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Gender Norms: The Missing Part of Gender  
Equity Philanthropy 
By Riki Wilchins

Our shared philanthropic vision of a 
more fair and just society can’t happen 
without gender equity. Yet, funders, es-
pecially in the U.S., often fail to recog-
nize that gender norms, or the implicit 
stereotypes associated with gender, 
create obstacles to the success of their 
well-intentioned programming for gen-
der justice. 

In particular, recent “gender lens” 
investing has tended to be used in ways 
that omit deeper analysis and ignore 
the critical impacts of gender norms, 
especially as they play out at the com-
munity level. To realize broader goals 
of gender equity, it is crucial that do-
mestic grantmakers follow the lead of 
the many international funders that 
have begun to challenge, rather than 
ignore, the power of gender norms. 

“Gender” is an overloaded term that 
is used in a variety of contexts (gender 
equity, gender mainstreaming, gender 
identity, etc.). Adding to the confusion, 
some years ago the gender equity field 
shifted its linguistic frame from refer-
ring to “women and girls” program-
ming to “gender lens” programming, 
to better focus on the system of oppres-
sion that perpetuates inequity between 
women and men, rather than women 
as a group. Having a gender lens gen-
erally refers to understanding how dif-
ferent groups (boys and girls, families, 
LGBTQ individuals, etc.) are treated 
differently by the gender system. 

However, the systemic focus this 
new linguistic frame heralded hasn’t 
happened. Over time, “having a gender 
lens” has morphed back into shorthand 

for “funding for women and girls.” 
Funders have overlooked the critical 
fact that having a gender lens means 
more than just focusing on one sex. 
Consider a few examples: 

•	 A foundation announces promi-
nently that it funds from a “strong 
gender lens,” yet its projects benefit 
only women and girls.

•	 A leading health policy organization 
publishes a groundbreaking report 
asking “Will the California Office of 
Health Equity Use a Gender Lens?” 
that mentions “women” 91 times but 
not “men’s health” once.1

•	 The landmark guide “Funding for 
Inclusion” mentions race and rac-
ism upfront along with lesbians, 
gay men, transgender and intersex 
people; yet, it never addresses any 
of these again in 32 pages.2 
 
Of course, increased funding for 

women and girls is important; after 
all, they still receive only 7.5 percent 
of U.S. grants.3 But funding women 
and girls does not constitute “having 
a strong gender lens” any more than 
funding youth of color implies having a 
strong racial justice analysis. 

As Loren Harris, now director of Fami-
ly Economic Security at the W. K. Kellogg 
Foundation, has noted, “Gender impacts 
every issue funders work on. But grantees 
and program officers aren’t challenged to 
do innovative work around gender [like 
they are race and class].”

In the Ford Foundation’s paper Why 
We Can’t Wait: A Case for Philanthrop-World Bank Group President Jim Yong Kim (left) visits a school in Peru. CC image courtesy of Dominic 

Chavez/World Bank. 
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ic Action: Opportunities for Improving 
Life Outcomes for African American 
Males, Harris points out the little-ex-
plored, but important, influence that 
gender roles have “on the way men un-
derstand and engage in educational op-
portunity, the labor force and relation-
ships with women and other men.” He 
continues, “Men also suffer the adverse 
consequences of rigid gender roles that 
limit conceptions of opportunity and 
success and expose some men to stig-
matization, abuse and violence.”4

Funders in the international sphere 
are doing work that can serve as a 
model for domestic funders. Major do-
nor institutions such as CARE, the Joint 
United Nations Programme on AIDS 
(UNAIDS), the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID), 
the World Bank and the World Health 
Organization all have developed “gen-
der transformative” initiatives that high-
light, challenge and ultimately try to 
change rigid gender norms. 

For instance, USAID will not even 
consider funding new programs that 
lack a strong analysis of gender norms 
and inequities. And the President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief Initia-
tive lists challenging harmful gender 
norms among its top three priorities. 

Even the conservative World Bank, 
after investing hundreds of millions of 
dollars in loans, grants and other di-
rect aid to improve the lot of women 
and girls, has launched an organiza-
tion-wide initiative to integrate gender 
norms into every facet of its work to 
get better results. The group’s president, 
Jim Yong Kim, recently called gender 
norms one of the “foundations of in-
equality, as important as education or 
opportunity.” 

As one of its senior managers put 
it, “We’re not doing this because it’s 
trendy or politically correct – we’re da-
ta-driven economists, after all – we’re 
doing it because the numbers show it 
works better.” 

A deeper implicit bias is also in 
play. U.S. funders tend to work from 
what might be called an “empower-
ment model,” treating each person as 
an individual actor able to take action 
on his or her own behalf. This model is 
rooted in capitalist economic models in 
which everyone is a rational consumer, 
weighing product information, compar-
ing prices and taking individual action. 

Following the empowerment model, 
grantmakers provide funding, opportu-
nity programs and training to improve a 
girl’s circumstances.

Yet, the model doesn’t really work 
when addressing the economic behav-
ior of teenage girls, who are as likely 
to make decisions based on a combi-
nation of peer group behavior, pressure 
from boyfriends, the power imbalances 
inherent in boy-girl relationships and 
how they might be seen as they are on 
a measured appraisal of the facts. 

Particularly in low-income com-
munities where resources are scarce, 
young women and girls are likely to 

be enmeshed in complex social net-
works necessary for survival; they likely 
have extensive family obligations and 
responsibilities (such as taking care 
of younger siblings and infirm elders, 
doing chores and bringing in extra in-
come), and lack anything like the full 
agency the empowerment model as-
sumes. 

Even if they do have full agency, 
group norms can act as invisible “guard 
rails,” locking inequalities into place 
while shaping and narrowing young 
women’s opportunities. Such norms 
don’t show up as overt discrimination, 
but rather more quietly through doors 
that just don’t open, choices that just 
aren’t made, actions that just somehow 
seem off-limits. 

For instance, consider this story 
from the Women’s Foundation of Min-
nesota’s 2014 report, On the Road to 
Equality:

“Our daughter was one of the 
top welders in her junior-high 
school program and would have 
been very successful in that field, 
but she wasn’t encouraged by 
us as parents or people in con-
struction. Why not? Because she 
would have had to struggle for 
acceptance by men in that field, 
and they would not be welcom-
ing. So, she’s not in that career. 
Even though they may have the 
skills, women have to always 
fight that battle.”5 

Funding, opportunity, training and 
programs are all available for young 
people looking to follow this career 
path; yet, cultural norms were still able 
to defeat the best of philanthropic in-
tentions and keep this young woman 
from the high-paying welding job her 
skills merited. 

Imagine how U.S. grantmaking might 
improve if we broadened our perspec-
tive. For example, we might finally fix 
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the “leaky pipeline” that halts girls from 
pursuing science, technology, engineer-
ing and math (STEM) fields when they 
reach middle school, when even girls 
who were good at STEM and reported 
liking STEM courses start dropping out. 

For decades, the field has addressed 
barriers ranging from parental attitudes, 
the lack of role models and “chilly” 
classroom climates, all while ignoring 
feminine norms. 

As part of a project for the Motorola 
Solutions Foundation, my organization 
convened young Black and Hispanic 
women and asked them whether they 
could be both smart at science and 
math and feminine and popular with 
boys. They laughingly replied, “Yes … 
but not in junior high.” They went on 
to explain that in middle school, they 
had to “dumb it down” and focus more 
on being attractive for their boyfriends. 

The problem goes beyond middle 
school. Corporate foundations at a host 
of tech companies are investing millions 
to combat the lack of women in Silicon 
Valley. It’s no secret that part of the prob-
lem is the aggressive jock-nerd culture 
of many tech environments, which favor 
young white and Asian males while re-
pelling women as well as LGBTQ work-
ers and those who are Black or Hispan-

ic. A recent Harvard Business Review 
report noted that extreme pressure and 
the hostile work culture are among the 
most frequently cited reasons for why 
women leave high-tech jobs.6

Major Silicon Valley foundations 
and corporations are investing millions 
to recruit and retain more women. But 
they’re unlikely to be effective until 
they challenge the masculine norms at 
the center of the problem. 

The tide may be shifting. The 
Women’s Foundation of Minnesota 
and the Women’s Fund of Central 
Ohio are among the first U.S. donors 
to integrate gender norms into their 
funding priorities and strategic plans. 
The Women’s Funding Network and 
Women Moving Millions have both 
issued white paper reports recom-
mending that the field adopt a gender 
transformative approach. 

This is pioneering work. Other 
funders, such as The California Endow-
ment, Ford Foundation, Heinz Endow-
ments, Jewish Women’s Foundation of 
Metropolitan Chicago and Overbrook 
Foundation, also have moved forward 
important grants with a strong gender 
norms focus. 

Isn’t it time other U.S. funders start-
ed doing likewise?  n

Riki Wilchins is the executive director 
of TrueChild and the author of three 
books on gender theory. Gender Trans-
formative Philanthropy: A Key to Im-
proving Program Outcome and Impact 
in At-Risk Communities, a new report 
from TrueChild, is now available online 
at www.truechild.org.
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