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1� Introduction

Contemporary studies and scholarship on International Development Volunteers 
(IDVs) have effectively emphasised their invaluable contribution to promoting 
Gender Equality and Women Empowerment (GEWE) in partner organizations 
and communities in the Global South (Tiessen/Rao/Lough 2020; Tiessen/Lough/
Cheung 2018; Butcher/Einolf 2017; Seelig/Lough 2015). Research evidence con-
tinues to highlight the transformative potential and mutual benefits of the intercul-
tural interaction between IDVs from the Global North and partner organizations 
in the South. Staff of partner organizations and beneficiary communities in the 
Global South consider male IDVs particularly to be key allies in promoting GEWE 
because they demonstrate alternative (soft) masculine behaviours in their everyday 
interactions with the local people in ways that have a potential to transform local 
norms. Whereas these interactions have been mapped as an opportunity to posi-
tively transform local gender norms and behaviours, some studies have deployed 
critical theory to characterize the interaction as an exercise of ‘colonial continuity’ 
(Heron 2007) made possible only by the unequal distribution of power. 

This paper examines the experiences of partner organization staff as they nav-
igate transnational relationships with IDVs and the delivery of GEWE program-
ming. Findings from this study also highlight experiences of resistance, coopera-
tion and collaboration in the design of gender equality programming. At the heart 
of this analysis is a focus on agency as expressed through the perspectives of part-
ner organizations who are active agents in navigating programming in collabora-
tion with Global North transnational actors. 

To fully explore agency and the experiences of partner organizations in transna-
tional spaces, I apply a theoretical lens that captures the breadth of interactions, 
reactions and strategies employed. Previous studies have relied heavily on critical 
theory and neocolonial analyses to consider the transnational spaces where IDVs 
and partner organizations are operating and the structural limitations (Clost 2014; 
Simpson 2004; Cook 2007; Baaz 2005; Heron 2007). While these critical insights 
help understand important challenges and systemic inequalities in development 
programming, they offer limited insights into the range of experiences of part-
ner organization staff as they negotiate gender equality priorities in line with local 
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cultural norms and values and through transnational feminist lenses. This paper 
analyzes the tensions between agency and critical theory through a transnational 
feminist lens.

2� Literature Review 

Critical theory is commonly used in scholarship on international volunteering as 
a lens to scrutinize North-South relationships with a particular focus on issues 
of power and privilege as they relate to the experiences of Global North transna-
tional actors engaged in volunteer programs in the Global South. Scholars have 
used neocolonial interpretations of knowledge exchange to document problematic 
and inequitable structural processes that are facilitated by neoliberal globalization 
and that contribute to ‘colonial continuities’ (Heron 2007; Loiseau et al. 2016; Per-
old et al. 2013; Baaz 2005). Post-colonial theory has often been deployed in this 
sense to highlight how colonial and post-colonial imaginaries of development are 
reinforced in the process of international volunteering. Critical theory scholars 
have used colonialism and neo-imperialism as entry points to explain the under-
lying structural dynamics that produce and reproduce unequal international rela-
tions that largely serve the strategic interests of Northern governments and Global 
North citizens at the expense of the Southern ‘others’ (Clost 2014; Simpson 2004; 
Tiessen/Kumar 2013; Cook 2007; Baaz 2005; Heron 2007). 

Although neocolonial analyses offer a valuable critical examination of structural 
limitations to equality through the colonial continuities of North-South relations, 
they fall short of exploring the agency and voices of partners in the Global South 
and are thereby “limited in their ability to decolonize the scholarship on interna-
tional volunteers (Tiessen/Lough/Cheung 2018:11) and insufficient to explore the 
relational aspects of international development volunteering (Tiessen/Rao/Lough 
2020; Palacios 2010; Devereux 2010; Howes 2008). 

In comparison with neocolonial and critical analyses, a more comprehensive ana-
lytical lens that focuses on transnational spaces where IDVs and partner organi-
zation staff work together to negotiate and navigate structural realities and local 
priorities is necessary for understanding strategies employed or resisted as part of 
GEWE programming. The analytical lens of transnational feminism fills some of 
these gaps. Therefore, the analytical lens of transnational feminism is employed 
in this paper to consider the unique contributions of transnational actors such as 
IDVs in their interactions with Global South partners. A transnational feminist lens 
highlights the importance of understanding agency and the perspectives of partner 
organization staff, including their needs, preferences, perceived outcomes and the 
value attached to interpersonal dynamics (Tiessen/Lough/Cheung 2018; Butcher/
Einolf 2017; Seelig/Lough 2015). 
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Transnational feminism stems from a renewed urgency to uphold the principles of 
gender equality, justice, and fairness building on feminist interpretations of gen-
der equality. Transnational feminism combines alliance-building strategies across 
cultural differences with local level insights on cultural specificity as Global South 
scholars and activists turn their attention to dismantling patriarchy in their own 
nations and regions (Quataert 2014). Transnational feminism builds on the work of 
African feminists, specifically scholars who have challenged the systematic domi-
nation of women by men in some or all of society’s spheres and institutions (Walby 
1997; hooks 2004). African feminist theorising and activism have both influ-
enced and brought to the fore critical debates on gender and intersectional politics 
(Oyěwùmí 2003; Tamale 2011; Ratele 2013), and put women’s agency at the centre 
of the discussion. As such, applying a transnational feminist lens advances knowl-
edge of agency and structural inequality and how these relate to local feminisms, 
empowerment, and transnational relationships. 

When assessing gendered transnational relations, little has been written about the 
influence of IDVs. IDVs, as transnational actors working in the Global South, offer 
avenues for new synergies in their relationships with partner organization staff 
to collectively unpack everyday issues that may be unchallenged such as power 
dynamics, gender relations, and root causes of inequality (Lough/Tiessen 2016; 
Schech et al. 2019; UNV 2015). The relationship between IDVs and partner organ-
ization staff in this process of making sense of gender inequality exposes tensions 
and mutual learning that arise from a partnership model of reflecting on power 
dynamics in GEWE programs. The design of GEWE programs between IDVs 
and partner organization staff is, however, fraught with tensions and resistance. 
Understanding the reason for resistance is important for considering the possibili-
ties for – and limitations of – GEWE programming. 

Through sustained relationships between IDVs and partner organization staff, 
the scope for mutual learning grows and thereby the opportunities for transna-
tional feminist values to be asserted and enacted in these transnational spaces 
also grows. Transnational feminism offers new insights into alternative interpre-
tations of feminism and gender equality, highlighting ways of being and know-
ing that place equal importance on subaltern voices and ensuring the discursive 
space to deconstruct and reconstruct local values. Transnational feminism fosters 
a better understanding of thematic and conceptual notions that underpin interna-
tional development volunteering, and commitments to reciprocity, mutuality, and 
intercultural competencies, as well as ethics and social justice. Next, I examine the 
experiences of partner organization staff who navigate GEWE programming pri-
orities introduced by IDVs: their reactions, resistance, and reflections on finding 
common ground when working in partnership with IDVs. 
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3� Methods

Interviews were conducted in 2018 – 2019 with 150 partner organization staff in 
ten countries. Once all interviews were transcribed, data were coded to identify 
common themes throughout. Data were analyzed using discourse analysis. The 
introduction to this special edition has more detailed information on the methodol-
ogy for data collection and the analysis of findings.  

4� Conservative Values and Resistance to Change 

Data collected from the ten countries assessed in this study advances our under-
standing of how the transnational interactions and engagements between IDVs 
and staff of partner organisations help to dismantle and challenge negative cul-
tural norms and gender stereotypes that undermine the success of GEWE initia-
tives. Two core findings across the sample help us understand the way that GEWE 
is understood and interpreted within local contexts: conservative values and resist-
ance to change and respecting local culture and re-imagining GEWE in local con-
texts. The cross-cultural opportunities offered by international volunteering have 
often been leveraged by partner organizations to help improve the understand-
ing of their staff and beneficiary communities about alternative norms and trans-
formative cultural practices that can enhance gender equality. The two themes that 
emerged from this analysis will be discussed in turn. This paper first looks at con-
servative values and resistance to change, and then turns to a discussion of respect-
ing local culture and re-imagining GEWE in local contexts.

GEWE programs introduced by or facilitated through the work of IDVs can pro-
voke hostilities and resistance from a small, but often powerful, group of people 
within the partner countries. Conservative voices and patriarchal gatekeepers in 
the Global South often invoke culture and tradition as the pretext to reject GEWE 
programming. Those who resist GEWE initiatives may view these programs as 
externally imposed by Western powers. Such a view shows little understanding of 
the locally-based feminists (men, women, transgender, and non-binary) fighting 
for gender equality and women’s rights in their own communities, including schol-
ars, human rights defenders and civil society organizations (Kapur 2005; Mohanty 
2003; Quataert 2014; Okech/Musindarwezo 2019). 

Respondents in this study highlighted culturally grounded hegemonic masculine 
practices as one of the major challenges towards implementing GEWE initiatives. 
These problematic masculine behaviours and patriarchal hostilities are a con-
stant distraction that reify a kind of resistance to GEWE, framed around a particu-
lar narrow and largely uninformed or uneducated claims of culture and traditions 
that wilfully ignores systemic inequality. For instance, a male senior administrator 
at one of the partner organizations in Kenya, elaborated on what he has observed 
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from community members as forms of distrust for GEWE programming as a West-
ern imposition, asserting cultural expectations of men’s roles as leaders and heads 
of the family:

The challenges are we have what we call conservatives. Some of them are those 
conservatives who believe that the man is the head and women are not sup-
posed to lead. They still live in the old schools of thought…

These understandings of patriarchal norms are often linked to patriarchal struc-
tures resisting GEWE, and any kind of social change that would undermine male 
privilege thereby threatening these structures. As another staff member from 
Kenya noted:

African traditions are a patriarchal society where men are very dominant and 
anything that goes like women are trying to come to the same level through 
equality and all that then there is a lot of resistance in this community.

Patriarchal expectations of the gender division of labour are further understood as 
a barrier to women’s economic opportunities. For example, an interviewee in Viet-
nam noted:

At the family level, there are some barriers for women in businesses. Many men 
want women to stay home and spend more time with the family, taking care of 
children. They do not support women with business. That kind of challenge 
still exists in Vietnam.

Understanding local hostility to GEWE is important to inform better education and 
awareness about women’s rights and feminist principles. The resistance against 
GEWE can be viewed as the manifest reaction of patriarchy to the potential changes 
in gender relations, which is often felt as disruptive in people’s lives as well as local 
beliefs and customs. Resistance to gender equality (GE) can generally be under-
stood as active resistance and passive resistance. Respondents described active 
forms of resistance to involve openly challenging the goal or relevance of GEWE, 
putting forward alternative facts and arguments against it, and often trying to per-
suade others to join the opposition. Passive resistance on the other hand is often dif-
ficult to detect and can even go undetected depending on the resistor’s proximity to 
power. It may take time to discover passive resistance against implementing GE pro-
grams because the people involved are often part of the GE project. They pretend to 
be supporters of gender equality, but in reality, their deeper feelings oppose the idea. 
Such saboteurs apply their subtle acts in their own work within the organizational 
set up, and quietly undermine or sabotage the implementation of gender policies or 
programs. Others may say they support gender equality but point out that there are 
more urgent and pressing priorities to be addressed first. One male project adminis-
trator in Ghana raised this point during the interviews:

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748924951-108, am 25.05.2023, 07:32:16
Open Access –  - http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748924951-108
http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


113

Bitamsimli, Resistance, Cooperation and Collaboration 

The men are saying that any work that comes to the community is focusing 
on empowering women but then there are vulnerable men. Women in some of 
these communities are more empowered than some men in that community 
and for that matter we should begin to see beyond just gender.

As revealed by the data in this study, the major factors responsible for slowing the 
progress in achieving GEWE goals are: the misinformed nature of these perspec-
tives, coupled with limited understanding of the essence for GEWE to be women-fo-
cussed to a large extent, and their lack of understanding of systemic inequality and 
how it disproportionately leads to discrimination against both men and women. 

Staff working on GE projects have also highlighted the threat of deeply-held 
misogynistic, sexist and patriarchal behaviours that undermine the success of gen-
der-specific development programs. One of these challenges is the persistence of 
hegemonic practices that legitimizes male superiority in all aspects of social rela-
tionships in the private and public sphere, the first of which are the social norms 
and practices that normalize male privilege, whereby families train boys to be 
future leaders and breadwinners, and girls to be future subordinated dependents 
of men. The consequence is lack of paid job opportunities to earn income, while 
men dominate both private and public sector work. Although many women have 
entered the workforce and may also be heads of households and breadwinners, the 
vision of domestic life, which continues to dominate the imagination of many cul-
tures, is one in which the logic of male domination is intact, whether men are pres-
ent in the home or not (hooks 2014). One male staff member of a partner organiza-
tion raised this point in Kenya:

African traditions are a patriarchal society where men are very dominant and 
anything that goes like women are trying to come to the same level through 
equality and all that then there is a lot of resistance in this community.

Revolutionary feminist consciousness-raising emphasized the importance of 
learning about patriarchy as a system of domination, how it became institution-
alized and how it is perpetuated and maintained. “Understanding the way male 
domination and sexism was expressed in everyday life would awaken women to 
the realities of their victimization and exploitation by the patriarchal structures” 
(hooks 2014:7). Women who defy the odds and make it into professional careers 
or seek to make their own income always risk the triple role burden imposed by the 
patriarchal gender order, whereby women must combine productive, reproductive, 
and community obligations along with other duties such as being a ‘good house-
keeper’ (family welfare and harmony), which also add other layers of responsibil-
ity on the woman. This may be partly responsible for the lack of progress in break-
ing the glass ceiling for many women, as explained by one respondent from Nepal:
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I think an employer will always seek a male employee instead of a female. He 
will look for male not female. They are very much thinking that the female will 
get married and go to the husband’s house, much less time at the office and 
work.

In most of the other countries where data was collected for this study, similar con-
cerns of discriminatory practices limiting women’s access to resources and paid 
employment opportunities arose. For example, in Kenya, one participated noted:

When a woman is married, she has to go to her husband’s home. It does not 
matter if she is a working woman or someone who does not work, she has to do 
all the home activities, she has all the responsibility. All the responsibilities at 
home and at work. 

Sexist and discriminatory views translate into discriminatory practices. For exam-
ple, men are more dominant in the business community and are more likely to serve 
on boards and decision-making bodies. This results in significant barriers to wom-
en’s participation in new start-ups and, as one person in Vietnam noted, it is there-
fore “difficult for women to join the investing world. Some start-up women say that 
they had difficulty in accessing investors.” 

Adding an intersectional lens, it is clear that gender inequality can be more signif-
icant among certain ethic groups. As another organization partner from Vietnam 
notes: 

For certain ethnic minorities, the men control all the business in the family. 
If someone comes to the house, he is expected to approach first. If you bring 
women outside the house, men need to be consulted.

Similarly, in Nepal, challenges arise in terms of gender inequality and ethnic 
minority groups as one organizational staff member added: 

Working with ethnic minority female students is very challenging when they 
tend to get married so young. There exist social norms in the mountainous 
areas that they do not want girls to study further, they will create more oppor-
tunities for boys. 

These patriarchal norms and cultural practices within many countries make tack-
ling gender inequality a complex and challenging endeavour. The interview par-
ticipants provided many examples of the specific challenges they encounter; the 
resistance they met from different members of the community (primarily men in 
positions of leadership, but also women who seek to uphold cultural values as a 
means to maintain social and family cohesion). Despite experiences of resistance 
to change, gender norms, and cultural practices are dynamic (Okech/Musindar-
wezo 2019; Ahmed/Meena 2012). 
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4�1 Respecting Local Cultures and Re-Imagining GEWE in Local 
Contexts

Several study participants noted that a lack of cultural understanding by some 
IDVs have negative ramifications on the impact they make, emphasizing that the 
lack of cultural knowledge is a serious limitation for IDVs in promoting GEWE. 
Others suggested the need to withdraw IDVs from the frontlines of promoting gen-
der equality, and rather restrict their role to training local staff of partner organiza-
tions who, in their view, would be better positioned to navigate the potential con-
flict or tensions associated with promoting GE in a patriarchal society. 

One of the core findings across the ten countries was the emphasis on creating 
buy-in among men of GEWE programming. As previous scholars have argued, dis-
mantling and changing patriarchal gender order will require both men and women 
to work together (hooks 2004). Without men and boys as allies in the struggle, 
the feminist movement will not progress because it would be a missed opportu-
nity to work together to correct the assumptions deeply embedded in the cultural 
psyche that feminism is anti-male. IDVs are seen as playing a vital role in promot-
ing increased involvement of men in GEWE programs. One example that was 
mentioned by several study participants was the significance of having men IDVs 
engaged in GEWE work as a way to promote alternative masculinities and break 
down gender barriers, especially when it comes to the gender division of labour. 

While hegemonic masculine norms may oppress local men, who would other-
wise wish to express equality in their relationships by performing roles normally 
assigned to women, male IDVs remain one of the key conduits through which alter-
native masculine ideas can be demonstrated or practiced. Whereas it is no longer a 
strange phenomenon in Western societies for a man to participate in basic house-
hold chores (e.g. cooking, washing dishes or cleaning the house), local men in 
patriarchal societies often risk consequences if they transgress these socially con-
structed gender barriers. Most GEWE projects consider IDVs to be allies and role 
models because they demonstrate alternative masculinities that can transform 
gender relations within the workspace and in beneficiary communities. The follow-
ing are some of the ways participants perceived to be positive promotion of alterna-
tive masculine norms. For example, a study participant in Kenya explained: “One 
example is that they even helped to change babies’ diapers. He actually helped to do 
that. It looked like ooh no this is a woman’s job, but he did it.”

In Kenya, some partners also perceive IDVs to have influenced their community to 
change perceptions about gender norms. This is usually the case when male vol-
unteers often take up traditionally female roles such as doing household chores. 
The host organizations and communities in the South draw inspiration from the 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748924951-108, am 25.05.2023, 07:32:16
Open Access –  - http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748924951-108
http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


116

Articles 

exemplary gender-sensitive behaviour of IDVs, a situation that enhances the possi-
bility of equal division of labour between men and women.

We learned some things from them [IDVs]. In Africa [and] Kenya gender roles 
are so divided, and it is almost like a taboo for men to do some things like even 
carry a child. We learned that what a man can do, or a woman can do; we can 
collaborate and just do everything together. 

Similarly, in Ghana, one participant shared: “There are certain things we say is a 
woman’s thing but from the volunteer’s behaviour for example, he washes his own 
plate after he’s done. The people are surprised that he would do his own stuff.” 

Some feminist organizations and GEWE advocates consider IDVs as allies because 
their presence in workspaces and communities provide an alternative approach 
that positively transform gender norms and problematic masculine behaviours. 
In Ghana, participants explained that “When you are a woman in our community, 
and you are talking about gender equality you look very strange to your male coun-
terparts. But somebody from another culture brings that [and] it helps.” Likewise 
in Kenya, partner organization staff consider outsiders’ perspectives helpful for 
explaining why violence against women is a violation of human rights. In Tanzania, 
partner organization staff used examples of the country’s commitments to United 
Nations resolutions and national policy documents as further evidence that prac-
tices such as violence against women were not acceptable in the country. 

The day-to-day actions of IDVs were often perceived as fresh perspectives on alter-
native roles carried out by men and women. Through these observations, IDVs were 
able to break down barriers and rethink what is normal practice. While important 
opportunities for alternatively role modelling on gender roles was highlighted by 
several staff members across a number of countries, other ongoing challenges for 
addressing GEWE were explained in terms of perceptions of leaving men and boys 
behind. Concerns about perceived special treatment for women highlighted resent-
ment and hostilities towards GEWE initiatives. These concerns ranged from spe-
cific complaints about the lack of attention to male poverty and vulnerability to 
fears that GEWE is a zero-sum game calculated to disempower men. In Ghana, 
one participant described the concerns as a form of backlash:

The men are saying that any work that comes to the community is focusing on 
empowering women but then there are vulnerable men also and that IDVs are 
too focused on women and leave out men.

Some respondents in Kenya echoed these concerns of GEWE programming – 
being too focused on women and girls, while livelihood opportunities are increas-
ingly becoming scarce for many boys and men who are equally vulnerable. A male 
GEWE program officer from Uganda emphasised the need for GEWE programmes 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748924951-108, am 25.05.2023, 07:32:16
Open Access –  - http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748924951-108
http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


117

Bitamsimli, Resistance, Cooperation and Collaboration 

to advocate for mutual understanding and cooperation between men and women 
instead of focussing on women and girls’ empowerment. In his view, GEWE pro-
grams run the risk of creating “a generation where women are more empowered 
than men… then we would need to go back to fighting for the rights of men.” 

Another respondent from Malawi echoed this view: “If it keeps pushing men away 
from taking on leadership roles then I feel like in the future is going to become 
another problem. So having a balanced set up is more ideal.”

5� Analysis

Two main points can be deduced from these voices: the first is the significance of 
increasing the participation of men and boys as a means of promoting local acceptance 
and consensus on gender equality programs. The second, however, is an erroneous 
perception that women’s empowerment automatically results in men’s disempower-
ment. As noted earlier in the introduction, such problematic perceptions of feminism 
and GE serve as acts of resistance to the meaningful changes that are needed. Power in 
this context is seen as a zero-sum game whereby power won by some results in power 
taken from others. Education to promote a better understanding of empowerment as 
a universal goal is important, and that needs to start with the messaging. 

Others see engaging men and boys as a critical factor to the success of GEWE, 
recognizing that men are part of the problem. In this view, boys and men can be 
useful allies in finding a solution. The participation of men and boys in support of 
gender equality has the potential to bring positive changes in their attitudes, per-
ceptions and behaviours that benefit women and girls (Lang 2003; Flood 2007; Sil-
berschmidt 2011). Engaging men and boys is also important because understand-
ing men’s gender expectations – their expected roles, relations and positions as 
men – can help engage them more naturally in efforts to curb masculine-related 
violence, achieve equality and reduce poverty (Lang 2003). IDVs also play a crucial 
role in supporting gender equality programming that promotes men’s participa-
tion in gender equality. 

It is also important to highlight the sentiments of mutual complementarity 
expressed in the subaltern perspectives presented in these findings; they reinforce 
the fact that volunteer projects that are designed to accomplish a common social 
goal like gender equality, and involve multiple ethnic groups, have the potential to 
break down barriers that separate diverse ethnic and social groups. Partner organ-
izations, beneficiary communities, and local feminist groups regard IDVs as crit-
ical allies in the struggle against patriarchal resistance towards GE, which often 
manifests in the form of toxic or problematic masculine behaviour. IDVs’ cross-cul-
tural knowledge and understanding, as well as their inclination to bring social jus-
tice perspectives when discussing issues of GE, make them crucial enablers of 
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otherwise nonexistent safe spaces to deconstruct local gender norms in ways that 
can lead to change in mindsets and attitudes towards GEWE. IDVs bring diverse 
perspectives that contribute to increased tolerance and broadened perspectives on 
how to solve problems, especially involving gender relations. They help to develop 
human resources of partner organizations by contributing skills, information, and 
knowledge to support organizational capacity building. IDVs help to increase the 
ability of partner organizations to successfully design programs and deliver GEWE 
programs. Volunteering for development, especially in the area of gender equality 
and women’s empowerment, has contributed significantly to improving women’s 
skills, understanding of their rights, and decision-making power. 

Although challenges remain in how the cross-cultural interaction between the 
North and the South is structured, the Southern voices presented in this project 
provide a counterpoint to post-colonial and neoliberal critiques (Cook 2007; Baaz 
2005; Haas/Georgeou 2019; Georgeou/Engel 2011; Lyons et al. 2012; Simpson 
2004; Heron 2007). Post-colonial and neoliberal critique may inaccurately char-
acterize subaltern actors as powerless and passive recipients of Northern aid tied 
to a Western conception of being (Tiessen 2018; Lough 2011; Lough 2013; Lough 
2019). The direct contact among people from different backgrounds has the poten-
tial to make people more comfortable with each other’s differences, to reduce anxi-
ety, and to lead to mutual understanding and respect (Tajfel/Turner 1979). 

Further investigation is required to fully uncover the specific ways in which IDVs 
and partner organizations navigate their cultural differences to promote GEWE. 
However, the partnerships forged through IDV creates transnational spaces across 
the local–international divide that are crucial to achieving international targets 
and realizing commitments to gender equality. To effectively harness the poten-
tial in these partnerships, researchers and development workers must recognize 
and acknowledge both the potential dominant Westernized perception and impo-
sition of GE, as well as the potential for new knowledge production and contribu-
tions to solidarity movements. Transnational feminism is the most suitable lens 
through which one can make sense of the impact IDVs make in promoting GE. The 
application of this lens examines the relationship between a politics of location and 
accountability, and the politics of knowledge production by examining the histo-
ries and hierarchies of power and agency. Some feminist scholars have also defined 
the transnational in relation to women’s cross-border organizing (Mindry 2001; 
Mohanty 2003), and as a spatialized analytic frame that can account for varying 
scales of representation, ideology, economics, and politics, while maintaining a 
commitment to difference and asymmetrical power (Radcliffe et al. 2003).

Deconstructing and transforming gender relations is likely to be limited in scope 
and impact unless gender equality programs adequately recognize, and engage 
with, the complexities and situational realities of men and masculinities in diverse 
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spaces. Evidence continues to highlight different ways in which men’s entangle-
ment with dominant masculinities make men profoundly vulnerable and expose 
women to negative acts and behaviours (Clowes 2013; Ratele 2013). The south-
ern voices in this research and in previous studies have emphasized that excluding 
men, boys, and notions of masculinities from feminist work risk producing limited 
and unsustainable outcomes (Morrell/Jewkes/Lindegger 2012; Greig/Edstrom 
2012; Ratele 2014). A transnational feminist lens offers an alternative approach to 
examining patriarchy and masculinities in cross-cultural contexts. It reaffirms the 
importance of engaging men and boys in feminist practices and GEWE program-
ming, while also exposing the dangers and consequences of patriarchy to individ-
ual men and women (hooks 2004). 

6� Conclusion

The findings outlined in this paper document the important role IDVs can play in 
building crucial relationships that enhance the capacity of locally based staff to 
undertake GEWE projects. The relationships that IDVs forge with partner organ-
ization staff can also generate new opportunities to interrogate local norms and 
to unpack cultural practices that undermine GEWE. These observations also echo 
the findings by Rao/Tiessen/Lough (2020) that IDVs have helped staff members 
of partner organizations to gain increased confidence to openly discuss gender-re-
lated matters such as gender-based violence, family planning, and sexual behav-
iors. Without the cultural disruption caused by volunteers, many of these issues 
are otherwise considered to be either sensitive or an abomination to talk about in 
the local culture. 

Despite the power inequality and cultural conflict highlighted in critical scholar-
ship about international volunteering, this paper finds the cross-cultural contact 
between IDVs and partner organizations to represent a significant value and long-
term support for the host organizations. These exchanges are not merely  in the 
form of unidirectional aid from IDV; they thrive on reciprocal relations of mutual 
learning. The reciprocity and mutuality in these interactions narrow the cultural 
gap and strengthen North-South relations. This observation is consistent with 
contemporary scholarship on the impact of international volunteering (Lough et. 
al. 2011; Graham, et. al 2012; Burns/Howard 2015; UNV 2015; Butcher/Einolf 
2017; Tiessen/Rao/Lough 2020). When understood as a relational and collabo-
rative endeavour this draws our attention to the potential of international volun-
teering. These transnational collaborations are critical to turn international targets 
and commitments to GE into practical action (Rao/Tiessen 2020). Transnational 
feminism negates the inherent contradictions and limitations in feminist processes 
where ‘difference’ is based on external standards and is therefore viewed as an 
external frame of reference (Okech/Musindarwezo 2019). 
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IDVs are therefore seen as important allies whose presence in partner countries 
helps to create intercultural exchanges and interactions that have the potential to 
transform gender norms and to model alternative masculine behaviours that sup-
port the values projected by GEWE initiatives. IDVs are therefore crucial transna-
tional change agents who contribute to GEWE outcomes. This empirical research 
fills an important gap in the literature in the examination of norm changes from 
both sides of the volunteerism relationship (Schech et al. 2019; Tiessen/Rao/
Lough 2020). Improved knowledge outlining how attitudes and behaviours change 
can help uncover the spaces where transformations in gender relations happen and 
can open new opportunities to build long-term and sustainable gender equality 
programming, while also broadening our knowledge on the ways in which volun-
teers and staff from overseas interact, engage, and dialogue in everyday settings 
(Loiseau et al. 2016; Tiessen/Rao/Lough 2020). 

The interaction and exchange between international volunteers and local com-
munities have been linked to increased confidence among partner staff members 
when it comes to gender-related issues, especially when speaking about sensitive 
topics like gender-based violence, sexual behaviors, or family planning (Rao/Ties-
sen 2020). In the words of one respondent in Ghana, IDVs bring a distinct value 
system which encourages transformative thinking and inclusive approaches that 
improve gender relations and social cohesion. They bring different views and per-
spectives that enable local development organizations to provide opportunities 
that can create change in attitudes and behaviours towards gender equality.
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