultural research framework 
used in the Pacific. The VRF acknowledges the concept of 
vanua (tribe) and the integrated nature of land, people and 
culture) as central to the identity of being an itaukei 
(indigenous Fijian). The framework—similar to Kaupapa 
Maori research (Smith 2013)—is strongly driven to 
include indigenous worldviews by developing and encour-
aging relevant approaches in research that value cultural 
ways of being (Nabobo-Baba 2008). Adhering to the VRF 
principles helps to build a web of trust, respect, and 
lifelong relationships with research participants.  

Case Study: The enabling environment of 
solesolevaki  

The Nayarabale Youth Farm was established in 2008 
through discussion after a church service—recognising  
the challenges faced by villagers to contribute to multiple 
sociocultural obligations. The farm is located at Nayarabale 

village, Vaturova district, Cakaudrove province, on the 
island of Vanua Levu, Fiji. The farm is positioned 60 km off 
gravelled and rough terrain from Labasa, the nearest town, 
and is only accessible by a river without a bridge. During 
periods of flooding, the village is isolated from com-
munication and electric grids. 

Villagers looked at their resources (land, culture and 
people) and agreed to do solesolevaki on land given by the 
mataqali (clan-based land owning unit), to run a farm 
managed by youths using a specific work structure (Table 
1, see next page). They focused on kava and taro as main 
commodities and progressed over the years in scale and 
scope. From an initial target of 300 kava plants per year in 
2008, the target was raised in 2019 to 25,000 kava plants, 
10,000 taro plants, 12,000 yam plants, and 10,000 cassava 
plants per year. The farm also diversified to include 
pineapple and sandalwood farms. Every year the farm  
put aside fifteen thousand dollars (FJ$15,000) in three 
separate accounts for the church, cultural ceremonies and 
education—which catered for all of the sociocultural obli-
gations previously shouldered by families living in the 
area. Solesolevaki is practised at the vanua level in 
Narayabale, and has been working successfully for eight 
years.  

Work structure 

Solesolevaki functions well in the Narayabale case because 
there is a clear working structure. The Nayarabale youth 
group monthly work structure divides a month into four 
different periods of activities: week one is solesolevaki for 
the Nayarabale Youth Farm which earns money that  
pays for sociocultural obligations; week two entails 
solesolevaki for individual farms where smaller youth 
groups work together depending on the location of their 
individual farms; week three is designated for solesolevaki 
on the clan’s food security; and week four, the last week, 
is for the vanua, church and the government to organise 
any activity that requires local people’s involvement. The 
latter means that, for example, if the Ministry of 
Agriculture wants to send officials to the village to run a 
workshop for farmers, they are instructed to only come in 
the fourth week of each month, as this will not disrupt the 
village routine. Table 1 (next page) depicts this work 
structure. While there are now payments made to youth 
members who work on the youth farm—this was not 
possible at the start of the farm’s operation—so youth 
members worked in an unpaid fashion as part of 
solesolevaki until the farm was economically viable. 

Leadership 

A solesolevaki group is like an organisation where people 
of different backgrounds work together to achieve a goal—
thus good leadership is vital. The leaders in the case study 
do not have formal leadership qualifications but through 
experience and values embedded in the bula vakavanua 
(culture, tradition and way of being itaukei), they 
contribute to the success of solesolevaki initiatives. Vanua 
leadership entails valuing and respecting other people, and 
reflecting love and compassion. This is important as 
people are more likely to be loyal to a common cause when 
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Table 1: Nayarabale Youth Farm work structure  

Week Solesolevaki Activities Group involved Venue Earnings/benefits for 
individuals and community 

1 Youth farm All youth members Youth farm 
camp 

FJ$120-250 per person for a 
week’s work. The additional 
revenue from farm produce is 
used to pay for sociocultural 
obligations (see week 4, below). 

2 Individual farms Small youth groups who farm 
at the same location engage in 
small solesolevaki, helping out 
on other individuals’ farms. 

Individual farm 
camps 

 

FJ$200-400 from selling own 
crops at the market on Saturday 
in weeks when produce is 
harvested.  

3 Tribal food security All tribe members Village Staple crops are planted for 
each family within the tribe, and 
for those serving the tribe e.g. 
teachers at the district school 
and the pastor of the church. 

4 Activities and 
sociocultural obligations 
(prescribed by the vanua, 
church, government or 
any visitors from outside 
the area) 

All tribe members are involved, 
but the necessities for 
hospitality and cultural 
protocols (such as money, 
food, artefacts and transport) 
are provided by the youth 
farm. Members do activities 
like cooking and attending 
meetings, trainings and 
ceremonies. 

Village Creates balance between the 
business and the key formal 
institutions (family, vanua, 
church, government) and 
provides quality of life and 
community wellbeing. 

 

they know they are appreciated, setting the stage for 
solesolevaki leaders to operate. 

To capture the energy and skills of youth requires 
leaders who inspire and lead solesolevaki with under-
standing and patience, as shown in the following example of 
a leader dealing with four youths who were still playing with 
their phones 15 minutes after their lunch hour was over:  

It was after the lunch hour then four boys appeared 
when 60 youths were already clearing the bush for a 
new plantation. The youth leader asked them why they 
were late and when he found out they had been on their 
phones, he simply instructed them to go and lift a log 
and carry it about ten steps to make room for planting. 
The other work continued, and the four boys tried with 
all their might to carry the large log—which it seemed 
was so big that only a machine could move it. After 
about 20 minutes, the leader called out to everybody 
and asked them politely to carry the log together. The 
large log was easily carried by the 60-plus youths and 
dumped ten steps away. The leader then with a smile 
told the four boys, ‘ni da caacaavata a levu e’ da na 
rawata’ (in unity we achieve great things) (Iliesa Seru, 
November 2018, personal communication).  

One of the boys reflected on this: ‘mai na gauna ma 
ca ‘a ina arai eitou maka va’adua ni kai dau bera’ (after 
that incident we were never late during our solesolevaki 
activities) (ibid.).  

Effective leadership around solesolevaki activities 
also involves transparency and clear communication. The 
members of the group need to know every detail of the 
activity they are executing and the reason for engagement. 

In the Narayabale case study, transparency means every-
thing—from the work done, tools used, money earned  
and spent, and vehicle usage. If kinship and relationships 
were used by leaders to hide aspects of the business  
or solesolevaki activities, there would be suspicion of 
favouritism and inequities which could undermine 
people’s loyalty. 

Solesolevaki enhancing wellbeing 

From the case study, solesolevaki was successful when 
people witnessed the actual product created—that is, the 
farm produce from 25,000 kava plants, 12,000 yam plants, 
10,000 cassava plants, 3,000 pineapples, and 100 sandal-
wood trees—and members benefited economically, 
socially and culturally. The Nayarable Youth Farm 
attracted more people when the farm increased in size, and 
was able to start paying people. The success of Narayabale 
and its solesolevaki initiatives meant that even people who 
lived away from the village and who had previously not 
been keen to move home started moving back to the 
village. As the activities and economic output became 
more visible, and Narayabale received media attention as 
the ‘rural millionaires farm’ (Ralago 2016), more people 
were encouraged to be part of the solesolevaki initiative.  

People often ask about the establishment capital for 
the Nayarabale farm and—learning that it was started 
from solesolevaki without any financial assistance—
recognise that it can also be replicated in their villages. 
This is one reason why the Narayabale model has spread 
elsewhere.  



 

November 2019 65 

How can solesolevaki be revitalised in other 
communities? A solesolevaki model.  
Solesolevaki is represented in Figure 1 as a food basket 
made from coconut leaves known as ‘voco sova’, or 
‘ketekete’ (men’s basket) for carrying food from a lovo 
(earth oven) and for presentations during a traditional 
ceremony. 

A coconut leaf is split in half and made into an oval 
shape making the kabe (hard skeleton) which centres 
around the solid brim. The kabe represents solesolevaki as 
the essential element of the basket that determines its shape 
and durability, which holds the basket together. Coconut 
fronds are plaited to make the body of the basket, 
representing the community. The layers of plaited leaves 
represent the idea that as time goes on, people unite and 
become stronger by practising solesolevaki together. 
Inside the basket are the members who take part in the 
solesolevaki process. These become the champions who 
possess the passion and vision to drive the economic 
development associated with solesolevaki.  

Figure 1: The solesolevaki model 

Solesolevaki is rooted in traditional values and insti-
tutions that can help people reconnect with their culture, 
their land and their people. The reconnection process 
requires immersion into underlying values that are deeply 
interwoven in the culture and bula vakavanua (way of life 
and being of itaukei). The four crucial institutions in itaukei 
settings that promote cultural values are the matavuvale 
(family), vanua (culture, tradition), lotu (church) and 
matanitu (government/formal institutions).  

The matavuvale (family) is the first school that 
prepares family members with wisdom, skills, culture, and 
appropriate behaviours. The vanua is a broad term include-
ing the people, culture, social strata, clans, environment, 
traditional practices, kinship and ceremonies of a particular 
area. The lotu (church) plays a crucial role in the vanua, as 
most itaukei people embrace Christianity. Individuals are 
governed by the matanitu—government and other formal 

institutions. These foundations become the active fuel that 
propels the revitalisation of solesolevaki.  

Action research  

The solesolevaki model (Figure 1) was also implemented 
in Saroni village in Dogotuki district, Macuata province, 
Vanua Levu, Fiji—which was struggling with imple-
menting solesolevaki initiatives. The first author is con-
nected to the people there through his father’s family, 
meaning he is also a landowner and part of the community. 
Some community members asked whether he had any 
ideas for revitalising customs and helping them to earn an 
income from their land, as earlier efforts to revitalise 
solesolevaki had failed. Practical knowledge and skills 
from research conducted at the Nayarabale Youth Farm—
in particular, the four week work structure—were replicated 
and executed by people in Saroni village to enhance the 
wellbeing of individuals and the general community.  

The author followed the VRF in order to gain approval 
and trust of the members. Proper channels were followed 
by formally informing the elders of the plan of action and 
seeking their approval and support. Youths were identified 

to pilot the program, and included in discussions along 
with the elders. The work structure was planned out and—
despite taking some time for people to adopt solesolevaki 
within the work structure—the program is now showing 
significant signs of success. After eight months of 
operation, 1,000 kava plants have been planted in the field, 
1,000 kava plants are in germination nurseries, village food 
is provided from a community vegetable garden, and 2,000 
cassava plants have been planted. The solesolevaki group 
also initiated a commercial vegetable farm where village 
women gained income from vegetable sales, which they 
used to help women build a community oven to make bread 
to sell to other villages. The women’s group also started a 
small handicraft business from the vegetable sales.  

Saroni village has also influenced two other small 
villages—Wainiura and Sarifaci villages—which belong to 
the same sub-clan tokatoka Nubunilagi. Both these villages 



66 Development Bulletin 81 

have 500 kava plants breeding in their nurseries, have planted 
1,000 cassava plants, and started vegetable gardens. These 
villages are also following the four week work structure, with 
villagers witnessing increased community status and unity as 
a result (personal communication, August 2019).  

Conclusion and recommendations  
Solesolevaki was a dying tradition in itaukei society due to 
many factors—including pressure on people to earn cash. 
The case study shows that revitalising this practice can be a 
pillar for supporting itaukei communities in providing 
opportunities for personal and family development, com-
munal development, satisfying sociocultural obligations, 
economic development, and reducing rural-urban migration. 
Through solesolevaki, the hands of many can help rebuild 
communities in rural areas.  

The routine set up by the Narayabale four weekly 
work structure created a means for villagers to produce a 
wide variety of crops, from which a social and economic 
safety net was created for the community by involving 
both formal and informal systems to support the tribe. 
Solesolevaki activities also attracted more village members 
to return from town to be with their people. As a form of 
social capital (Movono and Becken 2018), solesolevaki 
can therefore foster meaningful development and quality 
of life in the modern era. This finding is inspiring not only 
for Fiji, where other communities such as the group at 
Saroni are seeking to copy the success of the Narayabale 
Youth Farm, but for the wider South Pacific.  

Wherever land is under customary ownership in the 
Pacific, there are traditional systems in place to ensure that 
the land can be the basis of the people’s livelihoods. In 
order for rural development efforts in the Pacific to be 
more effective and sustainable, both international and local 
development agencies need to capture the passion and 
interest of locals and channel that energy through estab-
lished structures around cooperative development—rooted 
in the culture, values, and ethos of the communities.  
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Leadership and issue salience: A case study of how nutrition  
became a policy priority in Indonesia 

Deviana Dewi, Institute of Development Studies, Alumni Ambassador Indonesia 

Stunting is a largely irreversible outcome of inadequate 
nutrition and repeated bouts of infection during the first 
1000 days of a child’s life. A child who was not stunted at 
36 months is estimated to be 28 per cent more likely to get 
a skilled or white-collar job, and 33 per cent less likely to 
live in poverty as an adult (Hoddinott et al. 2011). Stunting 
is defined as a height-for-age-z-score which is more than 
two standard deviations below the age-sex median for a 
well-nourished reference population, or being too short for 
one’s age. It has been used as a preferred measure of 
undernutrition for setting and monitoring international goals 
because stunting serves as an accurate marker for poverty and 
underdevelopment (UNICEF 2013). Positioning nutrition 
front and centre in a broader development agenda can there-
fore help countries to optimise human potential and boost 
economic development.  

In developing countries, calls for strong leadership in 
shaping commitments and tackling malnutrition have 
grown over the past decade. Yet, there has been little integ-
rative analysis of the political and institutional dynamics 
pertinent to the development of nutrition policies in 
developing countries (Pelletier et al. 2011), and research on 
leadership in nutrition is still nascent and suffers from wide 
gaps in country-level data (Nisbett et al. 2016). I aim to 
contribute to filling this gap by answering the question: 
How does leadership operate in shaping stunting as a 
political priority in Indonesia? This paper first discusses the 
literature on leadership in nutrition and agenda setting, then 
assesses stunting as a political priority in Indonesia. Views 
expressed are my own and do not represent those of DFAT 
or the Australian Embassy.  

Leadership and the political economy of 
nutrition 
Globally, in the past decade, there has been progress 
towards building a shared understanding among stake-
holders on the causes of malnutrition, and evidence-based 
options to tackle it, namely through nutrition-specific and 
nutrition-sensitive interventions. The former addresses the 
immediate determinants of malnutrition (inadequate intake 
and disease), while the latter target the underlying 
determinants of malnutrition (household food insecurity,  
an unhealthy household environment, and poor health 
services). A third level of action that tackles the basic 
causes of malnutrition is often overlooked. This level 
assesses what kinds of resources are available (financial, 
human, and structural) and how these resources are used 
(the political, legal, and cultural factors) while also denoting 
the wider structural and societal causes of poverty and 
unequal access to resources. These basic causes are formed 
by the political economy of nutrition, or ‘the competing 
interests, incentives, and ideologies of a range of different 

actors with direct and indirect interests in nutrition, and  
the resultant inequalities’ (Nisbett et al. 2014) which both 
shape the basis of nutrition interventions and inform their 
effectiveness.  

It is not surprising that strong leadership has been 
identified as a common enabler within countries that have 
made rapid progress in addressing child and maternal 
undernutrition. In fact, through strong leadership, political 
commitment can be sustained in the mobilisation of national 
and subnational political systems, policy processes, and 
resources for improved nutrition (Gillespie et al. 2013).  

In the wider field of public health, leadership influ-
ences the efficacy of initiatives such as safe motherhood to 
political priority as analysed by Shiffman and Smith (2007). 
The Shiffman and Smith framework has informed studies 
on nutrition policy processes such as Baker et al. (2018), 
Gillespie et al. (2013), and Pelletier et al. (2012). The 
framework can be applied within and across countries as it 
analyses the level of priority attached to global health 
initiatives (Table 1). For this paper, Indonesia is defined as 
a unit of analysis and nutrition as a global initiative.  

In general, Shiffman and Smith (2007) suggest that the 
presence of each factor (Table 1, next page) improves the 
likelihood of an issue gaining political priority although not 
all factors need to exist concurrently. The framework 
comprises four core elements: 1) the power of actors 
involved in the initiative; 2) the power of ideas that actors 
use to portray the issue; 3) the nature of the political 
contexts in which actors operate; and 4) the characteristics 
of the issue itself. The first and the third elements are 
considered most germane to leadership—actor power and 
political contexts, because for actors to wield their power 
effectively, they also need to think of how power operates 
within a system, or systems thinking. Green (2016) empha-
sises how systems thinking allows us to understand that 
change does not happen in a linear process and in fact 
results from the interplay of many diverse and often 
unrelated factors. In this light, leaders engaged in seeking 
change in nutrition need to identify which elements are 
crucial and understand how they interact. Indeed, findings 
from Bangladesh, Ethiopia, India, and Kenya (Nisbett et al. 
2015) reveal effective leaders in nutrition policy were  
those who were systemic thinkers and able to deal with 
complexity.  

The first element addresses the cohesion of the network 
of individuals and organisations that are centrally involved 
in the issue (factor 1); leaders that help with coalescence 
and provide direction to the initiative (factor 2); guiding 
institutions or coordinating mechanisms with a mandate to 
lead the initiative (factor 3); and civil society organisations 
that push for international and national political authorities 
to address the issue (factor 4). 
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Table 1: Framework on determinants of political priority for global initiatives 

 Description Factors shaping political priority 

Actor power The strength of the 

individuals and 

organisations 

concerned with the 

issue 

1  Policy community cohesion: The degree of coalescence among the network of individuals 

and organisations that are centrally involved with the issue at the global level. 

2  Leadership: The presence of individuals capable of uniting the policy community and 

acknowledged as particularly strong champions for the cause. 

3 Guiding institutions: The effectiveness of organisations or coordinating mechanisms with a 

mandate to lead the initiative. 

4 Civil society mobilisation: The extent to which grassroots organisations have mobilised to 

press international and national political authorities to address the issue at the global 

level. 

Ideas The ways in which 

those involved with the 

issue understand and 

portray it 

5 Internal frame: The degree to which the policy community agrees on the definition of, 

causes of, and solutions to the problem. 

6 External frame: Public portrayals of the issue in ways that resonate with external 

audiences, especially the political leaders who control resources. 

Political 

contexts 

The environments in 

which actors operate 

7 Policy windows: Political moments when global conditions align favourably for an issue, 

presenting opportunities for advocates to influence decisionmakers. 

8 Global governance structure: The degree to which norms and institutions operating in a 

sector provide a platform for effective collective action. 

Issue 

characteristics 

Features of the 

problem 

9 Credible indicators: Clear measures that show the severity of the problem and that can be 

used to monitor progress. 

10 Severity: The size of the burden relative to other problems as indicated by objective 

measures such as mortality levels 

11 Effective interventions: The extent to which proposed means of addressing the problem 

are clearly explained, cost effective, backed by scientific evidence, simple to implement, 

and inexpensive. 

Source: Shiffman and Smith (2007: 1371)

Element number 3 explores the political context through 
policy windows (factor 7), which are moments when global 
conditions align favourably for an issue, presenting oppor-
tunities for advocates to reach international and national 
political leaders. These policy windows can open after major 
disasters, discoveries, or global forums. Element 3 also 
explores political contexts using global governance structure 
(factor 8), or the degree to which norms and institutions 
operating in a sector provide a platform for effective col-
lective action. This includes international treaties, laws, and 
declarations.  

The emergence of stunting as a political 
priority in Indonesia  
Indonesia has reduced the number of stunted children under 
five years from 37.2 per cent—almost 9 million—in 2013 
to 30.8 per cent in 2018 (Ministry of Health 2018). In 
comparison to new global prevalence thresholds for 
stunting (UNICEF, WHO, World Bank 2018), the 30.8 per 
cent prevalence still reads as ‘very high’ (≥ 30%), meaning 
that despite some progress, Indonesia still has one of the 
highest stunting rates of any middle-income country. 
Stunting is a particularly complex development problem to 
address as its causes are linked to multiple sectors and can 
cause economic losses for Indonesia equating to approx-
imately 2–3 per cent of GDP per year (World Bank 2015).  

In mid-2017, under the Vice President’s direction, the 
Government of Indonesia (GoI) declared joint actions to 

overcome stunting. In November 2018, this resulted in the 
launch of an unprecedented National Strategy to Accelerate 
Stunting Prevention (the Strategy) to address the high 
stunting rate to the year 2024. Unlike any existing nutrition 
policies, the Strategy aims to tackle the multi-dimensional 
nature of stunting and emphasises stronger convergence of 
actions among government, civil society, the private sector, 
and academia at national and regional levels. It commits 22 
ministries and approximately USD $3.9 billion of GoI 
funding per year to better coordinate and converge existing 
GoI’s nutrition-related interventions across five sectors: 
health; water sanitation and hygiene; early childhood 
education and development; social protection; and food 
security.  

The Strategy targets households within the first 100 
priority districts containing pregnant women and/or chil-
dren under two years. Its goal is to cover all 514 districts by 
2024, or about 48 million beneficiaries. What led Indonesia 
to identify stunting as a political priority, when in many low 
and middle-income countries such a commitment remains 
absent? Let’s examine how leadership shapes the political 
priorities for stunting in Indonesia using actor power and 
political contexts angles.  

Actor power  

Policy-focused nutrition communities in Indonesia have 
benefitted from the National Movement for Maternal and 
Child Health (GKIA), which was first initiated by World 
Vision Indonesia and launched by the Minister of 
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Coordinating Ministry of People’s Welfare in 2010. 
Comprised of international and national non-government 
organisations (NGO), civil society organisations (CSO), 
government agencies, UN and donor agencies, GKIA aims 
to synergise relevant efforts from various actors to increase 
maternal, infant and under-five health.  

In 2011, Indonesia joined the global movement Scaling 
Up Nutrition (SUN), and officially launched its own SUN 
Movement in October 2013 after the signing of Presidential 
Decree No. 42/2013, ‘The First 1000 Days of Life Move-
ment’. The movement also established four SUN Networks: 
Government, CSO, UN-Donor and Business. What makes 
these government-initiated SUN networks different from 
GKIA is the inclusion of the private sector and the specific 
focus on children under two years of age.  

Indonesia’s Minister of Finance, Sri Mulyani Indrawati, 
has been frequently mentioned as a nutrition champion.  
After serving as the Managing Director and Chief Operating 
Officer of the World Bank from 2010 to 2016, she returned 
to Indonesia to become Minister of Finance in July 2016. 
Indrawati raised awareness of the importance of investing in 
citizens’ early years of life in order to build human capital 
and boost growth and prosperity at multiple international and 
national forums including the 2018 World Bank Group 
(WBG)-International Monetary Fund (IMF) Annual Meet-
ings in October 2017. The World Bank team in Indonesia has 
reportedly provided support to raise the profile of stunting as 
a critical development challenge for Indonesia by regularly 
briefing Indrawati alongside developing a community 
program that addresses malnutrition and a book (Rokx et al. 
2018) that documents Indonesia’s fight against stunting.  

In April 2017, the World Bank team in Indonesia 
supported a delegation of GoI officials to travel to Peru to 
learn from the country’s success in prioritising and reducing 
stunting. After this trip, government officials from the 
National Development Planning Agency (Bappenas) agreed 
on several Peruvian practices such as multi-sectoral and a 
results-based-approach, and building strong commitments 
and leadership among health groups, NGOs and govern-
ment agencies as critical steps to reduce stunting.  

The World Bank, with Australian support, has been key 
to raising stunting’s profile. Other key actors include the 
Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) and the 
National Team for the Acceleration of Poverty Reduction 
(TNP2K). MCC provided a grant from the US to fund 
community-based health and nutrition programs to reduce 
stunting from 2013–18, and funded the inaugural Stunting 
Summit in March 2018 to increase engagement among the 
business sector, donor, academia, and civil society groups 
specialising in stunting reduction. The Executive Secretary 
of TNP2K, Bambang Widianto, has been mentioned by 
many stakeholders as a respected leader in mainstreaming 
nutrition in Indonesia’s core development agenda (TNP2K 
2018). Since 2016, TNP2K has regularly briefed the 
Indonesian Vice President on Indonesia’s stunting prob-
lems, including its links to poverty; developed a logical 
framework on how the new Strategy would reduce stunting 
as well as a funding framework that maximises national  
and district-level funding; and established institutional 

arrangements that would place the Vice President as a 
committee chair and TNP2K as a monitoring and evaluation 
coordinator with Bappenas. In 2017, the Vice President 
used TNP2K’s institutional arrangement to convene two 
limited cabinet meetings in July (TNP2K 2017a) and 
August (TNP2K 2017b) where he declared joint actions to 
handle stunting by strengthening inter-sectoral coordination 
and involving various stakeholders.  

TNP2K analysed data from the TNP2K-managed 
poverty database and Ministry of Health to identify priority 
districts based on stunting prevalence and poverty rate. 
TNP2K and the World Bank have continued to work 
together in the preparation and formulation of the National 
Strategy to Accelerate Stunting Prevention that was 
officially launched in November 2018.  

Political contexts  

The World Bank team in Indonesia has leveraged the 
whole-of-World Bank expertise and networks, including 
then President Jim Yong Kim, to build momentum and raise 
awareness of stunting as a national priority in Indonesia. 
Kim spoke at the Indonesia Infrastructure Finance Forum in 
Jakarta on July 25, 2017, highlighting how focusing on 
nutrition and a child’s early years are two of the most cost-
effective investments Indonesia can make (Kim 2017). This 
forum preceded the Annual Meetings of the Boards of 
Governors of the IMF and the WBG hosted by Indonesia in 
October 2018, where the World Bank launched the Human 
Capital Index (HCI)—an international metric across 157 
countries that measures the contribution of health and 
education to the productivity of the next generation of 
workers.  

The Bank has further harnessed the momentum of this 
emerging agenda by initiating a USD $400 million results-
based loan to support Indonesia’s ambitious Strategy, 
following high level GoI support secured through Jim Yong 
Kim. The loan ‘Investment in Nutrition and Early Years’ 
(INEY) (World Bank 2018b) was finalised in May 2018  
and aims to optimise GoI’s expenditure on nutrition more 
efficiently, and use data to better inform planning. Essentially, 
the loan helps central ministries by tying their funding to the 
Bank’s performance and verification standards.  

Reducing undernutrition has echoed at national and 
international levels particularly since 2008 when the 
science journal, The Lancet, launched its Series on Maternal 
and Child Undernutrition (Gillespie et al. 2013), and in 
2014 when the first Global Nutrition Report was launched 
to track country progress on nutrition. In the past five years, 
the global commitment to tackling malnutrition in all of its 
forms has become stronger, reflected in the UN declaring 
2016-2025 the Nutrition Decade and positioning nutrition 
within Sustainable Development Goal 2, ending all forms 
of malnutrition by 2030.  

Discussion  
The presence of individuals that are capable of uniting policy 
communities and who are acknowledged as champions for 
the cause elevate the initiative. As a former World Bank 
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Managing Director, Indrawati might have been more 
familiar with how stunting affects the broader development 
of a nation, and more inclined to accept the World Bank’s 
ideas including the results-based loan. The Executive 
Secretary of TNP2K, whose speeches have linked stunting 
to economic growth and poverty reduction, appeared to 
increase understanding on stunting among Indonesian 
government ministries. Further, both TNP2K and the World 
Bank targeted their awareness-raising attempts on stunting to 
key individuals in government with direct influence in policy 
and programmatic decision making, i.e. the Vice President, 
Minister of Finance, and key Bappenas officials. 

On the power of actors, the Indonesian case echoes the 
findings in Kenya and Ethiopia (Nisbett et al. 2015) where 
government and donors were seen as the most influential 
actors in the nutrition environment. In Kenya, key govern-
ment actors were backed up by supportive donors providing 
technical support, funding, and facilitating meetings across 
governments, NGO and donors. Meanwhile in Ethiopia 
with its more authoritarian political structure, government 
and donors played an important role although there were 
few references to key individuals as nutrition champions. 

Indonesia has chosen to delegate the coordination of 
stunting reduction initiatives to non-health institutions, 
namely TNP2K and Bappenas. The World Bank and 
TNP2K have both harnessed the global momentum that has 
identified stunting as a critical issue. From the launch of the 
SUN Movement in 2013, the declaration of 2016–2025 as 
the UN Nutrition Decade, the release of the HCI that 
emphasises country investments in human capital, and 
numerous international events hosted by Indonesia, stunting 
has gained high-level visibility, leading to the formulation 
of the National Strategy to Accelerate Stunting Prevention. 

There are two lessons from the Peruvian success story 
in tackling malnutrition (Mejía Acosta and Haddad 2014) 
that are applicable to Indonesia; the design of an over-
arching nutrition and poverty reduction strategy, and the 
support of strong executive leadership to build a single 
narrative across different agencies around the need to 
reduce stunting.  

Finally, Shiffman and Smith (2007) suggest that initia-
tives are more likely to attract political support if they link 
with civil society organisations that push for political 
authorities to address the issue. Yet, in the case of devel-
oping a stunting agenda in Indonesia, there is little known 
about the role of civil society groups. This may stem from 
the disharmony among CSOs aligned with GKIA and SUN-
networks regarding their stance on the private sector’s 
involvement in nutrition. For example, some CSOs are 
vocal about exclusive breastfeeding or conversely the 
provision of formula milk and other manufactured, fortified 
foods to treat malnutrition.  

Conclusion  
The stunting initiative has had many enablers to help it 
become a political priority in Indonesia. The policy com-
munities appear to be cohesive in their efforts to achieve a 
stunting agenda in Indonesia, benefitting from previous 
initiatives on maternal child health and nutrition. This is 

particularly apparent within government, bilateral donors, 
and multilateral organisations. Nutrition leaders outside the 
health sector also have a sense of ownership towards the 
stunting initiative, emphasising how nutrition is more than 
a health issue.  

Policy windows have opened at global and national 
levels and the policy community has taken advantage of 
these opportunities. Donors and multilateral organisations 
still play a huge role in advancing an initiative in a middle-
income country where funding is not the primary issue, 
through lending support in the form of technical assistance 
and convening power vertically among various sectors and 
horizontally among sub-national governments.  

The case of stunting as a national political priority in 
Indonesia has also shown that no one factor identified by 
Shiffman and Smith (2007) is necessary or sufficient for 
political support, although the role of civil society remains 
unclear. Finally, stunting initiatives in Indonesia have also 
shown that commitment-building is a non-linear and dyn-
amic process, laced with deliberate efforts of actor networks.  
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666 Successes, challenges and collective leadership 
in the Cambodian WASH sector 

Shona K Fitzgerald and Gaetano Romano 
Engineers Without Borders Australia 

Introduction  
Engineers Without Borders Australia (EWB) started working in Cambodia in 2004 
with the intent of improving the well-being of rural communities by transferring 
engineering skills to local technicians. Volunteers initially worked in local 
organisations until 2014 when EWB decided to focus on specific technical areas, 
including sanitation—then part of the international millennium development goal 
(MDG) to promote access to sanitation. In 2014 EWB formed an informal technical 
working group to coordinate with government and the NGO sector to raise 
awareness on the lack of technical solutions for communities in challenging 
environments. EWB then initiated the sanitation in challenging environments (SCE) 
program in 2015—shifting focus from individual placements in organisations to a 
programmatic structured approach to improve sector-wide engagement for SCE 
activities. EWB’s partnering for collective action continued the placement of 
engineers for transferring of skills, and also facilitated coordination of active SCE 
members within the water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) sector in Cambodia. 
The adoption of sustainable development goal (SDG) 6 in 2015 by the Cambodian 
government enabled EWB’s collective leadership role to be implemented and 
sustained. 

We describe the characteristics of the EWB leadership model that made the 
collective actions in SCE possible, and how ambition, adaptation, inclusiveness and 
a strengths-based approach were essential for successful results. Bringing diverse 
partners together for SCE requires collective action, with the full support of the 
government and participation of multiple actors to ensure sanitation systems in 
place are supported by functioning supply chains and scaling.  

Sanitation in challenging environments  
Over a quarter of Cambodians, approximately four million people, live in  
a challenging environment (WSP 2011), where sanitation infrastructure is 
particularly difficult to implement and maintain. Challenging environments are 
defined as areas where it is either difficult to construct pour-flush offset pit latrines 
or where the use of these latrines is likely to contaminate the surrounding 
environment, particularly groundwater and surface-water resources. The most 
common challenging environments in Cambodia are floating villages, flood-prone 
areas, drought prone areas, hard rock areas, high groundwater areas and coastal 
areas (MRD 2019).  

Although there is no specific national data on sanitation coverage in 
challenging environments, it is presumed to be significantly lower than the 72 per 
cent average for the rural population. Programs of the Royal Government of 
Cambodia (RGC) have promoted large scale, affordable and standard sanitation 
solutions—which have succeeded in accessible parts of the country. Access to 
sanitation improved dramatically from 29 per cent in 2010 (Ministry of Planning 
2012) to 72 per cent in 2019 (Ministry of Planning 2018). The government is 
committed to achieving 100 per cent rural sanitation coverage by 2025. To achieve 
this goal and ensure alignment with the UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
6—access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end open 
defecation by 2030 (UN 2015)—there must be an urgent focus on SCE in 
Cambodia. The government recognises this additional focus needs to be on—not 
only sanitation technology solutions appropriately designed for different 
challenging environments—but also sanitation financing, training, education and 
faecal sludge management to address unique requirements of these areas. 
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This shift of focus by the government towards 
communities that are hard to reach is due to different 
factors—including the global emphasis and commitment to 
attain the SDGs with particular attention to the most 
vulnerable. However, the government’s focus is also due to 
EWB’s work over the past decade—drawing attention of 
sectoral partners to SCE, testing and developing new 
sanitation technologies for SCE, and defining principles to 
work well in SCE. These activities were pivotal in for SCE 
principles being endorsed by the Ministry of Rural 
Development (MRD) and included in national operational 
plans.  

EWB’s Sanitation in Challenging 
Environments program 
The main mechanism initially adopted by EWB in 2004 was 
placing volunteers—often Australian engineers—in local 
organisations. The purpose of these placements was 
capacity building of individuals and teams with volunteers 
working with their counterpart organisations day-by-day to 
develop and refine skills and attitudes that would translate 
into improvements of the community programs of those 
organisations and, ultimately, the well-being of the part-
ners’ beneficiaries. EWB was using a one-on-one approach 
with Cambodian partners at that time and utilising its strong 
identity as a networking organisation to leverage the 
engineering skills and know-how needed in Cambodia from 
a well-established engineering network in Australia—
comprising individuals, universities and corporate partners.  

EWB realised within a few years that, to capitalise on 
work done by their volunteers, it was crucial to focus on 
specific technical areas. Sanitation became one of these 
technical areas as, at that time, many EWB partners were 
working in that space and there was a strong international 
drive to promote access to sanitation as part of the 
millennium development goals (WHO 2000). Until 2014, 
EWB volunteers contributed to the work of a number of 
local partners developing and testing sanitation tech-
nologies for communities living around the Tonle Sap lake, 
in Siam Reap province. In those years, EWB became 
increasingly aware that the engineering know-how EWB 
provided was in particular need in niche areas neglected by 
most of the sanitation actors in Cambodia. Through this 
awareness, the concept of Sanitation in Challenging 
Environments (SCE) took form in EWB’s approach. 

In 2014 EWB invited their partners to establish an 
informal technical working group to create a platform for 
participants to share their experience and knowledge in 
SCE. The partners soon realised they needed their voices 
heard in the broader WASH sector and became more 
proactive in sectoral working groups—notably the Rural 
Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (WATSAN) Sec-
toral Working Group of the Ministry of Rural Development 
(MRD). EWB and partners were raising awareness on 
issues around the lack of technical solutions for com-
munities in challenging environments—paired with pro-
moting better coordination in the NGO sector, presenting 
results from testing new technologies and advocating for 
financial support for SCE. 

In 2015, EWB operations grew and EWB shifted its 
approach from technical placements in partner organis-
ations to also include a more structured, programmatic 
approach by initiating the SCE program—to improve sector 
engagement for SCE activities, develop appropriate 
technologies and produce educational materials specific to 
SCE. A small team was established in country to coordinate 
and give direction to the program. However—while streng-
thening their presence in Cambodia—EWB became aware 
that mobilising partners using a collective approach to the 
SCE challenge was the key element for success. EWB 
continued providing engineering placements for skills 
transfers, while starting to facilitate the coordination of 
active SCE members in the WASH sector. 

EWB’s leadership role in SCE became evident with the 
establishment of the SCE program. Previous work on 
quantifying the SCE problem in Cambodia had been 
undertaken by the World Bank’s Water and Sanitation 
Program (WSP) in 2011 when WSP first identified the 
extent of challenging environments in Cambodia and the 
affordability of sanitation options (WSP 2011). In 2015, 
EWB’s call for action was grounded in WSP’s research 
around a legitimate need—the right to sanitation access 
regardless of where people live—exposed and analysed in 
the WASH sector at the right time—anticipating the SDGs 
that mobilised the whole world to achieve sanitation access 
for all (UN 2015). The adoption of SDG 6 outcome 
indicators and targets boosted EWB’s visibility and opened 
a space for EWB to collectively lead the discussion on SCE 
in the broader WASH sector. 

Enabling collective action in the Cambodian 
WASH sector: The establishment of the SCE 
technical team 
The starting point for EWB’s collective leadership was to 
define ‘the SCE problem’ in the form of SCE guiding 
principles—a document that could inspire, inform and 
guide government action. EWB initiated development of 
the guiding principles with a consultative process involving 
a number of organisations interested in SCE—to bring 
discussion around SCE into the main coordination mech-
anisms of the WASH sector and increase visibility of  
and advocacy for SCE action. In early 2017 the Rural 
Sanitation and Hygiene (RuSH) Working Group—under 
the WATSAN Working Group—established an official 
subgroup called the SCE technical team—a step forward for 
the former SCE group, now formally recognised and within 
the MRD’s broader sectoral coordination mechanism.  

The SCE technical team was asked to expand work 
they were doing on the guiding principles to also provide 
technical support and strategic direction in the areas of 
WASH policy development, new technology solutions 
design and piloting with the aim of scaling-up rural sani-
tation in challenging environments. The SCE technical team 
work was expected to inform implementation of the MRD’s 
first and second National Action Plans to reach SDG 6 
outcome indicators and targets. The SCE technical team 
could count on experience and knowledge in SCE from 
organisations such as IDE (International Development 
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Enterprises), Johanniter, Malteser International, RainWater 
Cambodia, SNV, UNICEF, WaterAid, WaterSHED, Wet-
lands Work!, World Vision and the MRD. Although the 
MRD had become official chair and leader of the technical 
team, EWB maintained a co-chair role—including develop-
ment of the terms of reference of the team—based on 
EWB’s collective leadership experience in the SCE space. 
EWB also retained the function of promoting and organ-
ising three SCE knowledge sharing forums each year—
where partners and external associates could convene to 
discuss SCE topics. 

The formal establishment of the SCE technical team 
created a change in the leadership model utilised by EWB—
with EWB recognising that leadership and leading are two 
different concepts. By transferring the leading role to the 
MRD, EWB reached an important milestone, as EWB’s 
leadership model had fully embraced a collective dimension 
up to that time. As SCE stood with the whole technical 
team, it was obvious that EWB should support the process 
in areas where other partners were not yet ready to take the 
lead. With the MRD chairing the technical team, EWB 
adapted to the new context and redesigned their role within 
the collective leadership model they had initiated—reposi-
tioning EWB in an advisory role for the sector. This 
successful transition was due to EWB’s consistent par-
ticipation and knowledge of the sector’s coordination 
systems—built over years of close collaboration with 
partners and active participation in the SCE space. 

Partnering for collective action: The 
endorsement of the SCE guiding principles 
Having embraced the goal of advocating access to sanita-
tion for rural Cambodian people living in challenging 
environment, in three years EWB mobilised interested 
partners, established a working group and, with other 
partners, transferred the leading role to the MRD—that 
endorsed and institutionalised the working group. Due to 
partners’ conflicting priorities, EWB leveraged their 
networking and facilitation skills to keep everyone on board 
and was able to succeed due to a strong sense of trust from 
partners—built over collaborations of more than 15 years.  

The partners collaboratively drafted, iterated and final-
ised English and Khmer versions of the National Guiding 
Principles on Sanitation in Challenging Environment for 
Rural Households in September 2018 (MRD 2019). These 
guiding principles start with a precise definition of the term 
‘challenging environment’ and outline key considerations 
for projects in challenging environments, and the need for 
development, promotion and knowledge sharing of approp-
riate technologies. Recommendations include development 
of technical research into SCE with reference to com-
prehensive databases and challenging environments map-
ping exercises. The guiding principles also recommend a 
human centred design approach, bringing communities to 
the centre of technical research to design technologies 
which take into account specific cultural behaviours and 
needs of the final users. Inclusiveness is at the core of 
EWB’s collective leadership model, which requires 
listening, understanding and integrating the needs of many 

and committing to a common vision. The guiding principles 
also suggest the importance of documenting the human 
centred design process for development of SCE appropriate 
technologies, and that this approach permeates all tech-
nology developments in challenging environments (ibid). 

Endorsed by the MRD on 9 July 2019, the guiding 
principles will be annexed to the MRD’s second national 
action plan, to be launched at Cambodia’s National Sanita-
tion Day in November 2019. With the principles informing 
the technical strategic direction of MRD, SCE is now a fully 
recognised intervention within the MRD’s broader WASH 
program. 

Key activities of the SCE network: 
Dissemination and implementation of the 
SCE guiding principles to scale up 
Once the SCE guiding principles are included in the MRD’s 
second national action plan, EWB has recognised two new 
challenging tasks—dissemination and training of the MRD 
staff on the SCE guiding principles, particularly at pro-
vincial and district level, and implementation by all WASH 
actors with particular focus on development of appropriate 
technologies. 

Expectations of the government on the SCE technical 
team are growing—with SCE partners requested to promote 
a common understanding for SCE in the sector, develop an 
evidence-based database and information platform and 
provide recommendations for SCE within the broader 
WASH policy development. 

This needs to be paired with new technology solutions 
design, pilots, reviews, and development of methodologies 
for scaling-up rural sanitation in challenging environments 
in Cambodia. The technical team is also required to develop 
an advocacy agenda for SCE, while continuing to co-
ordinate knowledge sharing and foster learning among SCE 
sector partners. This reflects a genuine interest and com-
mitment of the MRD to reach the SDG 6 outcome indicators 
and targets. The MRD requested EWB to facilitate dissem-
ination of the SCE guiding principles to an audience 
including provincial departments of the MRD, other minis-
tries, development partners, civil society organisations, 
local authorities and the private sector.  

The Minister of Rural Development chaired the 
national-level dissemination workshop held in Phnom Penh 
in September 2019 to demonstrate that access to sanitation 
in challenging environments had become a national issue. 
The workshop was attended by 73 people from 35 organ-
isations. During this dissemination workshop SCE partners 
showcased their approaches, methods and tools of tech-
nology solutions designed or piloted in respective working 
areas. An important part of the dissemination workshop was 
discussion roles and responsibilities of WASH imple-
menters in SCE. 

The collective leadership around SCE has become 
collective action—requiring new skills from all SCE actors 
to solve issues around technologies, affordability, supply 
chains and different ways to implement monitoring and 
evaluation activities. EWB will continue to co-chair 
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meetings of the SCE technical team and SCE forums 
alongside EWB’s traditional collaboration on development 
of sanitation technologies for SCE. EWB will also help 
build capacity of the MRD’s SCE implementing teams and 
monitor progress of the SCE part of the national action plan. 

EWB leadership model 
We ask whether it was necessary for EWB to spend so much 
time and resources to promote this collective action. Would 
it have been better for EWB to focus on development of 
technical solutions for the different types of physical and 
natural challenges? The goal of EWB’s SCE program still 
remains the improvement of access to sanitation in chal-
lenging environments. Conversely, objectives of the program 
have been readapted several times, to capture the potential 
contribution of other SCE partners and to ensure that when 
other members of the group were ready to take the leading 
role on certain aspects of the process, EWB would shift their 
focus. At the outset of the SCE movement—once aware that 
promising sanitation technologies for challenging environ-
ments could not be scaled up—EWB adopted a coordination 
leadership role and established a pool of organisations 
interested in SCE. EWB then focused on collective leader-
ship to ensure this SCE group was recognised and formalised 
by the government. By encouraging the government to take a 
leading role in the SCE group, EWB moved into a role 
leading collaborative advisory processes, rather than the SCE 
group as a whole—now led by the MRD.  

This type of leadership model could be defined as 
ambitious, inclusive, strengths-based and adaptive. In the 
early stages of operating in Cambodia, EWB soon realised 
the complexity of the SCE problem. Rather than con-
centrating efforts on a specific element, EWB decided to 
holistically tackle SCE—an ambitious decision despite 
EWB being able to rely on good engineering skills and a 
refined capacity of partnering and networking.  

EWB did not specifically select partners they believed 
to be useful, and coordinated a space for participation for 
all those interested. In the Cambodian sector, WASH organ-
isations sometimes struggle to collaborate because they 
adopt incompatible approaches—subsidies versus sanita-
tion marketing, for example. However, EWB’s approach 
was to bring people together to agree on the issues, what 
needed to be achieved and high-level principles of how 
identified actions could be achieved. Partners that joined the 
SCE team were diverse, with some strictly working on 
technology development, others on broader community 
development implementation or focused on capacity 
building. EWB did not suggest any organisation should do 
something different but tried to match diverse strengths to 
cover different needs within SCE to enable all partners to 
contribute according to their strengths. The MRD had a 
unique role as the major institutional counterpart for SCE 
and EWB built and strengthened relations with MRD 
believing they were best placed to lead the collective action. 
As already mentioned, the role of EWB and partners in the 
process was to be adaptable and to anticipate where the 
needs were, constantly asking themselves ‘what do we need 
to do next’. 

Conclusion 
This paper illustrates some of the key elements that enabled 
the EWB leadership model to be successful in Cambodia:  

• Timeliness of the SCE goal felt to be important by many 
Cambodian actors;  

• deep understanding of enabling systems and the SCE 
environment in Cambodia;  

• ability to build partnerships and networks;  
• robust technical knowledge and skills; and  
• a clear vision of objectives.   

In a scenario of collective action, with political will the 
first driver for change, EWB can confidently expect broader 
sectoral collaborations to result in increased sanitation access 
as the issues discussed in this paper can only be addressed 
through government leadership and collective action.  

One cannot over-emphasise that improving sanitation 
in challenging environments is exceptionally complex. 
Technical solutions must: 

• Be diverse and adapted to local contexts, which means 
they might not be scalable, particularly those addressing 
needs of isolated pockets of communities; 

• find a compromise between affordability, complexity of 
design and construction and environmental impact; and 

• not be adopted without looking at local markets and social 
contexts, as the supply chain of spare parts might not be 
available, masons and builders need to be trained and 
communities need to learn to use technologies with which 
they may not be familiar. 

Financing SCE is also complex. Even when technical 
solutions are available it is difficult to determine at what 
extent they should or could be subsidised or made available 
for a potential but uncertain private market—a key reason 
solutions already tested and considered technologically 
viable years ago were often not produced at scale for com-
munities. SCE communities are often remote and margin-
alised and the impacts of climate change will further 
exacerbate these issues. 

The EWB collective leadership model in Cambodia—
through collaboration, coordination and communication 
over decades—brought together multiple actors to agree on 
SCE issues and how to achieve sustainable results. 
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Diaspora participation in leadership for inclusive reconstruction  
and development in Darfur 

Helena Grunfeld, Victoria University, and Elhafiz Adam (Bassy), WAREFUR International Organisation 

Ravaged by genocide, war and environmental destruction 
for decades, Darfur has been the subject of various peace 
processes, but violence against the civilian population 
continues. Frustrated by the inability of the international 
community to end the conflict, a group of Darfuris living  
in the diaspora and in Darfur established WAREFUR 
International Organisation (WIO)—which has adopted 
principles of the social and solidarity economy to strive for 
inclusive development. This paper focuses on leadership for 
inclusive development within and by WIO for recon-
struction of destroyed villages and infrastructure. WIO 
emphasises that these activities must take place within a 
governance structure that enables widespread participation 
by all, including women. After a brief introduction of 
leadership in an African context, the paper summarises the 
background to and current situation in Darfur. WIO is then 
introduced and the paper concludes with summarising 
challenges associated with leadership for inclusive develop-
ment within WIO and in Darfur. 

Leadership for inclusive development 
One perception of leadership in Africa aligns with what is 
sometimes referred to as the ‘Ubuntu’ concept. This 
incorporates community-oriented leaders with integrative 
views of leadership and application of democratic prin-
ciples of a consensual nature in decision making (Metz 
2018), with characteristics such as benevolence, humanity, 
respect, interdependence and responsiveness (Eyong 2016, 
Ochara 2013). 

These leadership characteristics are sometimes con-
trasted with the more individualistic and hierarchical 
leadership styles often deployed in the West. For example, 
as described by Northouse (2001:11): ‘a process whereby 
an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a 
common goal’. 

However, reality is often different to perception. 
African community-based leadership is often characterised 
by a lack of adherence to the rule of law and questionable 
governance processes, as practiced by many of Africa’s 
long serving dictators, including Sudan’s former president 
Omar al-Bashir and his successor(s). Key governance 
institutions in Africa can lack independence and impart-
iality (see, for instance, Mimbi and Kyobe 2017). 

The ambiguity between the ‘Ubuntu’ leadership style 
and corruption and dictatorship in Africa is illustrated in a 
2009 survey of leadership perceptions (Bolden and Kirk), 
in which: 

• 30 per cent cited a sense of pride about what Africa is, 
what Africans have done, and what they can do as 
leaders;  

• 30 per cent associated leadership with power-hungry 
and corrupt leaders, but did not necessarily preclude a 
more positive future; 

• 25 per cent saw leadership in Africa as no different from 
elsewhere, or just appearing in different contexts; 

• 17 per cent reported a shifting perception, from a 
negative to a more inspiring and optimistic future.  

Bolden and Kirk (2009) also found that cultural and 
religious norms related to age and gender can be imped-
iments to leadership engagement by some groups. Then 
there is the issue of the approach to time, where those used 
to stricter Western time regimes can be frustrated by the 
loosely structured ‘African time’ (Galperin et al. 2019).  

Comparative studies of paradigm differences between 
African and Western leadership styles seem inconclusive. 
Studies offer little guidance on suitable leadership of an 
organisation such as the WIO—because of the diverse 
membership of the organisation—and also because most 
studies offer decontextualised and abstract ways of how 
groups are situated in society. Organisations such as WIO 
do not seem to be covered in the literature. 

This paper will summarise the leadership challenges 
for inclusive development of a dispersed organisation in 
which members have been exposed to different approaches 
to leadership. Some have remained in their villages,  
others live in Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camps—
employed as unskilled workers—or in a professional 
capacity in the West. But first some background on Darfur 
and how WIO is working for inclusive development. 

Darfur: Background to crises and the current 
situation 
Prior to its incorporation into Sudan in 1917 by Britain, 
Darfur was a sultanate (Takana 2016). Covering an area 
approximately the size of France in Southwestern Sudan, 
Darfur has three main tribes—Fur, Masalit and Zaghawa—
of which the Fur is the most populous. The Sudanese 
government had neglected Darfur when the current conflict, 
dating back to the mid-1980s with intermittent violence, 
escalated in 2003 (Müller and Bashar 2017) following a 
surprise attack by the Sudanese Liberation Movement/ 
Army on the airport at El Fasher, killing about 100 soldiers. 
A key catalyst was that Darfuris did not benefit from the oil 
discovered there in the 1970s and the increasing marginal-
isation contributed to ethnic consciousness (Kasfir 2005). 

Crisis and genocide  
In response to the attack, Sudanese military and police 
together with the Janjaweed, a Sudanese militia group  
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recruited mostly among Arabised Africans, took up arms 
against the local land-owning, sedentary, African, non-
Arab, Darfuri population (Tomasson 2016). This govern-
ment initiated counterinsurgency conducted a brutal 
campaign of mass killings and ethnic cleansing, cul-
minating in genocide, and scorched earth tactics. The 
Sudanese Government was implicated in several war crimes 
and crimes against humanity (Bellamy and Williams 2006). 

A UN (2005) report of the International Commission of 
Inquiry on Darfur found that ‘…the Government of the 
Sudan and the Janjaweed are responsible for serious 
violations of international human rights and humanitarian 
law amounting to crimes under international law’.  

Explanations for the war range from disputes over 
scarce water and grazing land between African farmers and 
Arab pastoralist communities, to an attempt at Arabisation 
of Darfur—hence the definition of the conflict as genocide 
(US Department of State Archives 2004). 

In 2007 a hybrid UN/African Union mission in Darfur 
(UNAMID), acting under Chapter VII of the UN Charter 
was deployed to protect civilians and monitor human rights 
abuses. The UN estimates that between 200,000 and 
300,000 people have died, 2.7 million have been displaced 
and some 4.7 million people of a total population of around 
6.2 million, have been directly affected since 2004. 
According to an Amnesty International (2013:3) report:  

Civilians continue to face attacks by government forces, 
pro-government militias, and armed opposition groups 
… The government…has continued to carry out indis-
criminate aerial bombardment and deliberate attacks 
against civilians.  

Darfuri students in the Sudanese capital Khartoum 
have also been subjected to violence (Amnesty Inter-
national 2017). 

The International Criminal Court has five arrest warrants 
outstanding for Sudanese officials—including former pres-
ident Omar al-Bashir—for war crimes and crimes against 
humanity, including rape, forcible transfers, murder, exter-
mination, and torture. Civilians still face human rights 
violations such as destruction of villages, violence and 
displacement. Livelihood opportunities of women are 
adversely affected by significant sexual violence or the threat 
of it (UNSC 2019). 

The UN Security Council introduced some sanctions in 
2005 (Resolution 1591), but these have been ineffective as 
major powers ignored them—the US found the regime 
useful in its ‘war on terror’ and Russia and China continued 
to protect their interests in Sudan. Benefitting from 
sanctions by some Western countries, China has invested in 
oil extraction, which has funded a doubling of Sudan’s 
military budget since it began exporting oil in 1999. China 
has also assisted with the production of weapons in Sudan 
(Kalu 2018). 

The conflict has been aggravated by disunity between 
Darfuri movements, which has severely affected the demo-
graphics, economy, governance and natural resources—
issues not properly addressed in peace processes. 

Land disputes  
A feature of past and present conflicts, land use disputes 
between sedentary farmers and nomadic herders were 
traditionally resolved peacefully, according to a set of 
customary rules evolved over centuries (Kasfir 2005). The 
flexible and intricate Hakura system—through which 
resources were shared—was gradually weakened and dis-
rupted by the Sudanese Government (Unruh and Abdul-
Jalil 2014), which increasingly acted in favour of the 
herders (Kalu 2018). The Hakura system was further 
undermined by farmers fleeing their lands following attacks 
on villages, looting and banditry (Müller and Bashar 2017). 
The breakdown of the Hakura system has led to inter-
communal disputes related to land ownership and use.   

The environment has suffered considerable deg-
radation during the period of conflict. The latest peace 
agreement purports to reaffirm the restitution of land to 
displaced villagers in line with the law of the land and the 
government has claimed that the Darfur Land Commission 
has preserved rights of IDPs and refugees to their land. 
However, many returnees face a different reality, finding 
new settlers occupying their villages (UNSC 2019) or their 
land grabbed for mining.  

Peace process 
At a state-sponsored conference in December 2018—
purportedly for IDPs—the government urged IDPs to return 
to their villages. However, the main group representing 
IDPs was not represented and urged IDPs not to return 
voluntarily until several conditions have been met—
including disarming all pro-government militias, expelling 
new settlers from villages, trials of the perpetrators and 
compensation to all affected by war. 

The latest in a series of failed peace agreements is a 
ceasefire pre-negotiating agreement between the govern-
ment and two of the armed groups—signed in Berlin in 
2018—to be followed up with a more comprehensive 
agreement in 2019, based on the 2011 Doha Document for 
Peace in Darfur. The Sudan Liberation Movement —led by 
Abdelwahid El Nur, which controls much of the Jebel Mara 
mountain range in central Darfur—did not participate in the 
peace process, despite being urged to do so by those 
responsible for the implementation of the agreement—
including the Sudanese government, UNAMID, some 
Western countries, Chad, China, Japan and Russia (UNSC 
2019). 

International aid 
Against the backdrop of government sponsored violence 
extending to aid and humanitarian workers (Kalu 2018) and 
international NGOs facing expulsions and harassment, 
together with IDPs in camps (Kasfir 2005),aid agencies have 
been impeded in their work. Aid agencies have been barred 
from operating in some areas, despite international calls for 
unhindered access to populations in need of emergency 
assistance, including 1.76 million IDPs (USAID 2018).  
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The focus of overseas aid had been on health, protection, 
emergency food assistance, water, sanitation, hygiene and 
other relief commodities. Partnering with major UN 
agencies, such as UNICEF, UN Women and WHO as well 
as local partners in Sudan, some of which form part of major 
aid organisations, USAID coordinates much of the multi-
sector assistance. The process for and extent of local 
involvement in setting priorities for this aid is not clear. 
There has been at least some local community involvement 
in pilot water projects, mainly funded by the EU and imple-
mented by the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP), Practical Action and others (Ochieng 2018). 

Qatar—a key mediator in this conflict—has also pro-
vided independent assistance. This includes reconstructing 
70 villages for returnees, who, it was claimed, regained their 
land within the framework of the voluntary return program. 
Similar to another program ran by the Qatari Government 
to construct a secondary school and a health centre, this 
program seems to have been designed without involvement 
of potential returnees. This is also the case for a field 
hospital established by the United Arab Emirates (UAE).  

Another source of international aid may become 
available from UNAMID facilities as it withdraws, consis-
tent with its requests that they be used for institutions to 
meet critical needs of health and education, benefitting the 
local population. However, this aid source was jeopardised 
when members of the Janjaweed militia force occupied 
some of these facilities during the 2019 uprising in Sudan. 

A 2017 Darfur Internal Dialogue and Consultation 
conference supported holding consultations among IDPs to 
incorporate their views, but there has neither been much 
participation by IDPs, nor community development activity 
for inclusive development, including achievement of  
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) or recon-
struction. This is an area in which WIO is focusing its 
attention, emphasising the importance of inclusive, human-
centred development with an ecological dimension for 
reconstruction.  

WAREFUR International Organisation  
The origins of WIO can be dated back to 2015, when a 
Darfuri refugee living in Lebanon started an internet-based 
group, mainly for the global Darfuri diaspora originating 
from the Kutom area. The initial purpose of the group was 
to share information, help each other, family members and 
others in the group, as well as discuss issues and ideas about 
Darfur. A group administrator was appointed to manage the 
group and activities by introducing rules. Following a 
suggestion by a female refugee living in Canada that all 
Darfuris—including those remaining in their homes in 
Darfur, IDPs and refugees living in camps and those 
residing in countries across the globe be eligible to join—
the group grew exponentially. WIO also expanded its 
purpose to include contributions to the peace process and 
reconstruction.  

Different subgroups were established to facilitate 
management (see Figure 1) and the rules were amended to 

accommodate the growth. When WIO registered in France 
in 2017, it had over 1,000 members, which subsequently 
grew to some 5,000 by January 2019. WIO coordinates its 
activities via Skype, emails and social media and has 
continued to grow.  

WIO objectives 
The pursuit of justice is the overall aim of WIO. This 
includes the ability of Darfuris to take the destiny of their 
region into their own hands to the extent possible, by 
participating in its reconstruction and promoting a secure 
and equitable society, based on equality of opportunities 
and outcomes. WIO strives for equal representation of all 
groups, including women in leadership positions and their 
involvement in all aspects of development, including design 
of appropriate infrastructure.  

WIO has adopted the principles of the social and 
solidarity economy (SSE) as a key element guiding its work 
to achieve inclusive development on the basis that these 
hold considerable promise for addressing its social, economic 
and environmental objectives. They offer the potential of 
integrating the pieces required for reconstruction following 
both natural and human-made disasters and would enable 
marginalised individuals, groups and areas of Darfur to 
participate in political, social and economic processes.  

Widespread and genuine participation includes the 
setting and implementation of priorities to improve social 
and environmental sustainability, as well as human devel-
opment and wellbeing.  

Decades of war and displacement have devastated 
Darfur’s fragile environment, so promotion of production 
and consumption patterns compatible with both social 
justice and environmental sustainability are critical. The 
restoration of the natural environment must be incorporated 
in the building of an equitable society that includes social 
and climate justice. Striving for inclusive development, 
WIO prioritises poverty reduction and meaningful partic-
ipation by all sectors of society. 

Recognising that ‘action is the currency of leadership’ 
(Mango 2018:128), WIO also effects change in the short 
term by providing aid, for example, sending medicines and 
offering financial assistance to enable critically ill people in 
Darfur to get treatment. 

WIO structure 
WIO has a core group dealing with strategies, organisa-
tional, constitutional and other legal matters, including 
regulations, peace and security, finance, foreign affairs and 
overall coordination (see Figure 1). Each functional area 
has representation from the core group as well as members 
who participate in one or several of the functional groups. 
There are currently functional groups for economic devel-
opment and business, agriculture, education, health, culture, 
infrastructure and women’s affairs. These groups prepare 
plans on practical implementations in their respective 
functional area.    
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 Figure 1. Preliminary structure of WIO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is envisaged WIO will establish local chapters and 

the process to do so has started. These local chapters will 

seek collaboration with NGOs in countries where WIO has 

a presence.  

Links to traditional practices and leadership 
in implementation 
WIO intends to incorporate three traditional practices: 

• Towsé—collective way of farming, which Darfuris 

deploy when an individual or a family is facing difficult 

circumstances, for example due to illness or death that 

leaves a single household member with children to 

manage a farm; 

• Jené—gifts in the form of livestock, provided for 

families able to return to their villages, based on the 

tradition of giving livestock as presents at special 

occasions; 

• Sandooq—informal rotating savings and credit 

association. 

The plan is to use the lowest governance level as a 

strategic entry point for WIO activities—villages in rural 

areas and neighbourhoods in urban areas. The micro-level 

would continue to play a central role in the inclusive 

development process, which will vary from place to place, 

depending on organisations and institutions in control of 

specific areas. The situation following the 2019 political 

changes in Sudan was still evolving at the time of writing, 

so the plans outlined below may have to change. 

The first step would be to identify the most margin-

alised areas, and assuming IDPs and external refugees can 

return to their villages, the next step would be to prioritise 

activities  required to restore a decent  living standard.  The 

intention is to do this through principles of direct dem-

ocracy, such as participatory deliberations—in collab-

oration with institutions respected by local residents—in 

most cases the village Sheikh (leader). 

All villagers—including the most marginalised, partic-

ularly women, youth and people from different tribes—

would be encouraged to participate in deliberations, leading 

to the setting of priorities through collective decision 

making. Such deliberations are compatible with Ubuntu 

principles of leadership, where much of the Sheikh’s 

legitimacy and authority is derived from the ability to make 

decisions that comply with values and norms of community 

members (Swidler 2014). As elite capture often permeates 

participatory development in ways that can amplify ine-

qualities (Kapoor 2005), WIO will pay specific attention to 

this risk. 

WIO will place special emphasis on urging participants 

to aim for equal representation of genders, age ranges and 

tribal affiliation in committees established to implement 

activities once priorities are set.   

Leadership challenges faced by WIO 
The challenges listed below have been identified through 

informal discussions by some leading members of WIO: 

a) Managing such a diverse and dispersed membership 

base in terms of developing policies in a participatory 

way and implementing projects on the ground. 

b) Communicating WIO’s vision and purpose in ways that 

inspire members and others to take appropriate action. 

c) Leading in an inclusive way on the ground, with so 

many diverse groups, for example  farmers and herders, 

different ethnicities and tribes, genders, political groups 

Food security, incl 
water 
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and groups that have fought with a range of different 
factions, diversity in the level of education and health 
(including many people with disability as a result of the 
many years of war) and location (urban, regional and 
remote areas). 

d) Agreeing on how to target development and 
reconstruction, for example identifying where, who (in 
terms of social groups) and what to prioritise, for 
example food, health, education. 

e) Managing different understandings of leadership, 
particularly between those who have remained in 
Darfur and refugees in Western countries who have 
been exposed to Western concepts of leadership. 

f) Managing different perspectives and value systems, for 
example with respect to gender, tribal affiliation and 
other attributes. 

g) Managing different approaches to time, which is 
particularly relevant with members located in a variety 
of time zones. 

h) Managing low literacy levels in Darfur, with education 
having been disrupted during conflict. 

i) As not everyone has access to information and 
communication technologies to communicate and seek 
information, there is a risk of elite capture of WIO 
leadership as well as leadership of projects in villages. 

j) Potential for frustration, with the advent of unfulfilled 
expectations. 

WIO must now endeavour to meet these challenges in 
order to propel members and others into action, from the 
global to the local level. WIO has an important role in the 
development of leadership within social organisations on 
the ground after more than a decade of displacement, and 
will have to find ways to inspire hope that Darfur can 
develop into an inclusive society. 
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Locally led development: Effects of participatory child  
and youth led monitoring in Nepal 

Prem Singh Shintan, United Mission to Nepal, Kathmandu University and  
Mukunda Adhikari, Transform Aid International 

In Nepal, Transform Aid International (TAI), an Australian-
based NGO committed to addressing global poverty, has 
been supporting its in-country partner, United Mission to 
Nepal (UMN), to implement Child Centered Community 
Development (CCCD) projects. CCCD projects are designed 
on four key principles—participation, development, protec-
tion and survival. The project’s vision is to develop young 
people as change agents to bring about the transformation 
of their communities by empowering and mobilising them 
through children and youth clubs where they are encour-
aged to promote meaningful participation at family, com-
munity, policy, and decision-making levels. Two CCCD 
projects operate in each of the Dhading, Sunsari and 
Morang districts. 

Child and youth participation 
There is a clear link between child and youth participation 
and development effectiveness (Harper et al. 2010) and 
many development agencies, including Save the Children, 
have developed internal processes to monitor youth 
participation. However, it has been recognised that the 
majority of development projects focused on young people 
tend to treat them either as beneficiaries or collaborators 
even among those that claim to be child and youth-focused 
(Morrow 2006, in Gero and Asker 2012). Asker (ibid) notes 
that child and youth participation in national plans and 
policy development is often tokenistic.  

GTZ (2008) findings suggest that consultation and 
dialogue are the most common methods of child and youth 
participation. Landsdown (2005) believes that genuine par-
ticipatory engagement is likely if children and youth are 
enabled to become researchers and are involved in dis-
cussions about research findings, analysis, and future 
implications. The benefits of monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) in development practice are well understood, but 
the availability of clear systems for child-rights policy and 
program implementation is lacking across most donors’ 
approaches (Harper and Jones 2009). NGOs are no 
exception.  

The research  
This study explores the effects of participatory child and 
youth-led monitoring in CCCD projects in Nepal, exam-
ining two research questions: What are its effects and 
learning, and how can it lead the participatory monitoring 
process?  

In each district, the project recruited 18 young people 
from community clubs, school clubs, other child club 
networks, and youth clubs for the monitoring team. A full 
day workshop was organised to train them in developing 

monitoring tools such as key informant interviews (KII), 
focal group discussion (FGD), body mapping, and question-
naires for semi-structured interviews. They formed six 
monitoring teams and used random sampling to focus on 
self-help groups and children’s clubs, while purposive 
sampling was used to select childrens’ clubs networks and 
government offices. Twenty-eight of these groups (Dhading 
12, Morang 8 and Sunsari 8) were investigated by the youth 
monitoring teams, with one young person acting as 
facilitator and another two as note takers. Staff from TAI, 
UMN and its partners participated as observers, with their 
notes reviewed and reflected upon in the relevant monitor-
ing group in a half-day learning reflection session. The 
nine-step process of children and youth monitoring adopted 
by Save the Children was followed (see Note) and we then 
reviewed all the data. 

Findings  
The study found that children and youth can take the lead 
for inclusive development if they are given opportunities. 
Participatory child and youth-led monitoring positively 
contributed in three aspects of locally-led development: 
meaningful participation; holistic development of con-
fidence, knowledge, skills and leadership and; ownership 
and sustainability of inclusive development.  

Consulting with adults when required, the young people 
were allowed to make decisions at each step in the process, 
such as what and where to monitor; project structures, and 
project interventions. They also developed an interview 
guide and an observation checklist, and analysed the field 
data collected. This process contributes to the holistic 
development of young people, that is, their physical, social, 
cognitive, emotional, moral, intellectual, spiritual and ac-
ademic development. The participatory monitoring process 
built confidence in the young participants by teaching them 
how to conduct KII, FGD, observation and body mapping, 
as well as local government provisions and policies 
regarding child participation, child marriage, dowry and 
child labour. One monitor, a 15 year old girl, said: 

I got [a] chance to visit new communities and saw 
different aspects of community life which is going to 
help even for my academic course and to improve 
performance particularly in social studies subject in the 
school.  

In addition to learning about different aspects of 
society, the young people reported that they’d also learned 
different life skills such as critical thinking and problem 
solving, communication and collaboration, flexibility and 
adaptability, leadership and responsibility, accountability 
and social skills (Trilling and Fadel 2009; Buchert 2014). 
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As one monitor (a 14 year old girl) said: ‘it was the first 
time that I was making decisions instead of following what 
others have asked me to do’.  Another youth (18 years old) 
commented: ‘I was able to ask critical questions with the 
chairperson of the Rural Municipality, the local govern-
ment, which built my confidence to interact with people, 
ask questions and put my own opinion in front of people 
including government officers’.  

The study also found that inclusive or participatory 
processes enhance ownership and are a basis for project 
sustainability. Since the sustainability of the CCCD project 
was one of the key focus areas of participatory monitoring, 
the children and youth discussed sustainability of project 
results and structures as part of monitoring. They identified 
gaps in the project sustainability and made recom-
mendations to project teams. During the monitoring, local 
government officers in all three districts appreciated the 
participatory monitoring and committed to supporting the 
project. As monitors were from their own electorate, it 
caused the officials to commit to owning the project and its 
outcomes as well as provide future support. As one 
government officer said: ‘this is what we lack, we also need 
participatory monitoring of government funded projects or 
interventions.’ This signals a big shift in thinking among 
government officers. 

The ownership and sustainability of any development 
project is dependent on inclusion and participation of target 
groups. Inclusiveness aims to empower the poorest through 
investing in human capital and enhancing opportunities for 
participation (Huang and Quibria 2013). It is also widely 
agreed that the poor are not passive in the development 
process (Berner and Phillips 2005), and development 
strategies should enable local people to have a greater say 
in transforming the fortunes of their communities by them-
selves (Herbert-Cheshire and Higgins 2004). This process 
of empowerment develops greater local leaders who can 
then own and lead project outcomes even after project 
completion. This participatory monitoring process did not 
treat children and youth as poor participants but as 
empowered local leaders, a prerequisite for sustainability 
(Harvey and Reed 2006). Through meaningful partic-
ipation, they are now owning the project together with  
their local government leading to greater sustainability 
(Ataöv and Haider 2006)—an example of community-led 
development (Loha 2018). Thus, this finding supports 
earlier studies on how participation enhances ownership of, 
and commitment to, development initiatives (Ataöv and 
Haider 2006; DFID 2010).  

In Nepal, almost no development agencies carry out 
participatory child and youth-led monitoring. Young people 
are consulted and engaged in monitoring teams, but the 
entire process is led by experts. There are some practices of 
organising an annual joint monitoring visit of stakeholders 
including government agencies, but children and youth are 
not part of it. Most projects are donor driven, and the 
communities are consulted at the needs assessment stage. 
Although the projects are focused on children and youth, 
adults do the planning, implementing, monitoring and 
evaluating.  

The type of participatory monitoring we are advocating 
is time consuming and costly; it required approximately two 
to three months to conduct one participatory monitoring 
event. However, we strongly believe that this type of 
participation should be considered as part of a continuous 
process rather than an event in the implementation phase of 
the project. One of the ways could be to form a child and 
youth-led monitoring committee and build their capacity 
from the beginning of the project. Further research is 
required to see whether such an approach would work.  

Conclusion 
This unique study is one of the first of its kind. Evidence 
has shown that inclusive development is not only engaging 
children and youth as participants or collaborators, but also 
recognising their leadership potential and letting them lead 
the development. Evidence from the study should trigger 
policy makers and agencies such as DFAT to review their 
development approaches to make them more inclusive; 
participatory development is all about genuinely locally-led 
development, not experts leading the development by. The 
overall development process, including monitoring should 
be fully participatory, and led by locals, which would 
increase meaningful participation, empower leadership, and 
develop community capacity. Such a process would 
promote inclusive and locally-led development, which is 
crucially important for developing countries like Nepal.  

Note  

The process and steps followed in child and youth led 
participatory monitoring are:  

1. Select the children and youth from the community such as 
children club, youth clubs, and schools;  

2. train those selected children and youth on participatory 
monitoring tools such as KII, FGD, group interview, and 
observation;  

3. provide the list of project interventions, potential results, 
areas, project structures such as a school, self-reliance group 
of women, cooperative, child protection committees, and 
government authorities that projects work with; 

4. select the project results or areas and project structures to 
monitor; 

5. communicate in the field and manage logistics;  
6. develop an interview guide and observation checklist; 
7.  execute the plan or conduct the monitoring in the field by 

dividing into three different groups; 
8. reflect, review, analyse monitor data, prepare reports and 

submit to project implementing organisations; and  
9. use the organisations to address or implement the findings 

and consider recommendations provided by the monitoring 
team. 
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Promoting inclusive governance in Nigeria: The African Centre for  
Leadership, Strategy and Development 

Ugochi Cynthia Abazie Abang, The University of Queensland 

Leadership has been a feature of society since ancient times. 
Studies confirm that governance frameworks were a source 
of maintaining order and stability within society (Bortini et 
al. 2016). Monarchies and feudal lords overseeing ter-
ritories controlled empires, and citizens were enjoined to 
pay taxes as a form of revenue generation for the state. In 
early times, the focus of leadership was on the attributes and 
charisma of the leader, who was expected to possess values 
such as honour and prestige and who wielded symbols of 
authority. Legitimacy was derived from long-established 
customs, norms and social structures. There was also a 
common belief that a ruler or institution had the right to 
govern.  

The advent of the eighteenth century saw a shift in 
leadership models from a focus on interpersonal dynamics 
and charisma to the importance of addressing infrastructural 
and social issues. Leadership outcomes were geared 
towards maximising the quality of products and provision 
of services (ibid). Since the nineteenth century, however, 
the concept of leadership has metamorphosed given rapid 
societal changes occasioned by the effects of colonialism, 
cultural and demographic factors, technological advance-
ment and globalisation (Perez 2017)—leading to fragmen-
tation in perspectives of leadership. It is not uncommon to 
see people conflate leadership ‘with formal and informal 
authority; treat adaptive challenges as if they were technical 
problems; confuse authoritative, managerial expertise with 
leadership; view leadership as a set of personal charac-
teristics rather than as a set of activities; and define 
leadership as a value-free practice’ (Heifetz 2010:12). A 
good understanding of perceptions of leadership stands as a 
bedrock to ensure development of efficient leadership 
structures that can address diverse needs of society. Today, 
several definitions and perceptions of leadership frame con-
temporary discourse. Scholars like Kort (2008), however, 
suggest that questions about the definition of leadership are 
superfluous and seek to divert attention from pertinent 
issues because leadership should be concerned with the 
‘how’ as opposed to the ‘what’. Ciulla (2002) notes that 
definitions of leadership are basically the same—that 
leadership is about influencing others towards propagating 
positive outcomes—hence definitions differ in how leaders 
motivate their followers and who has a say in the goals of 
the group or organisation. 

Nigeria is greatly endowed with human and material 
resources. Besides crude oil, other mineral resources exist 
that have aided in improving development indices 
(Okaneme 2017). Despite rich resources, Nigeria has been 
bedevilled by leadership challenges, has retarded economic 
growth and poor development outcomes. Military dictator-
ship has been in existence for several decades, characterised 
by neglecting needs of citizens, suspension of the rule of 
law and disregard for fundamental human rights principles 

(ibid). Furthermore, the nation has witnessed a range of 
issues that have threatened leadership and governance—
ranging from agitations to recognise minority rights to 
marginalisation claims—and the failure of the state to 
resolve these issues. Nigeria’s leadership—fraught with 
numerous governance challenges—has sought assistance 
from development partners and non-state actors to work in 
partnership to build good governance structures and address 
leadership challenges.  

The twentieth century witnessed an upsurge in the 
number of development organisations and multilateral cor-
porations that arrived in Nigeria to undertake interventions 
addressing leadership gaps and weak governance structures. 
Leadership models of development organisations empha-
sised the adoption of inclusive leadership as a panacea to 
addressing the diverse governance challenges facing 
Nigeria. States were urged to be responsive to the needs of 
citizens and enact policies reflective of citizens’ concerns. 
However, interactions between the Nigerian government 
and development organisations have not been smooth. 
While several scholars (Ridell and Nino-Zarazua 2016, 
Akanle and Adesina 2015) expressed divergent views on 
the role and relevance of development agencies in promot-
ing inclusive state governance, I argue that development 
agencies have been instrumental in shaping inclusive 
leadership models and outcomes in Nigeria—irrespective 
of limitations. Through a case study of the African Centre 
for Leadership, Strategy and Development (Centre LSD) I 
examine Nigeria’s leadership trajectory, the concept of 
inclusive governance in Nigeria, and the role of develop-
ment agencies in fostering inclusive governance.  

Nigeria’s leadership challenges and pathway 
to democratic governance: Before and after 
independence  
The Nigerian state came into existence in 1914 with the 
amalgamation of the Northern and Southern Protectorates 
by the then governor-general, Lord Lugard (Okaneme 
2017). Lugard’s aim—and by extension that of the colonial 
masters—was to merge the two regions into a single colony, 
for administrative convenience and improved economic 
fortunes. The journey towards political independence  
for Nigeria began with the enactment of the 1922 
constitution—and the aftermath of the first election in the 
new territory. Another major historical turning point for 
Nigeria was its first military coup, which occurred on 15 
January 1966 and terminated the regime of Sir Abubakar 
Tafawa Balewa. Other coups subsequently took place that 
helped keep the military in power until the return to civil 
rule in 1979. Civil rule barely lasted four years—with the 
military resuming power on 31 December 1983—and 
holding on to power until they willingly handed it to 
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civilians in 1999. The country has practiced democracy 
since then—the longest democratic period in the nation’s 
political history. Nigeria has endured a chequered history 
with many upheavals including the civil war from 1967 to 
1970 (ibid). The unpredictable nature of the country’s 
political landscape has brought untold hardship on Nigerian 
citizens and dealt a cruel blow to the nation’s leadership and 
development structure.  

Incessant military interventions in the 1980s and 1990s 
formed the bedrock of Nigeria’s development challenges. 
For example, suspension of the constitution that emphasised 
enforcement of fundamental human right protection by the 
military, led to a disregard of these rights for Nigeria’s 
citizens. This in turn occasioned a governance model devoid 
of contributions by citizens to development objectives—
leading to citizens viewing the government and state 
structures as establishments for perpetuating self-interest. 
This further engendered negative reactions from citizens in 
the form of protests, agitations and clamourings for change 
of government. The democratic clime within Nigeria is one 
laden with a militarised undertone exhibited by ‘disobedience 
of court orders, closure of media houses, arrest of journalists 
and citizens with dissenting opinions on government 
initiatives, militancy, etc.’ (Etim and Ukpere 2012:285). 
Policy initiatives such as legislation, planning and policy 
directions are often devoid of feedback from the citizenry 
who will be impacted by these policy initiatives (ibid).  

The impact of leadership gaps is evident in all sectors 
in Nigeria. For example, Nigeria has an enormous gender 
disparity index and is also rated as the second most corrupt 
country in the world (Ogege 2010). There is also a high rate 
of insecurity, and a dearth of essential infrastructure to 
provide access to clean drinking water, adequate road 
networks, constant electricity supplies, and educational 
facilities. Furthermore, there has been evidence of corruption 
with misappropriation of state funds; high unemployment 
rates with over half of the youth population unemployed; 
widespread insecurity evidenced by kidnappings and 
robberies; extreme poverty levels with over 70 per cent of 
Nigeria’s population living below less than a dollar a day; 
minority agitations for resource control; high rates of 
maternal mortality, child abuse and early marriages, and 
low rates of girl child education; and high incidences of 
domestic and sexual violence (ibid).  

In the early 1990s, conflict arose between the indig-
enous population and foreign oil corporations in the Niger 
Delta region. The local inhabitants were predominantly the 
Ijaw and Ogoni people, two minority ethnic groups. The 
conflict was in response to the government forcing the local 
population to abandon their lands to oil companies without 
due consultation and negligible offers of compensation. As 
most inhabitants were farmers and fishermen, the effects of 
the oil exploration activities led to severe pollution of 
farmlands and waterways, with large numbers of people 
suffering ill health from consuming polluted water. A 1979 
constitutional amendment gave the federal government full 
ownership and rights to all Nigerian territory and also 
declared that compensation for seized land would ‘be based 
on the value of the crops on the land at the time of its 
acquisition, not on the value of the land itself thus the 

Nigerian government could dispose of the land as it deemed 
fit without taking into consideration the concerns or inputs 
of local inhabitants’ (Human Rights Watch 1999:19). In the 
1980s, the government’s promised benefits for the Niger 
Delta people fail to materialise, with the people growing 
increasingly dissatisfied, as their environmental, social, and 
economic apparatus rapidly deteriorated. Protests height-
ened with the formation of the Movement for the Survival 
of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) in 1992, spearheaded by 
Ogoni activist Dr Ken Saro-Wiwa who led the struggle for 
environmental rights and resource control (Ikelegbe 2005). 
The Ijaw youths mobilised and formed an association 
known as the Ijaw Youth Council—which further agitated 
their concerns over the loss of homes and farmlands to oil 
exploration activities. When these agitations failed to 
capture the attention of the government, the indigenous 
people mobilised arms and resorted to kidnapping foreign 
oil company employees (ibid). The government responded 
by assigning army officials to the region to restore peace 
and normalcy, however this did not succeed, with the clash 
between military forces and the indigenous population 
leading to the government imposing a national curfew 
within the region.  

In 2012, a separatist group known as the Indigenous 
People of Biafra (IPOB)—predominantly located in South 
Eastern Nigeria and headed by Nnamdi Kanu—launched a 
protest requesting a peaceful secession from Nigeria. The 
group’s position outlined government marginalisation 
through a lack of resource distribution, poor government 
investment in infrastructure that could have boosted 
development in the region, and an unfair militarised 
regional presence (BBC News Africa 2018). The protests 
were disregarded, and the government proclaimed the IPOB 
to be a terrorist group—dispatching armed troops to arrest 
and detain protesters. This was met with retaliation by the 
IPOB, which led to clashes leaving numerous soldiers and 
civilians dead. These challenges birthed further resentment 
of Nigeria’s leadership, with its flagrant disregard for the 
law. There was therefore a need to explore less hierarchical 
models of leadership—to ensure encapsulation of various 
community interests and representation of divergent 
ideologies—to maintain order within society. The Nigerian 
government envisaged that fostering partnerships with civil 
society and non-state actors would provide the nation with 
the requisite technical and financial resources to address 
these leadership challenges.  

The emergence of development 
organisations in Nigeria: The Centre LSD  
Nigeria was admitted into the United Nations (UN) on 7 
October 1960. Prime Minister Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa 
Balewa led the Nigerian delegation to the UN summit that 
year and delivered a maiden speech at the 15th regular 
session of the UN General Assembly (Permanent Mission 
of Nigeria to the United Nations 2018). As part of Nigeria’s 
commitment to global peace and development, Alhaji 
Abubakar Tafawa Balewa reaffirmed the nation was 
committed to collaborating effectively with other countries 
towards fostering wealth creation, global peace and good 
governance (Ogege 2010). Nigeria also assented to a 
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number of international treaties, including on human rights, 
child rights, freedom from abuse and torture. The UN 
affiliation and signature to these treaties further entailed an 
obligation alongside other state parties to implement  
the Millennium Development Goals—recognising other 
countries as partners in development and accepting country 
consulates within Nigeria’s borders.  

The establishment of consulate offices also brought 
multilateral corporations with the aim of building Nigeria’s 
economy and capacity for wealth creation. The host of 
private and voluntary associations have had a profound 
impact on individuals and Nigerian society as a whole. 
These associations provided links between state and 
societal interests by playing a mediating role in which 
macro-policy objectives of the state and particularistic 
interests were adjusted with some level of compromise to 
ensure the state is responsive to its citizens’ needs (Barkan 
et al. 2017).  

The development organisation Centre LSD—
established in 2010 under Nigerian law to build strategic 
leadership for sustainable development within Nigeria and 
Africa—recognised the germane place of good leadership 
in ensuring positive development outcomes. One of the 
objectives of Centre LSD was to address leadership gaps 
within Nigeria (Centre LSD 2018).  

Centre LSD also sought to broker peace by working 
with forces of positive change to empower citizens to 
transform society—through leadership programs focused 
on building the capacity of government representatives, 
middle level managers of private sector organisations, and 
students in higher education. The Centre’s advocacy work 
built relationships with state parties, youth representative 
associations, women’s organisations and the private sector. 
Alongside other international organisations like the UN and 
the UK Department for International Development (DFID), 
Centre LSD has been instrumental in providing policy 
guidance in relation to agenda setting and policy devel-
opment processes. Centre LSD has helped build capacity of 
state and non-state actors to recognise and address divergent 
interests, including minority rights agitations and margin-
alisation claims to ensure inclusivity—and also provided 
financial and technical assistance to state parties, civil society 
and the private sector. Leadership for inclusive development 
has been one of Centre LSD’s core mandates—adopting 
collaborative models to drive change by understanding the 
challenges of contemporary society, listening to those with 
lived experience of poverty and exclusion, and doing all that 
is possible to ensure no one is left behind.  

Centre LSD mediated between the Nigerian govern-
ment and people of the Niger Delta region to address issues 
of resource control. The approach of Centre LSD ensured 
voices of civil society and minorities were heard regarding 
acquisition of farmlands and pollution of waterways—
particularly in areas that only required administrative 
solutions. Recourse was made to engage the government on 
the 1979 constitutional amendment which had allowed for 
state acquisition of indigenous land with minimal or no 
consultation. This intervention led to the first successful 
dialogue in 2013, with the state taking note of the concerns 
of the Niger Delta people and delineating a 10 per cent 

allocation to the region for infrastructure and other 
development (Centre LSD 2018). The initiative also re-
awakened the need for a close working relationship between 
the federal and state government and local inhabitants—
resulting in the commencement of several projects aimed at 
ensuring sustainable development for the Niger Delta 
region—including providing youth scholarships, cleaning 
waterways polluted from oil spillage, constructing bridges, 
roads and health facilities. Despite the role played by Centre 
LSD in brokering peace in the region, the organisation has 
been criticised for favouring this region—largely due to 
some projects undertaken by Centre LSD being supported 
by some state governors from that region (Barkan et al. 
2017).  

Following the dialogue between local inhabitants and 
representatives of the Nigerian government, the unrest in 
the Niger Delta region did not abate—due in part to other 
civil society organisations championing the position of the 
Nigerian government in acquiring farmlands for oil 
exploration. These groups argued that gains of foreign oil 
corporations within the region boosted the local economy. 
Such a stance demonstrates the potential for state-fostering 
to produce ‘compromised’ civil society organisations that 
inhibit the emergence of effective societal structures 
(Jenkins and Goetz 1999:4). The efforts of Centre LSD 
were viewed with distrust by the Nigerian government, 
which led to reverting to state structures as the solution to 
successfully eliminate the issue of resource control 
agitations. Despite all this, the actions of Centre LSD were 
effective in shaping inclusive leadership models reflected in 
the recognition of minority right agitations and the actions 
taken by the Nigerian government to adopt measures to 
assuage the local population.  

Another area in which Centre LSD was instrumental in 
promoting inclusive development was in fostering partic-
ipatory decision making forums at national and community 
levels. These efforts have been reflected in Centre LSD’s 
advocacy calling for a Nigeria National Conference, in 
cooperation with a coalition of other civil society organ-
isations. The national conference would have delegate 
representatives from all states to discuss concerns about the 
nation and air grievances in relation to marginalisation 
claims and non-inclusive state programs, structures and 
interventions.  

The first Nigeria National Conference took place in 
2014 under the leadership of Dr Goodluck Jonathan, former 
president of Nigeria, and produced a communiqué artic-
ulating the concerns of all state parties including those of 
minority ethnic groups and populations in Nigeria. The 
conference was criticised, however, for being a waste of 
time and resources—with resolutions and recommendations 
from the conference yet to be implemented. The Buhari-led 
administration dismissed recommendations from the 
conference as ‘untenable and not feasible’ (Oluwadamilola 
et al. 2018:4100).  

Furthermore, Centre LSD and other civil society organ-
isations have been accused of not implementing what they 
preach. Critics argue that most civil society organisations 
do not have fully inclusive institutional frameworks and do 
not promote a culture of participatory decision making, with 
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most decisions undertaken by heads of organisations and 
chief executive officers. Allegations also levelled against 
civil society include gender disparity within the workplace, 
an absence of people with disability, and staff presumed to be 
mostly from a certain ethnic group (ibid). Despite these 
criticisms, the role of Centre LSD and civil society in general 
cannot be over-emphasised in their advocacy for inclusive 
approaches to decision making. With a number of advocacies 
on these issues to state parties, governments have incorpor-
ated public hearings before the passage of any legislation to 
give an opportunity for citizens to be heard regarding legis-
lations which will impact them. For example, the Violence 
against Persons Prohibition Act which came into force in 
2015 included a public hearing after the second reading in the 
Senate with invitations extended to a cross section of repre-
sentatives from civil society and women’s organisations, 
youth councils, and the private sector.  

Another area in which Centre LSD has been instru-
mental in promoting inclusive development is in advocating 
for increased female representation and participation in 
leadership at both communal and national levels. Given the 
poor gender indices in Nigeria, Centre LSD has been at the 
forefront of canvassing support for women’s inclusion in 
leadership to ensure the interests of women are reflected 
within state structures at national, state and communal 
levels. Centre LSD alongside other civil society organ-
isations has also engaged political parties and law makers 
on the need to recognise affirmative action to provide 
women with equal opportunities to vie for political office and 
assume leadership positions. Despite the efforts of civil 
society groups, women’s representation in leadership still 
remains minimal (Iloh et al. 2017). Furthermore, Centre LSD 
and other civil society organisations have been criticised for 
gender imbalance in their organisational structures. despite 
this criticism, a serving senator in the present administration 
attested to receiving leadership training which equipped her 
with the requisite tools to contest the election in which she 
emerged as the winner (ibid).  

Despite criticism against them, development organ-
isations have an important role to play in shaping good and 
inclusive leadership models and outcomes. The involvement 
of development organisations and civil society groups is 
indispensable in the collection of data, dissemination of 
information, education and serving as a watch dog over the 
protection of the rights and welfare of people affected by state 
policies and programs (Obot 2004). While Nigeria is yet to 
fully achieve inclusive leadership and governance models, 
there is hope for more progress to be made in the future. 
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Inclusive community development—the  

One Village One Product Program in Pakistan 

Seemab Khalid and Tahmina Rashid, The University of Canberra 

One Village One Product (OVOP) concept  

The OVOP concept is a unique approach to local 

development. Introduced during the 1980s in Oita, Japan, 

OVOP became a successful regional economic programme 

due to its approaches in transforming local products into 

competitive products in local, national, as well as global 

markets. This movement has been an effective tool in 

improving the welfare of rural people, village economic 

dynamism, local income, and social solidarity by creating 

unique and value-added products. The OVOP approach has 

been popular among developing countries due to its 

potential to reverse rural economic decay and rebuild rural 

community spirit (Igusa 2008).  

OVOP generally has three principles: 

1. Increase self-reliance and creativity; 

2. human resource development; and 

3. thinking locally and acting globally. 

The process is initiated by bringing awareness of self-

reliance and creative thinking within rural communities. 

This can be done by leaders within the community 

encouraging the development of local products that can 

capture internal as well as external market shares. 

Development of these products leads to increased human 

capacity and resource development as well as enhanced 

incomes, which improves livelihoods and over all 

wellbeing.  

In Southeast Asia, countries that have incorporated 

OVOP include Thailand, China, Cambodia, Philippines, 

Laos. Korea and Indonesia.  

The term ‘OVOP’ is commonly used to denote specific 

programs in-country, except in Thailand and Pakistan 

where other terms are used to describe OVOP initiatives. 

According to Natsuda et al. (2012), due to its success in 

achieving rural development goals, OVOP has not only 

attracted various government organisations but also 

development practitioners. It now represents an indepen-

dent stream of interventions which are focused on rural, 

community capacity and participatory development as well 

as empowerment and sustainable livelihood resources 

(Natsuda et. al. 2012; Igusa 2008; Izumi 2007; JICA 2003). 

While some countries have adapted OVOP to promote 

agricultural products and others to promote both agri-

cultural and non-agricultural products, Pakistan’s OVOP 

program is focused exclusively on rural enterprise 

development by promoting non-farm products such as 

pottery, crafts, jewellery making, and embroidery (PC 1, 

2006). Unlike other OVOP programs, Pakistan’s program 

supports rural enterprise development by promoting 

products made by rural artisans.  

Aik Hunar Aik Nagar (AHAN)—Pakistan 

In 2006, Pakistan introduced an OVOP program to support 

rural communities. The country’s agriculture sector is its 

largest employer, employing more than 17 million workers 

and about 67 per cent of its population resides in rural areas 

(Ayres and Mccalla 2014). Pakistan’s working population 

is also represented by people engaged in non-agricultural 

activities such as embroidery, pottery, jewelry making. 

Since independence in 1947, Pakistan has embarked upon a 

number of rural development projects to manage rural-

urban migration, increase rural productivity, improve the 

wellbeing of rural community’s and promote sustainable 

livelihoods (Ayres and Mccalla 2014). These programs 

focus on agricultural development and include the Village 

Aid Program, the National Rural Support Program, and the 

Khushal Pakistan Program (GOP 2015). To promote small 

businesses in rural areas the Central Government estab-

lished Aik Hunar Aik Nagar (AHAN) through the Small 

and Medium Enterprise Development Authority (SMEDA) 

of Pakistan, adapting Japan’s OVOP approach (AHAN, 

2018). Project Commission 1 (PC 1, 2006) describes 

AHAN as follows: 

Name of the OVOP program: Aik Hunar Aik 
Nagar (AHAN) 

Nature: Rural Enterprise Modernisation Project 

Objectives:  

a) Development and implementation of a marketing 
strategy including market analysis, product selec-
tion, brand development, promotional campaign, 
test marketing and distribution systems for rural, 
non-farm products of Pakistan; 

b) enterprise development support in rural areas;  

c) management of resource capacities, including pro-
duction management, quality assurance, and 
supply chain management for rural enterprise and 
clusters; and 

d) design management and technical development of 
products targeted by the program, including con-
tracts and Performa agreements development, 
patents and technology, procedures for product 
development and quality assurance.  

PC 1 (2006) states that AHAN was created to address 

the key challenge of ‘Rural Enterprise Modernisation’ in 

Pakistan. It was designed to enhance competitiveness 

among rural small business holders by enabling them to 

improve their products in terms of quality, standardisation, 

volume and value. It aims to serve a relatively larger 

consumer base and target higher end consumers identifying   
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and improving businesses’ access to a range of business 

development services, including appropriate technologies 

customised to match the needs and demands of rural 

businesses. Equally, development of the rural informal 

sector also presupposes the availability of basic physical 

and commercial infrastructure, micro-credit and security, 

and an enabling policy and regulatory framework.  In June 

2006, AHAN selected Bahawalpur, Sialkot, Hyderabad, 

Multan, and Karachi districts for pilot projects with 

SMEDA. SMEDA’s subject matter expert (SME) database 

was used to select artisans for the projects and designers 

were approached for training set up training workshops to 

train the artisans. The training sessions focused on enhancing 

artisans existing skills to develop modern product designs 

and to incorporate use of different technologies in addition to 

traditional ways of crafting. The goal of these trainings was 

to develop products which are of high quality, can be 

produced on a medium to large scale (in case of need) and 

can meet international production standards when exported 

to other countries. AHAN paid the artisans for the days they 

would come and attend the training sessions and supplied 

transport vehicles for artisans joining from distant areas.  

Within two months, AHAN started exhibiting products  

such as blue pottery crafts, hand embroidered textiles, wood 

crafts, and unique jewellery created by artisans in local 

exhibitions. The products were displayed with price tags 

which included artisan’s name and contact number. If sold, 

all the sale proceeds would be given to the artisan. 

Within one year, AHAN actively expanded in all four 

provinces of the country, collaborating with Provincial/ 

District Governments, Rural Support Programs, Micro-

finance Institutions, designers, and other stakeholders. 

Since 2007, AHAN has been operating as a not-for-profit 

company and is a subsidiary of the Pakistan Industrial 

Development Corporation (PIDC), under the Pakistani 

Ministry of Industries and Production. It is governed by a 

board of directors with representatives from both the public 

and private sectors. Headquartered in Lahore, it has regional 

offices in Karachi, Peshawar and Quetta. AHAN’s work 

with local artisans has led to an expansion of activities to all 

major towns in the country. In less than 11 years, AHAN’s 

work has now spread to more than 700 projects across the 

country. The following image represents AHAN’s clusters 

of development sites: 

Figure 1: Cluster development sites of AHAN 

 

Source: www.ahan.org.pk 

Legend: Black Spots represent Cluster development sites of AHAN  

http://www.ahan.org.pk/
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Since 2006, AHAN’s focus has moved from training 

and creativity to product development and marketing. 

AHAN now has an outlet in one of the key shopping malls 

of Lahore, where it sells creative products made by rural 

artisans. AHAN’s presence is visible across the country 

through participation in rural development fairs and arts 

exhibitions. It also participates in international exhibitions, 

such as the International Arts Exhibition in Bangkok in 

2008. The Indus Valley School of Fashion Design, National 

College of Arts, and Pakistan Institute of Fashion Design 

work closely with AHAN.  

Silanwali Wood Cluster—AHAN program 

Research was undertaken with artisans involved in the 

Silanwali Wood Cluster Rural Market to investigate the 

community development activities and inclusive com-

munity development initiatives, adapted and exercised by 

the community itself. Interviews from Silanwali artisans 

were analysed and excerpts from the interviews were used 

to validate the findings.  

Community initiative and participation 

AHAN approached leaders of the Silanwali Wood Cluster 

market to set up a training centre in 2007. Market repre-

sentatives committed to provide all available resources and 

workforce to initiate the training activities in the market. 

Gradually, the involvement strategically shifted from 

AHAN representatives to the market leaders who had 

shown the ability to attract more trainees and would also 

provide them with job opportunities within the market.  

One of the market representatives during the interview 

mentioned: 

… AHAN is responsible for identifying the potential in 

the market and all [of] these people you are seeing 

around you (in the shop) are new hires who were either 

trained in the training centre set up by AHAN or are 

trained by those trainees. We have a bigger work force 

now and people want to work with us … We are one big 

community of wood crafters and artisans who work 

together and celebrate (success) together.  

The interviews conducted from the market leaders and 

workers showed high levels of satisfaction with the 

processes in place and highlighted a sense of self-

motivation, which is a key contributor of success in OVOP 

Programs. The concepts of participatory development that 

dictate that participation of local residents is a key 

component of success in development programs is 

significant and observable in the Silanwali Wood Cluster 

Program. 

Inclusive community development 

Not only does the Wood Cluster Market represent itself as 

an ongoing community development initiative, it also 

signifies the importance of inclusivity when it comes to 

development processes. The wood market trains and 

employs many artisans of different abilities and capabilities 

irrespective of gender, ability, and socio-economic 

backgrounds.  

1. Women artisans 

Silanwali Wood Cluster did not have any women artisans 

when the OVOP camp was set up. Although it is not certain 

if AHAN encouraged the market to be inclusive, the 

community strove to make themselves more inclusive in 

terms of employment opportunities. The market now has 

trained and experienced women artisans bursting the myth 

of wood crafting as a male dominated field.  

Graph 1 and 2: Number and percentage of women 

artisans in Silanwali Wood Market 

 

The Silanwali Market now has more than 50 women 

artisans working in factories or shops in addition to the ones 

who work/help from home. 

2. Disabled artisans 

The market has also become more aware of the needs of 

differently abled people and providing them with work 

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

2016

2018

2020

0 20 40 60

Y
e

a
r

No. of women Artisans

96%

4%

Male Artisans Female Artisans



 

November 2019 93 

opportunities. The idea to focus on disabled artisans was 

initially exercised by one of the shop owners in 2012 when 

he trained a disabled person and then employed him in his 

factory. After that, more and more business owners started 

to employ disabled people from the community, leading to 

a very high number now employed in the workforce. 

… I am deaf. It is hard for me to understand people when 

they do not use hand movements. This work (wood 

crafting) resonates with my ability to work with con-

centration and without audible instructions…my master 

trained me with hand signals, and I thank him for his 

patience … I am now able to earn [a] living for my 

family … 

3. Refugees and migrants 

There are many refugees and migrants based in the area and 

the local community is committed to supporting them. 

There is no discrimination on the basis of background and 

migrants are treated like part of the community. One way 

the community supports its migrants is by helping them 

learn wood crafting skills and join the workforce.  

I and my family are refugees from Afghanistan. We are 

settled here for three years now … they (artisans) helped 

me to find a house and trained me to learn wood crafting. 

I make [a] decent amount of money to run my family … 

we feel secure as we live like one big family, I do not 

think I was living somewhere else before this … 

Graph 2: Silanwali Wood Cluster—Percentage of 

participants in 2018 

Leadership within community of artisans 

The interview responses revealed that every participating 

artisan felt empowered in terms of business decision making.  

I have been working in this market for more than 10 

years and still do not own any shop. But it has not kept 

me away from deciding about what needs to be done and 

what not … the shop owner listens to me and everyone 

else in the team. I suggest designs and work on orders 

… if there is someone new, I always try to teach them 

skills to get there quickly … I must lead the team (you 

know, at times) when it is required. It gives me 

confidence and I feel I own this business and that makes 

me work harder … 

… after working as [an] artisan for three years, I started 

my own work. I do not own a shop but work with various 

other shop owners to provide [an] extra pair of hands 

when there are big orders. I have trained 10 people and 

they are still attached with me because we have [a] sense 

of ownership for what we do … I think this initiative 

(starting own work) has made me a leader 

I am a part of this project (shop) and I earn my bread and 

butter from this. If I don’t take care of other people, they 

will not care about me and lose confidence … I have to 

stand by them and lead with example … there is no 

competition…we have a sense of belonging and visionary 

leaders … 

Market stability 

It is difficult to map the Silanwali Market in terms of 

revenue generation as there is almost no fiscal data 

available to map market activities and revenue generation. 

However, in terms of expansion and stability, the market 

scores well above the average. There were close to 50 shops 

in 2007 when AHAN embarked upon OVOP activities in 

the area. Twelve years on, there are more than 200 shops in 

the same vicinity and more than double the workforce. The 

training centre set the stage for increased activity in the 

market, encouraged people of the community to get free 

training and get paid for the work they do. This leads to both 

an increased workforce and the ability of existing shop 

owners to take on bigger projects and meet deadlines with 

ease. AHAN’s exhibitions also played a vital role in 

expanding the market size and encouraged international 

buyers to place orders with local shop owners directly 

which also increased work opportunities.  

… while you talk to me, I am working on an order from 

my client based in Dubai. I have to supply this big order 

by the end of this month … I have temporarily employed 

artisans from other shops and we will distribute the profit 

accordingly … I was contacted by this client after I had 

exhibited in one of AHAN’s exhibitions in Lahore 

(Packages Mall). Since then this client has been ordering 

frequently from us. 

We get to sell our products at a good price when we 

exhibit with AHAN. They pay us to take our products to 

big cities such as Lahore, Karachi etc … otherwise we 

cannot afford it on regular basis … the good part is AHAN 

never markets the product with its name, we have our 

names and contact numbers on the tags and then we are 

contacted directly from various national and international 

buyers … this has worked really well in expanding our 

market reach … 

Community development  

Overall, the Silanwali Wood Cluster has shown progressive 

community development after AHAN’s OVOP interven-

tion, including increased inclusivity in the workforce, as 

well as improved self-initiative, visionary leadership, com-

munity participation and collaboration. In terms of OVOP 

features, Silanwali Wood Cluster has shown improved self-

reliance and creativity, human resource development, and 

understanding of the concept of thinking locally and acting 

globally. Although, not all of the businesses are reaping the 
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benefits of international business supply, they all work 

collaboratively to fill big international orders that come 

through by utilising the local resources.  

…we do not compete with each other. If we do, we cannot 

survive, the key (to success) here is to work together and 

achieve the goal. The goal is common for all of us, isn’t 

it? We want our products to sell at better prices…if I 

employ other shop owners workers to complete my order, 

we split the profits respectively…we are not big busin-

esses to cater to big orders individually, we have to work 

together and we do…there is no competition and there is 

no race…that is why we are surviving… 

Conclusion 

Rural development is usually targeted to fight under-

representation of women, small holders and vulnerable 

participants, (CSF 2006) however not all initiatives bring 

about intended results (Ledwith and Springett 2010). 

AHAN’s main objective is to support rural artisans through 

sustainable livelihoods. Through AHAN, one of the key 

wood markets in a rural area of Northern Punjab, Pakistan 

has stabilised and expanded to international businesses.   

Respondents strongly believe that AHAN is the reason 

for their success and are confident that AHAN will keep 

identifying future business opportunities for them to embark 

upon. More analysis and recognition for the role of AHAN in 

OVOP and community development literature is needed. 

Notes 

For this paper author has used AHAN in place of Aik Hunar Aik 

Nagar. 

The variations of term OVOP used in this research are explained 

for clarity: 

OVOP: One Village One Product—Japan 

OTOP: One Tambon One Product—Thailand, Tambon means 

Town in local language 

AHAN: Aik Hunar Aik Nagar—Pakistan, Aik means One, Hunar 

means Capability (taken in terms of Product), Nagar means 

Village 
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666 Migration in Turbulent Times: Themes arising 
from the 2018 International Metropolis 

Conference 

Weijie Hu, Stephanie D Short and Farah Purwaningrum 
The University of Sydney 

The International Metropolis Conference held in Sydney in November 2018 was 
organised around the theme of ‘Global Migration in Turbulent Times’. Metropolis 
2018 provided a productive forum to scrutinise policies pertinent to migration, local 
and global diversity, and sustainable integration. Ideas concerning the rise of 
nationalism, multiculturalism and the United Nations ‘Global Compact for 
Migration’ (GCM), adopted in Marrakech in December 2018, were interposed with 
concerns around south-to-south migration and the socio-political context of 
migration in Australia. Whilst other conferences target one type of attendee, the 
International Metropolis Conference tends to transcend institutional barriers 
between migration experts, government officials and academics. This year’s theme, 
‘Global Migration in Turbulent Times’, reflected the host city, Sydney, as a 
diversified and multicultural global city. It focused on the influence of migration 
and the importance of migrants’ stories, in addition to those of Indigenous People. 

There was a mix of panels and a wide range of audiences in the sessions, often 
with journalists facilitating the discussions. In this report and analysis, we highlight 
 two key pressing concerns for the Sydney Asia Pacific Migration Centre: low-
skilled migration and migration pathways for international health professionals.  

Low-skilled labourers’ precarities and marginalities  
Labour migration is defining our age; the 21st century has been characterised by 
massive labour mobility. Migration of low-skilled labourers, which constitutes a 
significant proportion of labour migration, is often regarded as a triple-win since it 
brings benefits to places of destination and places of origin, as well as low-skilled 
labourers themselves. But who benefits and who loses in global migration? Ian 
Goldin, from Oxford University in the United Kingdom, asked the question: ‘Who 
benefits and who loses in global migration?’. He noted that the international 
geographic mobility of labour has been reshaped by changes in the globalisation of 
investment and the economy (Goldin 2018). This has created two types of labourers: 
highly-skilled workers (such as health professionals) and lower-skilled workers.  

Arguments regarding highly-skilled workers have mostly concerned the 
benefits of migration for economic growth, while lower-skilled workers, who have 
been treated as temporary or low-end migrants, endure job-related precarities and 
predicaments. In particular, some Asian countries, such as China and India, have 
witnessed some of the fastest urbanisation rates in the world accompanied by 
increasingly varied forms of domestic migration flows among low-skilled labourers. 
However, the subjective wellbeing of low-skilled labourers after displacement is 
not sufficiently scrutinised. Due to a lack of capital accumulation, low-skilled 
labourers’ jobs are generally labour-intensive ‘three-D’ jobs (demanding, dange-
rous and dirty) (Chan 2001). These jobs include otherwise unwanted roles for men 
on the frontline of industry and service roles for women (Huang 2001). Ian Goldin 
drew attention to these low-skilled migrants, most of whom have no choice but to 
tolerate marginalities in multiple dimensions, such as in employment, in an array of 
social security programs and other institutional concerns. 

In addition to domestic labour migration, one scholar focused on south-to-south 
labour migration.. As a doctoral scholar at The Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Lin 
Chen emphasised the geographical and spatial dimension of African migrants’ 
wellbeing in China (Chen 2018). The existing literature concerning south-to-south 
labour migration has primarily focused on labour flows within the same continent, 
while this study focuses on intercontinental labour migration. Initially, the  
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preliminary goal for African migrants in China was for 
better economic profits and business opportunities 
(Mathews and Yang 2012). And most of the African 
migrants in China showed little interest in integrating into 
the mainstream of Chinese society and regarded China as a 
springboard to get into the Global North, such as more 
desirable destination countries like Japan, Australia, and 
Europe (Haugen 2012). However, with the rapid growth of 
Sino-African business, more and more African migrants 
have chosen to overstay in China, either voluntarily or 
involuntarily, to achieve greater possibilities for business 
opportunities in China and capital accumulation in the 
global economy. African migrants to China, who are mostly 
undocumented low-skilled labourers, can be construed as a 
contradiction between China’s growing influence on the 
African continent and the inconsistent and improvised nature 
of China’s immigration policies.  

As a microcosm of south–south migration, the presence 
of African migrants in China has been mediated not only by 
economic and political situations between China and 
African countries, but also the intersection of domestic and 
international migration in global cities.  

Skilled migration: Health professional 
migration pathways  
International health professionals were discussed in depth 
in a workshop entitled ‘Australia compared to Canada’s 
level of reliance on skilled health migration—The latest 
policy developments’. The workshop addressed health 
workforce mobility in Australia and Canada and the ethical 
considerations pertaining to migrant doctors and other 
health professionals. Since 2006, the issue of health work-
force mobility has received considerable attention from 
international organisations that focus on migration and 
health, including the World Health Organization (WHO). 

It is noteworthy that Canada and Australia are currently 
the main OECD countries operating pro-active skilled 
migration programs. They admit a number of migrant health 
professionals (MHPs) through three principal pathways: 
permanent, temporary and study-migration, with the rate of 
arrivals only modestly diminishing in recent years. 

Overall, the panel explored two ethical dimensions of 
relevance to the WHO: the scale of recruitment of medical 
and nursing professionals from developing countries to 
Australia compared to Canada, and the extent to which the 
imported skills are actually used. In their paper Hugh 
Breakey and his colleagues from Griffith University 
discussed ‘The Ethical Significance of Migrating Health 
Professionals Legitimate Expectations: Canadian and 
Australian Pathways to Nowhere’. Breakey explained that  
in Australia’s case, there are temporary visas with stringent 
professional registration and competency requirements, and 
restrictive conditions associated with work rights. Drawing 
on the rule of law literature which show the ethical 
importance of states’ establishing and fulfilling legitimate 
expectations, Breakey et al. argue that states aiming to attract 
migrant health professionals need to establish, clarify, and 
then fulfil, migrant professionals’ legitimate expectations 
(Breakey, Ransom, and Sampford 2019). Additionally, at the 

workshop, Breakey highlighted two relevant points: first is 
the changing context from perceived undersupply to potential 
oversupply which would change the availability of job and 
training positions in Australia. Secondly, Australian-bound 
migrating health professionals frequently have expectations 
of passing the examination requirements but often, ultim-
ately, prove incapable of doing so. 

In contrast, in Canada, provinces decide medical school 
and immigrant doctor residency numbers and allocate 
medical school and postgraduate training places. This pro-
duces less opaque pathways. Essentially, health profess-
sionals migrating to Canada can enter the country and 
choose employment, geographical or education pathways 
with the assumption of progressing to completing regis-
tration requirements in order to practice. Nonetheless, the 
imperviousness of the inter-tangled governance systems, 
the changing policies and priorities of the various agencies 
and the challenging standard of shifting requirements of 
education, particularly for those from non-English speaking 
backgrounds, merge to challenge those expectations.  

Lesleyanne Hawthorne and Ben Harrap from the 
University of Melbourne presented key empirical findings 
from a major 2016–19 study designed to compare health 
workforce migration policy impacts in Australia and Canada. 
In an earlier paper Hawthorne (2014) identifies six well-
defined yet historically fluid pattern of health professional 
migration into Australia; permanent skilled migration; the 
study-migration pathway; trans-Tasman migration from New 
Zealand; spouse and family migration; and humanitarian 
migration (Hawthorne 2014:115 as cited in Breakey et al. 
2019). At the workshop, Hawthorne and Harrap focused their 
presentation on the key fields of medicine and nursing. They 
provided a rigorous analysis of the latest skilled migration 
arrivals to Australia by field, vocational registration path-
ways, and outcomes, as well as access to medical and nursing 
employment, compared to allied health, in the first five years. 
They discussed also Australia’s likely future reliance on 
migrant health professionals in the light of the distribution, 
retention and employment outcomes by field, compared to 
domestic graduates. Hawthorne outlined the challenges 
facing Australia: the nation cannot attract enough medical 
graduates to work in rural areas. In contrast, nurses are going 
to rural areas.  

The topic of ‘Australia’s reliance on skilled health 
worker migration: Towards more effective health work-
force governance’ was presented by Stephanie Short and 
Kanchan Marcus from the University of Sydney. They 
discussed the agency of migrant doctors on temporary 
migration visas (457 visas) in Australia. Interviews revealed 
the lived experiences of a sample of migrant doctors 
interviewed in Western Australia in 2017. Most came from 
the United Kingdom, Ireland, New Zealand and South 
Africa and had worked in other countries before coming to 
Australia. The average time spent in Australia was seven to 
eight years. Clearly, they are not ‘backpacker doctors’—
those who migrate to Australia to do some fishing, surfing 
or sailing after which they return to their home country. 
These particular doctors stayed longer in Australia, so in 
this regard, they are not backpackers but prefer longer-term 
residence and were keen to explore professional 
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opportunities elsewhere in Australia, especially in less 
isolated areas.  

Concluding remarks  
Empirical research conducted in, among others, Australia, 
Canada, China on low-skilled migration and migration 
pathways for international health professionals related 
themes enabled us to view the shared reality of increasing 
diversity, mobility and interconnectedness of both indivi-
duals and scientific communities in a comparative perspec-
tive on an unprecedented scale. Successful evidence-based 
multicultural approaches to migration not only contribute to 
the subjective wellbeing of migrants, by creating multi-
culturalism and raising the visibility of integration, but also 
benefit the host economy in a positive way. However, we 
did observe a slight imbalance in the conference, as it did 
not appear to include sufficient content relevant to the 
enhancement of nonmaterial conditions for migrants and 
refugees, including the experience of elementary schooling 
for their children. 

Thus, on reflection, we can better understand the lived 
experience of both low-skilled labourers and migrant health 
professionals through the lens of education. Education is 
fundamental to the human capital building, and school 
attainment is regarded as a measure of one’s social capital 
and a predictor of economic opportunities (Adams and 
Kirova 2007). For migrant health professionals, contin-
uation from lower education to higher education can 
potentially grant their upward social mobility to achieve 
their colourful dreams; for low-skilled labourers, equal 
access to educational resources can enhance the possibility of 
increased competitive power in the labour market, improve 
their economic performance, develop their social capital and 

integrate them better into the destination societies. The 
Metropolis 2018 conference was a solid interdisciplinary 
conference that benefitted attendees be they migration 
experts, government officials, scholars or research students 
interested in migration studies. 
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