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1 THE PROBLEM 
Globally, of the 1.2 billion people that live in absolute poverty, the majority are women and girls.1 On 
average, a greater number of women and girls die during and after disasters than men.2 In countries 
that are most vulnerable to the effects of climate change there tends to be a disparity between sexes; 
with women’s roles as carers and providers of food and water, and a lack of access to resources and 
decision-making power, making them particularly at risk.  

Gender inequality not only causes poverty; it keeps women and their families trapped in poverty. 
This means that CARE’s development and humanitarian work needs to place a special focus on 
empowering women and girls to address the social inequality that underlies poverty.3 This focus not 
only helps women but their families and communities, and society as a whole. 

In the context of increasing risk, change and uncertainty from climate change, disaster and conflict; 
CARE’s approach to resilience is about strengthening people’s capacity to absorb and adapt to 
shocks, manage growing risks, and address the underlying cause of vulnerability.4 And by 
strengthening resilience at the same time as reducing gender inequality, everyone benefits. 

About this paper 

Based on evidence from CARE’s work in the Asia-Pacific region, this paper provides insights into what 
it looks like to work towards gender equality in resilience-related programming, and how different 
approaches have been effective so far. At the same time, this paper recognises that there is still a lot 
that is unknown about what happens in people’s lives as a result of integrating gender equality, 
disaster risk reduction (DRR) and community-based adaptation (CBA). This paper helps start the 
journey. 
 

 

A villager from Tanna Island in Vanuatu learns a traditional practice of cooking and storing 
locally grown food for use during times of shock and stresses. Image: VRTCA. 
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2 CONCEPTUALISING GENDER AND RESILIENCE  
Gender equality 

CARE’s decades of poverty-fighting work – research, analysis and project implementation in poverty-
affected communities around the world – demonstrates that poverty and gender inequality 

consistently go hand in hand. The 
societies that lag furthest behind are 
those where laws and traditions 
hinder gender equality and 
women’s voice.5 This is why gender 
equality it at the heart of CARE’s 
overall programming approach to 
tackling poverty and inequality. 
CARE’s theory of change is based on 
CARE’s experience that achieving 
gender equality and women’s voice 
require transformative change.6 
Why focus on transformation? 
Because it’s not possible to achieve 
gender equality without 
transforming power relations and 
the structural environment – the 
social, cultural and political factors – 
that can help or hinder people’s 
realisation of full human rights.7 

CARE’s aim is to a) build agency of 
people of all genders and life stages, b) change relations between them and c) transform 
structures so that both women and men live life in full gender equality. 

 

Figure 1: CARE’s Gender Equality Theory of Change 
 

However, to achieve transformation work is required across all three domains of agency, relation and 
structures. Programs that do not take into account the totality of women’s lives and needs, or which 
lead to only partial results, can lead to: gains that are easily reversed; increased burdens on women 
and girls; and violent backlash from those that see empowerment as threatening.8 When women 
advance in all three domains, lasting change becomes possible.9  

But what about men? CARE’s gender equality work in no way excludes men. Its programs work with 
both women and men because overcoming the social injustice that keep women disempowered is 
everyone’s challenge and responsibility.10 Women’s empowerment is an essential component of 
gender equality: the latter cannot be achieved without the former.11 Achieving gender equality is 
therefore a long-term, complex proposition, but a tremendously worthwhile endeavour.12 

Box 1: Gender definitions 

GENDER: Is not about biological differences but a social construct 
that defines what it means to be a man or woman, boy or girl in a 
given society. It carries specific roles, status and expectations within 
households, communities and culture.  

GENDER EQUALITY: The equal enjoyment by people of all genders 
and ages of rights, opportunities, resources and rewards.  

GENDER INTEGRATED PROGRAMMING: Gender considerations 
must be integrated throughout all humanitarian and development 
programs and projects. This requires gender analysis at all stages: 
conception, proposal development, programme design, 
implementation and monitoring and evaluation 

GENDER SENSITIVE PRACTICES: Practices that recognise and 
respond to people’s different gender-based needs and 
constraints. 

GENDER TRANSFORMATIVE PRACTICES: Interventions that seek 
to target the structural causes as well as the symptoms of 
gender inequality leading to a lasting change in the power and 
choices women have over their own lives, rather than just a 
temporary increase in opportunities. 

Source: CARE (2016) Gender Equality and Women’s Voice Guidance Note. 
CARE International 
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Resilience 

The rise of the resilience discourse in development is a direct response to the increasing level of risk, 
change and uncertainty facing chronically vulnerable women, men, girls and boys worldwide.13 Failed 
states, protracted and repeated crises, and shocks such as disasters make ‘business as usual’ 
development less effective: a more ‘systems’ based approach to development is required.14  

For CARE, resilience helps focus the organisation’s efforts on building people’s own agency. It means: 

- Reducing vulnerability, building capabilities, challenging inequalities, and strengthening good 
governance at multiple levels; 

- Supporting communities and households to secure what they have against predictable shocks; 

- Focusing on systems analysis and drivers of risk to realise interventions that are effective at 
dealing with complex problems; 

- Re-focusing on the central importance of the natural environment to sustain and improve 
people’s wellbeing and opportunities; 

- Working at a programmatic level with investment in longer term, more flexible programming.15 

Integrating DRR, CBA and other areas of work such as 
sustainable livelihoods and social protection under 
the umbrella of ‘resilience’ makes sense. For example, 
DRR and CBA as approaches share common concerns; 
they have a common, conceptual understanding of 
risk; and many of the impacts of disasters and climate 
change have similar consequences for people’s lives.16 
However, achieving integration in ways that 
effectively respond to multiple drivers of poverty is 
not an easy task. It requires organisations to bring 
together distinct conceptual frameworks and sectoral 
programming approaches to develop programs that 
maximise opportunities for integrated planning and 
action.17 It is also requires overcoming operational 
silos, and bridging the gap between humanitarian and 
development work. It means making integration the 
new ‘normal’. However, there is also inherent risk in 
the process of integration itself: it can result in a loss 
of focus in programming, creating indistinct 
programs that overlook the particularities of each domain.18 

Linking gender equality and resilience  

Increasingly, gender is being recognised as an important factor in planning and implementing 
interventions to build people’s resilience. Women’s workload, their limited decision-making power, 
and unequal access to and control over resources, prevent them for adopting effective strategies to 
prepare, adapt and respond to disasters and climate change.19 By better understanding the 
differential experiences of women, and through better understanding of how to incorporate gender 
sensitive and transformative practices in development and humanitarian work, actors can better 
support women and their communities build their resilience to climate change and disasters, as well 
as other shocks and stresses, and in the process address the underlying causes of poverty and social 
injustice. 
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However, building and enhancing people resilience cannot be done without understanding social 
norms and other societal factors that maintain gender inequalities in different contexts, curtailing 
women and girls’, as well as men and boys’ abilities to reduce their vulnerability to different shocks 

and stresses.20 It is therefore, necessary to simultaneously 
address the interconnected challenges of gender 
inequality, climate change and disasters, by addressing 
gender based barriers and adopting approaches that not 
only support gender equality, but that transform the 
structures that prevent women from achieving their full 
potential.21 

 

‘Neither gender equality nor resilience 
to climate change and disasters can be 
achieved without addressing how they 
impact on each other.” CARE (n.d.) 

Beyond Words, p.2. 
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3 CARE’S GENDER AND RESILIENCE PROGRAMMING 
CARE Australia has been working in the Asia-Pacific region for almost three decades supporting 
women and girls, their families, and communities to overcome poverty and injustice.  More recently, 
CARE programs have increasingly focused on reducing the vulnerability of communities to disasters 
and the effects of climate change by building their capacity to prepare, adapt and respond. 

This paper reviews CARE’s disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation programs in six 
Asia-Pacific countries – Cambodia, Lao, Papua New Guinea, Timor-Leste, Vanuatu and Vietnam – 
from 2011 to 2016, providing insights into what working towards gender equality looks like in 
resilience-related programming, and how different approaches have been effective so far. 
 

Project title Country Project overview 

Disaster Risk 
Management (2011-
2014)22 

Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, Papua New 
Guinea, Timor-
Leste and 
Vietnam 

This program helped reduce vulnerability and enhance 
community resilience to disasters through: increased 
emergency preparedness and response capabilities; 
strengthened water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH); and 
increased coordination with Humanitarian Partnership 
Agreement (HPA) partners.  

Recovery and Resilience 
(2013-2014)23 

Cambodia This project supported local communities affected by the 
2013 floods with livelihoods recovery. It also increased the 
capacity of communities and local institutions in DRR for 
improved preparedness against future hazards.  

Scaling up Community 
based Disaster Risk 
Reduction in Lao PDR 
(2014-2015)24 

Lao PDR 
 

This project strengthened the resilience of at-risk 
communities and reduced their vulnerability, using 
context-relevant approaches, tailored to the specific needs 
of various groups. 

Promoting Climate 
Resilience in the Northern 
Uplands (2014-2018) 25 

This project supports the improved resilience of remote 
ethnic upland communities, in particular women, to the 
impacts of climate variability and change, contributing to 
the achievement of MDGs 1, 3, and 7.26 

Community-Based 
Adaptation to Climate 
Change in Nissan District 
(2012-2014)27 

Papua New 
Guinea 

 

This project supported communities increase their 
resilience to climate change through food and nutrition 
security, sustainable livelihoods, DRR, and capacity 
strengthening of communities and local government. 

Community-Based 
Adaptation to Climate 
Change in Nissan District 
(2nd phase) (2015-2016)28 

This project aims to increase community resilience to the 
impacts of climate change through improved coastal and 
marine resource management and enhanced livelihoods.  

Humanitarian Partnership 
Agreement (2015-2016)29 

This project aims to improve community resilience to 
weather related disasters and protecting livelihoods 
through land-to-sea community-based DRR. 

Climate Change in a 
Secure Environment  
(2012-2015)30 

Timor-Leste This project supported villagers adapt to climate change 
by promoting climate-resilient livelihoods, enhancing 
access to safe drinking water and improved sanitation, 
reducing the risk from erosion and landslides, and 
enabling broader village plans for CBA. 

Vanuatu NGO Climate 
Change Adaptation 
Program (2012-2014)31 

Vanuatu 

 

The CARE component of this program supported villagers 
on the island of Futuna to increase their understanding of 
climate change, its potential impacts and actions required 
to increase resilience.  
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We are Ready 1  (2011-
2012) and We are Ready 
2 (2013-2014)32 

This project supported increased the resilience of at-risk 
communities and schools to the impact of disasters. 

Integrated Community-
Based Adaptation in the 
Mekong (2012-2015)33 

Vietnam This project supported villagers adapt to climate change 
in riverine and coastal zones through sustainable 
livelihoods, DRR, capacity strengthening of communities 
and civil society, and adaptive planning. 
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4 ENHANCING RESILIENCE THROUGH GENDER EQUALITY 
CARE’s work in the Asia-Pacific has promoted the use of four main strategies to enhance resilience 
through gender equality: a) understanding the different dimensions of gender inequality; b) 
engaging men and boys; c) nurturing women’s groups and alliances; and d) supporting government 
partners to build their capacity in gender equality. Each of these strategies contributes to the three 
domains of CARE’s Gender Equality Framework – building agency, changing relations and 
transforming structures.   

Understanding inequality 

CARE’s approach to long-term program strategy development is grounded in the understanding that 
investments in poverty and social justice will not be successful unless persistent inequalities in the 
relations between women and men, girls and boys, are systematically addressed.34 CARE has 
identified eight core areas of enquiry that need to be understood to enhance gender equality, 
women’s voice and resilience – sexual/gender division of labour, decision-making power, control 
over productive assets, access to public spaces and services, claiming rights and meaningful 
participation in public decision-making, control over one’s body, violence and restorative justice, and 
aspirations for oneself. 

Table 1: Understanding equality 

Area of enquiry Dimension Project example 

Sexual/gendered 
division of labour 

Commonly, women’s workloads are 
greater than men’s – due to traditional 
expectations of women’s work, women 
have primary responsibility for unpaid 
domestic and care work, and are also 
expected to contribute to the 
household income, mainly through 
agricultural work.35 Our programming 
needs to consider different dynamics 
in order to avoid reinforcing gender 
stereotypes and inequalities, but also 
to seek opportunities to loosen rigid 
gender norms.36  

In Cambodia, women tend to engaged 
in the main responsibilities of 
housework, and subsidiary income 
generating activities, which tend to 
increase in times of stress or shocks.   

Decision-making 
power 

An unequal balance of power in the 
home, community and within 
authorities limits women’s ability to 
make decisions to increase resilience.37 
Women generally have less decision-
making power within the home and 
the community compared to men, 
whilst government departments that 
make key decisions related to 
resilience are generally also male 
dominated.38 This can prevent women 
from adopting new resilient actions.39 
Our programming needs to 
understand how decisions are made, 
how these have evolved over time, and 
how our programs might affect these 
decision-making processes.40 

In Laos, ethnic women living in remote 
rural highland areas are particularly 
disadvantaged because they are the 
least able to participate in community 
decision-making due in part to illiteracy 
and cultural traditions.41 As a result, 
many are less likely to have access to 
knowledge about climate change 
impacts and resilient livelihood options 
to increase their resilience.   
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Control of productive 
assets 

Traditional gender norms in many 
countries give women and men 
different access to, and control over, 
resources and assets.42 In households 
that depend on agricultural-based 
livelihoods, men typically have 
responsibility for ‘big’ household 
assets such as buffalos, boats and land, 
and women have responsibility for 
‘small’ assets like chickens or kitchen 
gardens.43 Our programming needs to 
reflect on the norms and 
characteristics around control over and 
benefits from productive assets, and 
how we can work to promote more 
equal gender relations in this area.44 

In Vanuatu, in many parts of the country, 
land is patrilineal, passed from 
generation to generation through males. 
While the majority of women are able to 
access and use land, men still have a 
larger say in what land is used for, 
reducing women’s options.45 As a result, 
it is often challenging for women to 
access resources such as credit and 
other inputs that could increase their 
incomes, resilience capacity, and ability 
to make longer-term investments. 

Access to public 
spaces and services 

For many women, fulfilling basic rights 
like health, education, security and 
citizenship hinge on an individual’s 
ability to enter public spaces and 
accesses the services she requires.46 
Women may be prevented from 
accessing these services due to limited 
mobility and other barriers. Our 
programming needs to address 
different barrier and opportunities in 
relations to mobility, as well as access 
to services by better understanding 
the risk taken by women when 
entering public spaces and accessing 
services.47 

In rural ethnic communities in Vietnam, 
individuals tend to have less access to 
public services due to poor coverage of 
services, language barriers, and services 
that tend to be less culturally inclusive.  

Claiming rights and 
meaningful 
participation in 
public decision-
making 

Beyond accessing services and spaces, 
it is important that people know their 
rights and exercise them without 
negative repercussions or fear of 
backlash.48 For many women, they 
don’t feel that they have the space or 
standing to meaningfully participate in 
public decision-making. Often times, 
when they do participate it may be in 
token ways such as to fulfil a quote for 
under-represented groups within a 
forum or association.49 Our 
programming needs to foster 
meaningful participation where 
individuals may actively contribute to 
decisions, where their decisions are 
heard and considered and where they 
can take part in leadership or 
decision-making.50  

In Papua New Guinea, cultural custom in 
some parts of the country prohibit 
women from being chiefs. This results in 
women being excluded from the 
decision-making process in relation to 
culture (‘kastom’), which in turn tends to 
reduce the overall representation of 
women in village decision-making, 
except as women’s representatives.  

Control over one’s 
boy 

In gender relations, one of the most 
important areas of struggle has been 
an individual’s ability to take control 

In Laos, while most women are aware of 
modern methods of contraception, 
social barriers - such as opposition from 
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over their own body and sexuality.51 
This may concern marriage decisions; 
negotiation over sexual relations and 
family planning; freedom from 
neglect; and freedom from sexual and 
physical abuse and exploitation (for 
example, trafficking).52 Our 
programming needs to understand the 
different social, cultural, political, 
environmental and economic 
conditions that affect individuals’ 
control over their own bodies, and 
how our interventions affect these 
dynamics.53 

partners, families or communities, along 
with lack of knowledge and limited 
access to contraceptive devices - 
prevent them from using contraception. 

Violence and 
restorative justice 

Violence is an expression of systems, 
structures and relationships under 
strain – an instrument of social control 
and an extreme reaction to the 
prospect of change.54 Violence can 
take place at various levels, including 
self-directed (suicidal or 
self‐abusive); interpersonal (within a 
household or community) or collective 
(driven by social, political or economic 
struggles).55 In work that aims 
explicitly to shift gendered power 
relations at interpersonal or ingrained 
institutional levels, it is incumbent on 
us to be prepared to address violence, 
both as a common feature of people’s 
lives and as a potential consequence 
of NGO efforts to support individuals’ 
empowerment.  

In Vanuatu, over half the female 
population has experienced some form 
of violence, usually from their partner. In 
the aftermath of Cyclone Pam (in 2015) 
women experienced greater levels of 
violence due to insecure living 
arrangements (living in shelters), and 
more stressful environments (lack of 
water and food). 

Aspirations and 
strategic interests 

Due to persistent gender inequality, 
many women may place limitations on 
themselves about who they want to be 
and what they think they can achieve. 
This may encompass hopes, limitations 
they expect from society, burdens and 
roles, and what kind of relationships 
they expect to have with others.56 Our 
programming should aim to 
understand aspirations and strategic 
interests, regardless of the 
intervention’s technical focus.57 

In some part of Papua New Guinea, 
many women do not see a future for 
themselves beyond being a wife and 
mother. 

 

With these key areas in mind, CARE has developed and used key approaches and tools to better 
understand how gender and other factors intersect to influence people’s vulnerability and capacity, 
including: the Gender Equality Framework (GEF); gender analysis (the systematic attempt to identify 
key issues contributing to gender inequalities, which in turn also contribute to poor development 
outcomes); climate risk, vulnerability and capacity analyses (CVCA) (a participatory methodology to 
understand the implications of climate change on the lives and livelihoods of poverty-affected 



     

Page 13 of 25 
 

people); inclusive planning; and monitoring change from a gender perspective.58 59 The use of these 
approaches and tools has helped CARE to better recognise the different ways in which women, 
women, girls and boys are exposed to and sensitive to different risks, shocks and stresses; and to 
design and implement projects that are closer to the gender-responsive and gender-transformative 
end of the Gender Program Continuum, helping to enable community resilience.60 

Table 2: Enhancing resilience through the Gender Equality Framework 

Domain Approach Example 

Building agency 

By building confidence, 
self-esteem, aspiration, 
knowledge, skills and 
capabilities, women and 
girls are better able to 
affect the change they 
desire. 

Building awareness and 
skills  

 

In Timor-Leste, CARE designed and implemented 
dedicated training (sustainable agricultural 
techniques, home gardening), and supported 
the application of climate-resilient crops, 
sustainable water and land management 
practices, as well as risk mitigation, specifically 
for women. As a result, female members of 
farmer groups have increased knowledge, skills 
and confidence to apply sustainable techniques 
learned, and to apply knowledge and skills to 
mitigate risk. 

Creation of structured 
space for self-reflection 
with key actors 

In Vietnam, with much time and effort devoted 
to capacity-building and CBA/DRR planning, 
project beneficiaries and partners (in particular, 
the Women’s Union) were able to invest time in 
planning and reflecting on the needs of different 
stakeholders (in particular, women), which 
facilitated a change of mindsets towards more 
collaborative and bottom-up planning, that was 
more inclusive of women and other vulnerable 
groups. 

Changing relations 

By changing the power 
relations through which 
people live their lives, 
women and girls have more 
say and choice to make 
decisions about the issues 
that are important in their 
lives. 

Building solidarity and 
leadership amongst 
women and girls 

In Papua New Guinea, core group members of 
the CBA project were configured to ensure equal 
representation of women, with members 
receiving training not only on technical aspects 
of the project, but also in leadership and gender 
equality. This helped members (in particular, 
women) to gain influence at the household and 
community level.  

Engaging men and boys 

It is critical to have 
structured spaces for 
men and boys to reflect 
on masculinities, gender, 
power and privilege in 
their lives. 61   

In Papua New Guinea, CARE’s work with 
traditional male leaders (to better structure 
village assemblies and decision making 
processes to increase women’s participation and 
decision-making power) has resulted in 
changing attitudes of not only leaders, but men 
more generally, with wider acceptance of women 
as actors and decision-makers within 
communities. 

Transforming structures 

By transforming 
discriminatory social norms, 
customs, values, laws, 

Working on service 
delivery with 
government and other 
actors 

In Vietnam, the Integrated Community-based 
Adaptation in the Mekong (ICAM) project 
worked closely with the Women’s Union to 
strengthen women’s role in local governance 
structures.64 ICAM actively promoted Women’s 
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policies and procedures, 
women and girls live in a 
more enabling environment 
where positive change can 
take place.62 

CARE has worked with a 
range of power-holders 
to improve their ability 
to fulfil their obligations 
and be more responsive, 
transparent, and 
accountable to 
marginalised groups, 
particularly women.63 

Union members’ leadership and involvement in 
multiple aspects of resilience programming, 
broadening their skills and expertise in: 
livelihood implementation, disaster 
preparedness and response, climate risk analysis 
and planning, project implementation and 
monitoring and evaluation. As a result, the 
Women’s Union gained capacity and grew with 
the challenge.65  

Supporting alliances and 
movements for social 
change 

Transformational change 
requires that CARE work 
in partnership with 
others, sometimes in 
broader alliances, to 
bring about change. 

In Vanuatu, CARE worked in a consortium with 
other NGOs and more broadly as part of the 
Vanuatu Climate Action Network to lobby the 
government to send a gender-balanced 
delegation to the international climate change 
talks in Warsaw. As a result, the 15-strong 
delegation included seven female delegates, 
three civil society delegates and one youth 
representative, when previous delegations has 
been all-male affairs with little input from civil 
society. The delegation also made its first of two 
submissions to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) on 
Gender Balance. 

Advocacy and policy 
change 

CARE’s work to promote 
lasting change also 
focuses beyond the 
communities with whom 
it directly works, but also 
to influence broader 
social change at scale.66 

In Vanuatu, the program has been able to 
influence government policy, through 
contribution to key policies – the National 
Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk 
Reduction Policy and the National Sustainable 
Development Plan, mobilising civil society 
involvement in the consultation process, 
participation of women on policy steering 
committees, and even by being charged with 
drafting specific sections of policies. 

  

 

Case study: Women as drivers of change in Papua New Guinea67 

Between July 2012 and June 2015, CARE implemented a community-based adaptation project in 
Papua New Guinea’s Nissan district – the remote atoll islands of Nissan and Pinepel. 

As part of the project, CARE formed community-led groups that were women-centred, and 
included training in gender equality to raise awareness amongst men and women of the 
importance of gender equality for community resilience, and to encourage men and women to 
participate equally. As a result of CARE’s training and support to groups, women and young people 
are playing a central role in the community-led groups, which support community members to 
learn about and practice risk reduction techniques.  

Joyceanne Bonnie (Vice-President of the Pinepel Women’s group) was one of the first people on 
the islands to drive the formation of an island-wide community-led group. From her village of 
Rogos, “it is a long way to walk to the other villages.” But together with others, she “picked up all 
the people who were interested” - from all three villages on the island. 
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Joyceanne looks at the sky. “For many years, we have often wondered ‘this is a really long drought’. 
It was only when CARE came to Pinepel that we understood what was happening: climate change.” 

Using the knowledge and 
skills gained as part of the 
project, Joyceanne and 
other group members set 
up an island nursery - here, 
the members learned and 
practiced techniques such 
as mulching and “big hills” 
(a technique that keeps soil 
moist for longer), and 
nurtured the seedlings 
needed to set up kitchen 
gardens. She adopted these 
techniques herself, 
stressing “it has made my 
life better.” And she told 

others about the good results, encouraging them to follow suit. “Today, almost everybody has a 
kitchen garden and uses mulch”, she says with a wide smile. 

“Being in the core group has let me learn so many new things.  
It has let me help my community and I see things are improving now.” 

For her, the most significant change is the greater availability of water that came as CARE set up 
rainwater harvesting tanks across Pinepal. Yet, the droughts and the training have taught her to 
be water-wise. “We work together to make sure people do not waste water”, Joyceanne points out. 

The core groups are a strong mechanism for exchanging experiences, as it emerged that group 
members advise each other on their experiences in using climate-resilient practices. This strong 
sense of ownership provides a solid foundation for sustained mutual learning within the 
community.  

As a result of the work of the community-led groups and the project more broadly, there has been 
a significant and measurable increase in gender equality including: a reduction in women’s 
workloads (through the introduction of kitchen garden and energy-efficient cooking stoves); an 
increase in their access to resources (climate-resilient livelihoods); and a change in men’s 
perceptions of women, so that they are increasingly seen as leaders and decision-makers at home 
and in the community. 

 

Encouraging men and boys to support greater gender equality 
While CARE’s work puts a clear and intentional focus on women, this does not mean that men are 
ignored. In fact, one of the most important messages in the GEF is that lasting empowerment for 
women requires a more serious and honest effort to understand and support change among men 
who are so integral to their lives.68 In the country programs studied, CARE worked with its partners 
and communities to: 

Joyceanne is a core group member from Rogos village. Credit: CARE 
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Offer initiatives that appeal to both women and men: While women are usually the focus of project 
initiatives, benefits must occur within households and wider community. In Timor-Leste and other 
country projects, a focus on climate-resilient livelihoods supported both women and men to improve 

their livelihoods, leading to benefits at a household, as 
well as individual level.  

Create spaces for women and men to come together to 
discuss gender: Bringing together women and men is just 
the first step that must be accompanied by open 
discussions on gender and power, in particular gender-
based violence. In Vanuatu, the CBA project held separate 
participatory risk assessment sessions, training sessions 

and other workshop sessions for women and men, to provide them with opportunities to discuss 
issues separately, but then to come together to share ideas and work together to develop joint 
solutions. 

Support alternative role models: Even with heightened sensitivity to gender and sexuality, men face 
considerable pressures against bucking gender norms to form more equitable relationships with 
women.69 In Papua New Guinea, the CBA project included women and men in core groups, who were 
responsible for rolling out many of the project initiatives. As part of their training they undertook 
gender equality and leadership training, and discussed issues of power and inequality. Back in their 
villages, male members of the core group worked alongside female members collaboratively, 
demonstrating gender equality through leadership and practice. 
 

 

Case study: Women and men working together to saves lives in Vanuatu70 

Between May 2013 and December 2014, CARE implemented a disaster risk reduction project in 
Vanuatu’s Tafea province. When Cyclone Pam – a category five cyclone, one of the worst storms 
ever to hit the region - struck Vanuatu on March 13th, 2015 it tested the community’s resilience.  

When the small community of Dillon’s Bay on Erromango Island heard the cyclone warning four 
days before the cyclone, the Community Disaster Committee (CDC) assembled. Using the cyclone 
map provided by CARE and listening to warnings via radio, the CDC began preparing the 
community. The project’s work to increase gender equality – through supporting women’s agency, 
enabling equal relations between women and men, as well as transforming community structures 
to better support equality – meant that women and men worked together to prepare. Per “Before 
it was only the men’s job to prepare – doing things like fastening the roofs - but this time everyone 
was involved. The women too were carrying timber to give to the fathers, and the women were 
getting the children to help…everyone was part of the preparation. We learned this through the 
simulation exercise that CARE did. It really saved lives, I know it.” said Wilson Umah, CDC member.  

The CDC is made up of both men and women, with leadership positions shared. 21 year old Sabrina 
Yaviong became a CDC member when she filled in for her mother one day, and she has been on 
the committee in her own right ever since. “The CDC is made up of ten people, four of them 
women” Sabrina explains. “The CDC women work the same as the CDC men” she says “but there 
are challenges. Sometimes people see me as just a girl, but Wilson [acting CDC coordinator] 
supports me and helps get people to take me seriously. Now, they listen to me.”  

“When I put on the CDC uniform I feel good, because I feel I’m helping other people, and I’m 
helping me too because I am a future women’s leader.” 

‘We work with women and men to 
better understand their unique 
vulnerabilities and capacities. We do 
this because we recognise that for 
change to occur, everyone has a role to 
play.’ Laos Country Office 
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Once the CDC knew the cyclone was near, they moved people to safe places such as the school, 
church and three private houses made of concrete. They went house to house, checking each one 
and encouraging families to move to a safe place when the evacuation warning came. Jocelyn 
notes, “The CDC helped the elderly and people with disabilities to move, carrying them and their 
belongings. If the CDC hadn’t assisted them,” she says “many of these vulnerable people would 
not have been able to move to the safe house in time.” 

The actions taken by the CDC were successful with more than 95 per cent of the community 
moving to safe places. In the whole community there were no serious injuries or deaths. 

When the wind abated, the CDC 
went and checked on all people 
in the safe places and provided 
assistance. Soon after they did 
an assessment “The CDC 
members did the assessment 
straight away, even though they 
too had been through a disaster 
and had a lot of work to do on 
their own houses and gardens. 
They just put on their uniforms, 
and their families understood 
that as CDC members they had 
a duty to the community, and 
they respected that,” says 
Jonathan (CDC Coordinator). 

Dividing up the community, each CDC member was responsible for assessing a particular area. 
“The area up the top was mine” says Sabrina. “I assessed the damage to houses, gardens, kitchens 
and things inside like pots and pans, and collected information on how many women and men 
there were in each household”. This was the first time that assessments like this had been done in 
a community, and CDC members worked with each other and the community to complete 
assessments faithfully and accurately. 

“When the government representatives landed here they couldn’t believe we were alive. All they 
could see from the plane was destruction. They came to do an assessment, but the CDC was 

right there waiting at the airstrip ready to hand them the finished assessment report.” 

“After the assessment, we started with the work of cleaning up our gardens and recovering bits of 
our houses and building temporary shelters” Wilson explains. “The CDC did not stop its work after 
the cyclone. They advised everyone to help each other, to replant and rebuild, and slowly, slowly, 
helped the village recover.” 

 

Nurturing women’s groups and alliances 

When women are part of the conversation, when they actively take part in project actions, and when 
they are part of the decision-making process: communities are more likely to change and become 
more equal. Much of CARE’s work focuses on working with community institutions. When they 
include a methodology that raises consciousness about inequalities (for example, gender 
discrimination), groups can also be a powerful vehicle for social change.71 It is with and through these 
groups, that approaches to increase gender equality and women’s voice can be supported.72 

CDC member Sabrina shows off her new kitchen garden 
planted after the cyclone. Credit: CARE 



     

Page 18 of 25 
 

Strengthening groups’ effectiveness, livelihood and leadership skills, and gender awareness is a 
fundamental component of an empowerment approach.73 

In Papua New Guinea, the CBA project ensured that women were actively engaged and driving 
forward planning and action by community actions groups. They were provided with gender and 
equality, and leadership training, and regular discussions about power and inequality were discussed. 
Back in their villages, male and female group members worked alongside each other, and shared 
leadership decisions. Involvement in these group helped members (in particular, women) to gain 
influence at the household and community level. 

Supporting government partners to scale up gender and resilience approaches 

CARE believes that transforming power dynamics through political processes requires the 
organisation to build solidarity and work collectively in partnership with others.74 By standing in 
solidarity with the poorest and most marginalised and by leveraging CARE’s unique role and 
reputational capital as an international non-governmental organisation (NGO), CARE’s programs aim 
to broker negotiations with power holders who are critical to achieving changes in institutional 
policies and practices.75 For this approach to work CARE recognises that:   

- Its voice should not replace the voice of women and girls who experience poverty and injustice 
in the countries it works;  

- It must facilitate those in power to hear the voice of women and girls first hand, acknowledging 
that CARE can also work directly in an influencing role; and  

- It should identify partners with strong gender equality 
programming skills at the community and country levels 
to gain and learn from their experiences.76 

This recognition was put into action in Vietnam, as part of the 
CBA project, where CARE worked through the Women’s Union 
and local women’s groups to deliver the project. Partnering 
with the Women’s Union gave the project unrestricted access 
to women in all communities, in particular ethnic minority 
women, who are considered chronically vulnerable, and 
enabled women and girls have a voice. CARE also actively 
promoted Women’s Union members’ leadership and involvement in multiple aspects of resilience 
programming, broadening their skills and expertise, including their ability to input into local 
government planning processes, and helping those in power hear women’s voices. 

When advocating for more responsive and transformative approach to gender with government 
partners, CARE encouraged governments to:  

� Foster strong, visible, active leadership that promotes gender equality (tied to organisational 
outcomes), leading the development of an organisational culture that reflects gender equitable 
norms;77 

� Invest in gender capacity through capacity development work (personal, organisational, 
programmatic), sharing and learning on gender best practice; and supporting other foundational 
capacities for gender work (facilitation, engaging power/politics, partnership, analysis/learning, 
risk reduction, gender in emergencies, etc.);78 

� Undertake gender-responsible planning and budgeting; 

� Work with key actors to provide inputs, services and market access for poor communities. 

‘We strive to get women in 
solidarity, to get them structured 
and strengthened in such a way that 
they can get strong. (…) Knowledge 
is not enough, they must have 
confidence and capacity, to stand 
up, to stand out and to receive 
confidence.’ Interview, Lao 
Women’s Union, 2015 
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By partnering with government, CARE is more readily able to multiply its impacts and support the 
enabling environment for gender-responsive and gender-transformative change.79 For new 
programs, this requires a strategy based on the context for the way in which governments and other 
groups work together, and looking for opportunities to: 

Apply CARE’s Gender Equality Framework: The framework 
reminds us that development interventions are most 
helpful when they take a holistic, multi-level and broadly 
political view of women’s empowerment.80 This includes 
not only working with women to build new skills and 
confidence (agency), but to engage in women’s 
relationships and the structures and institutions (including 
belief systems and market institutions) that shape 
women’s lives.81  

Nurture collectives/ groups and empowerment: When 
groups are cohesive and function well, they can achieve 
great successes.82 When they include a methodology that 

raises consciousness about inequalities (e.g. gender discrimination), groups can also be a powerful 
vehicle for social change. Strengthening groups’ effectiveness, livelihood skills, and gender 
awareness is a fundamental component of an empowerment approach;83 

Engage with men and boys: The relations part of the framework reminds us of the importance in 
working with individuals with whom women hold key relationships.84 This includes: 1) engagement 
with community elites and power-holders; and 2) engaging male partners of the impact group. 
Engaging men and boys is critical for expanding women’s and girls’ access to productive and 
community resources (particularly land) and markets.85  
 

Case study: Increasing women’s agency in Timor-Leste 

Between July 2012 and March 2015, CARE implemented a community-based adaptation project in 
Timor-Leste’s Liquiça district.  

At the beginning of the project, a gender and power analysis was undertaken to better understand 
the gender dynamics in the project area and to inform project activities. As a result, the project 
supported different approaches to promote more gender-equitable social relations. These 
included: a) the integration of women into activities of target groups; b) the introduction of a 
women’s quota in (leadership positions of) water management groups; and c) the promotion of 
gender equality through trainings and awareness raising.  

‘In Timor, staff lack capacity, not just in 
gender or resilience, but in day to day 
management and getting things done. 
Until government is strengthened at this 
level, the scale up of approaches is 
difficult. However, by building support 
at national and local community levels 
we hope that at some point these will 
meet in the middle.’ Timor-Leste 
Country Office 
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Berta, is one women who benefitted from the project’s focus on gender equality. She became 
involved when she heard that the project was establishing farmer’s groups and running training 
on home gardens. “I was in the village when I heard one 
day that CARE was asking for community members to 
give their names to participate in the farmer’s groups and 
so I gave my name and became part of the group. The 
group thought I was a hard worker and asked me to be 
the group leader. I was very happy”. 

Since CARE delivered training in home-gardening 
techniques Berta has seen many changes in both her own 
life and the lives of group members. “Through the home 
gardens we are now able to produce enough vegetables 
for our families to eat but also to sell at the local market”. 
Being able to sell produce at the local market has meant 
that Berta and others in the group have started to invest 
in the future. “With the money from selling vegetables, 
the women in our group have been able to pay children’s 
school fees and make improvements to their houses. I 
also recently bought some pigs which I plan to raise and 
then sell the piglets at the main market”. 

“I am happy because I have a strong group of women who all work together. We work in the 
home garden together – even though we have different plots we all share the work”. 

The changes have also been personal for Berta. “I have enjoyed learning new things through 
CARE’s program – group members support me to participate in the trainings and they depend on 
me to bring that knowledge and share it with them - I am proud that I can contribute to our group 
this way”. 

  

Berta is proud to be part of the 
farmer’s group, as she uses 

knowledge gained to help others. 
Credit: CARE. 
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5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
For CARE and other organisations who value the importance of ensuring future resilience-related 
programs maximise gender equality and women’s voice, the following strategies and actions are 
recommended. 

Recommendations for programs: 

1. Invest in context-specific analysis to understand the interconnected factors shaping the 
aspirations of men and women, in order to design effective and appropriate action: 
Conduct a standalone gender analysis or include gender as part of vulnerability and capacity 
assessments prior to the start of a program to inform the development of a program.86 Ensure 
that analyses consider more complex, horizontal (inter-community) and vertical (national, 
regional, local) distinctions. 

2. Ensure that the program has a gendered Theory of Change (ToC), with specific gender 
goals and objectives, informed by a gender analysis: The ToC for any program should be 
gendered, and explain the causal argument for how gender outcomes will be achieved, as well 
as the assumptions underpinning the causal argument.87 A Gender Action Plan should also be 
developed to ensure program outcomes, outputs and activities are gender-responsive and -
transformative, and link with the overall program ToC. 

3. Integrate gender-responsive and gender-transformative interventions to support progress 
on the program Theory of Change and gender goals/ objectives: Based on the context for 
the way in which groups form/ work together, for community planning and action, for local 
government and private sector planning and action, look for opportunities through which to: a) 
apply CARE’s Gender Equality Framework (this includes not only working with women to build 
new skills and confidence (agency), but to engage in women’s relationships and the structures 
and institutions (including belief systems and market institutions) that shape women’s lives; b) 
nurture collectives/ groups and empowerment (through strengthening groups’ effectiveness, 
livelihood skills, and gender awareness ); and c) engage men (because of the importance of 
working with individuals with whom women hold key relationships).88  

Recommendations for multiplying impact over time: 

4. Promote gender equality and women’s voice as a core approach in all programs 
(humanitarian response; climate and disaster resilience; food and nutrition and security; social 
protection and economic empowerment). It is only through gender equality that women can 
achieve their full potential.  

5. Engage men: Men must be engaged in in order for traditional structures to change, and for men 
to accept and approve the changed, and more empowered role of women when building 
resilience.89 However, it is important that women’s strengthened role in building resilience does 
not become an excuse for inaction among some men, or for men to feel threatened and commit 
gender-based violence. Activities for men are therefore an important component to include in 
resilience programming, in order to positively influence the attitudes and practices of men, and 
ingrained issues.90  

6. Address power and resources imbalances in the household and community and transform 
gendered roles and responsibilities: Invest in improving women’s economic empowerment in 
the face of climate change and disasters to address the way resources and labour are distributed 
and valued in the economy. Focus on identifying and overcoming cultural and social constraints, 
such as limited freedom of movement, which impact on women’s ability to undertake resilience 
actions. Invest in information communication technologies and in addressing women’s higher 
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levels of illiteracy as a critical driver of change in gender relations and adaptive capacity. Tackle 
the entrenched drivers of vulnerability and gender inequality, such as poor access to health 
services and reproductive and sexual health information in order to remove barriers to successful 
resilience actions.91 

7. Plan for long term development: Long-term planning is a crucial factor for resilience programs 
to be successful, as building resilience takes time to work on multiple fronts, levels and scales. 
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6 CONCLUSION 
Based on evidence from CARE’s work in the Asia-Pacific region, this paper has provided insights into 
what it looks like to work towards gender equality in resilience-related programming, and how 
different approaches have been effective so far.  

It has found that by bringing together different approaches that enhance resilience (such as DRR and 
CBA), with existing practice on what works to build gender equality: women, their families and 
communities are better able to increase their capabilities to address risk, change and uncertainty, at 
the same time as addressing the underlying causes of poverty.  

The journey towards gender equality and resilience is a long one however, and much is still unknown 
about what works and doesn’t work across different countries and contexts. As a result, organisations 
like CARE need to continue promoting gender equality and women’s voice as a core programming 
approach, by investing in context-specific analysis and gendered theories of change; and by using 
these to integrate gender-responsive and -transformative interventions in their resilience programs. 
They need to increase their engagement with men, and to address power and resource imbalances 
in the household and community so that cultural and social constraints may be overcome. 
Importantly, CARE and others need to plan for long term engagement to achieve gender equality 
and resilience, and to commit to documenting and sharing their learning along the way, so that 
thinking, action and learning is shared and used to improve the lives of those most at risk from 
climate change and disasters. This paper helps kick start the journey. 
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