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Introduction  

The primary purpose of an evaluation is to assess whether an organisation is proceeding in 

the right direction. It also aims at assessing the extent to which the organisation has been 

able to achieve its objectives. It seeks to explore the congruence and incongruence that 

could have risen in the course of time between the stated objectives and the contemporary 

social reality.  Social political conditions are constantly changing and often the organisational 

strategies need to be altered. Sometimes even the objectives need to be altered, however 

slightly. The evaluation is also a significant mediator in helping the funding agency to realise 

changing priorities. When the evaluators have a clear political perspective, in this case a 

feminist perspective, it immediately raises the value of the evaluation from a mechanical 

exercise of measuring outputs to assessing the needs of the stakeholders and bridging gaps 

in theory and practice. The paper draws from the feminist evaluations conducted within 

Asmita Resource Centre for Women2, a leading feminist organisation, from 1993 to 2009; 

and identifies significant aspects of the processes followed, the methodology adopted and 

the lessons learnt. In doing so, the paper tries to answer the following broad questions:  

1. What are the specific methods employed? When have feminist evaluations been 

conducted? How is gender analysis different from feminist evaluation?  

2. How important is it to document institutional histories? How does the Institutional 

histories approach help to track the evolution in an organisation?   

3. How does feminist evaluation help in challenging gender bias? What are the key 

learnings from Asmita’s Evaluation?  
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 Asmita Resource Centre for Women was founded in 1991 and has been working on women’s human rights, 

gender discrimination and human rights. The organisation aims to create a space for women to come together; 
provide a context for critical dialogue and reflections; facilitate feminist analysis and action on critical issues and 
provide resources to women in need. 



The first section explores the evaluations Asmita has undergone in the last two decades; the 

second section is the brainstorming with evaluators and those who underwent evaluation to 

document their learning and experience; the third section looks at Institutional histories and 

its application in few civil society groups. The last section focuses on Gender strategy and 

explores the various strands that emerge in the process whether in the form of gender 

analysis or gender responsive framework and efficacy of gender trainings.  

Section I 

Feminist Evaluation in Asmita: An Historical Overview 

In a feminist evaluation, the role of the evaluator shifts from merely providing technical 

expertise to facilitating collaborative processes where all stakeholders engage directly and 

feel ownership over the process. The process itself must be enabling and a learning one. 

The feminist learning system aspired to be an interconnected, non-linear system that 

responded to the need for programmatic monitoring and evaluation that was simple and 

flexible, reflecting our partners’ realities and centred on learning whilst maintaining the ability 

to meet back-donor accountability requirements. (Carol Miller and Laura Haylock Pg. 297). A 

feminist evaluation process allows for ‘monitoring and evaluation systems which 

systematically bring different voices and perspectives into sense- making and valuing of 

processes’. (Bowman and Sweetman 2014 Pg. 208) 

In this section, the paper looks at the experience of Asmita’s experience of undertaking 

feminist evaluation. Table 1 given below analyzes how the various evaluation exercises 

conducted over the years were different and how the adoption of a feminist lens has affected 

the process of the evaluation and the findings thereof.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Feminist Evaluation in Asmita  

  First Evaluation Second Evaluation Third Evaluation Fourth Evaluation Fifth Evaluation 

Year 1993 1997 1998 2007 2009 

Initiated By Donor Commissioned Donor Commissioned Internally commissioned Internally commissioned Donor Commissioned 

Objective 

To assess the long 
term capacity of the 
organisation to 
establish itself as a 
strong women’s 
organisation with 
potential to influence 
government policy 

the aim was for Asmita 
to reflect on activities 
and organisational 
functioning, provide 
inputs for formulating a 
sound – plan for follow - 
up programmes; 
 
providing the donor with 
inputs for taking 
decisions concerning the 
ways of continuation of 
its support to the 
organisation in question 

The evaluation sought to 
highlight the origin of 
Asmita, the structure, 
culture, systems, skills, 
style of management, 
programmes, problems 
encountered, strengths, 
lessons learnt and shifts 
within the organisation 

To evaluate Asmita's 
publications on various 
themes; their relevance 
and usefulness to the 
issues at stake 
 
To evaluate Asmita's 
engagement with field 
level organisations. 
 
Provide 
recommendations to 
improve Asmita's work 

To assess organisational 
structures, human 
resources and financial 
management 
 
To provide an analysis of  
the programmes in 
relation to the 
organisation’s stated 
vision, mission and 
overall goals and 
suggest ways and 
means of strengthening 
the organisational 
structures and resources 

Methodology 

A participant-oriented 
approach. It was also a 
formative evaluation as 
the organization was 
still in its nascent 
stage. 

The approach being 
organisational rather 
than a specific project, 
the evaluation took into 
account all activities of 
Asmita  

Group discussion, 
individual interviews and 
life cycle mapping of the 
organisation were part of 
the participatory 
methodology. Groups 
were divided programme 
wise to discuss aims and 
objectives, process 
involved, constraints, 
impact and future plans. 
 
Sabala identified various 
milestones and drew from 
the Institutional Histories 
approach to understand 
the nature of progress 

Desk review of various 
publications by Asmita 
over the years 
 
Travelling to various field 
based organisations with 
whom Asmita had 
engaged, in order to 
interact with them about 
Asmita's work and its 
impact 

Participatory 
methodology like SWOT 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and 
Threats) analysis,  
Informal interviews  
Focus group discussions  
Programme mapping, 
Interaction with outreach 
organisations and 
constituencies 



made and the lessons 
learnt  

What the 
evaluators 
said 

Evaluators pointed out 
that Asmita did not 
advertise their 
availability to help 
women in distress 
 
Asmita cultivates the 
image of an 
organisation 
advocating divorce 
 
Linked possible 
adverse public 
perception to the 
presence of a large 
number of divorced 
women in the 
organization 

The question is how 
Asmita hopes to link its 
curative with preventive 
measures to address 
fundamental causes of 
dowry and family 
harassment 
 
Asmita has been 
highlighting the structural 
nature of women’s 
subordinations. 
 
The need to address the 
problems of girl children 
between the ages 9-14 
years  is a local 
extension of the  work 
that Asmita has been 
doing among slum 
women 

Campaigns and media 
advocacy are preventive 
measures; they attempt to 
create awareness on 
gender issues. The 
campaign work gets linked 
to other interventions 
within Asmita 
 
Evaluator tried to 
appreciate the fact that 
disparate strategies were 
needed in order to 
achieve the ultimate goal 
of securing rights of 
women and the girl child.  

The evaluators 
emphasised the 
importance of 
publications and 
theorization to guide 
feminist practice and to 
help activists in other 
spheres to understand 
criminal justice system 
 
The evaluators 
recognized the fact that 
evaluating an 
organisation working to 
challenge established 
social orders and 
entrenched societal 
moors is a challenging 
task.  
 
The evaluators also 
dwelt on how working 
with Asmita helped 
grassroots level 
organizations better 
articulate their struggles 
for other rights; it helped 
them in their various 
other struggles 

The evaluators 
recognized that Asmita 
was not just a physical 
space but also an 
ideological space to 
address issues that 
affect women and other 
marginalized groups and 
not just confined to 
looking at women's 
issues.  
 
The evaluators took 
cognizance of the fact 
that the various 
publications brought out 
by Asmita helped in 
translating international 
agendas into local idiom 
and contexts.  



Asmita's 
Take 

The problem is one of 
perception; patching up 
marriages or 
engineering divorces 
not a priority; helping 
women make a choice 
that they were 
comfortable with was 
the priority 

The fact that the 
evaluators had a clear 
feminist perspective, 
considerable experience 
in women’s issues and 
were determined to help 
the organisation by 
identifying possible gaps 
and suggesting means 
of rectifying them was 
very positive 

Feminist lens helped the 
evaluator appreciate the 
inter-linkages between the 
struggle for women's 
rights and the other 
movements for the rights 
of the Dalits, the 
minorities, and struggle for 
food sovereignty, etc.  
 
It helped underscore the 
fact that women's rights 
movement was  not a 
standalone but was 
located within the larger 
context of the struggle for 
human rights; and while 
being different from the 
latter and not entirely 
separated 

 The evaluator with a 
feminist perspective was 
able to highlight the 
difference in the “denial 
of basic needs and rights 
which has a greater 
impact on lives”.  

The strength of this 
evaluation was that it 
engaged with not just 
reports and staff but all 
minutes of the staff 
meetings and day-to-day 
planning of activities. 
 
An evaluation 
undertaken with 
participatory processes 
while taking into account 
the vision of the 
organisation can help in 
reaffirming the objectives 
and provide direction to 
the organisation being 
evaluated. 

Analysis 

Countering violence in 
all forms, within 
relationships is a non-
negotiable; the lack of 
a feminist perspective 
precluded the 
evaluators from 
appreciating the role 
that Asmita played in 
carving out spaces for 
women in distress 
 
Secondly, the role of 
feminism in helping 
women make choices 
and question social 
moors including 
marriage was not 

The evaluation looked at 
the linkage Asmita had 
with other groups and 
movements, the extent 
to which networking 
played a role in meeting 
its goal to empower its 
target group through 
organisation building, 
awareness-raising, 
improvement of the 
positions of women and 
the environment 
 
a great effort was made 
to track the changes and 
the evolving responses 
to the needs of the 

An evaluator with an 
understanding of women’s 
rights could appreciate 
that working on violence 
against women alone 
cannot address the 
concerns on women’s 
human rights and social 
justice. Women are not a 
homogenous group and 
therefore their varied 
concerns need to be taken 
into account.  
 
The kind of societal 
transformation that a 
feminist organisation 
envisages involves a 

The process of feminist 
learning evaluation 
attempts to capture 
complexity and nuance.  
 
The evaluation tried to 
understand the impact of 
Asmita's interventions 
not only on the women 
but also on the men and 
their attitudes.  

Unlike the first 
evaluation, this round of 
evaluation recognized 
that providing a non-
judgemental and 
supportive environment 
is important in enabling 
women to share their 
fears and inhibitions and 
in addressing the issue 
of violence against them. 
 
When the evaluator’s 
comments and 
reflections on the legal 
aid and counselling is 
compared to the first 
evaluation experience of 



adequately understood 
by the evaluators 

community. multifaceted approach. Asmita, one can see the 
importance of the 
evaluator’s perspective. 

 



7 
 

Section II  

The Value of Feminist Evaluation: A Practitioners’ Perspective 

One of the key challenges in understanding the role of women in development was to 

articulate how the State, the market, culture and women interacted. Therefore, in order to 

understand what was happening to women, it was important to look at men and society as 

well. The entry of a large number of feminists into the development sector helped in crafting 

a feminist articulation of development within the civil society. However, while feminism with 

its emphasis on women’s rights and marginalisation presented a threat to funders and 

funding agencies which had not lost their patriarchal character, gender on the contrary was 

accepted as a more inclusive term since men were part of the analysis. That it was a 

feminist formulation did not matter. For funding agencies, donors and local NGO heads 

(largely male) it seemed a much more palatable category of analysis.  

In undertaking feminist evaluation of an organisation it is important to take into consideration 

the nature of the organisation. Not all feminist values and principles which came into 

existence during the birth and growth of the movement are completely applicable to a 

development organisation. There is a significant difference between a movement and an 

organisation; the failure to recognise that and factor it into the evaluation can be counter-

productive. What is needed is the application of a distinct feminist perspective to the 

problems and concrete reality of the situation. The institutionalisation of women’s groups 

grew out of a desire to put back some of the lessons from the women’s movement into 

grassroots communities. Institutionalisation meant an increased need for people, material 

resources and infrastructure to name a few. This meant the creation of a new job market for 

men and women willing to enter this field. The main problem has been that a job however 

interesting is rarely a whole time commitment. Rules, regulations, discipline, measuring of 

output all became mandatory with the need for output and progress reports to funders. A 

major concern was the need to analyse the strengths and weaknesses of collectives versus 

hierarchies. One  truth that was self evident but that feminists took time to grasp was that a 

collective works well when all the members are evenly matched in terms of commitment and 
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ideology even if the level of skills vary.  Given below are some concerns that were shared by 

feminists in effectively grounding a feminist perspective in program implementation and in 

their evaluation.   

Bringing in the gender angle and feminist perspective 

Several small groups have emerged in the last three decades to cater to the needs of the 

people in the area. They have mobilised around land, water, wages, violence and labour. 

However, a chronic shortage of funds has meant that such groups are co-opted by the State 

and by the market to deliver their programs. Consequently, their potential is sapped and they 

are unable to function independently. Prevalence of World Bank style funding has choked off 

small groups with innovative ideas and has created mega organisations. These large 

organisations can produce reports that can be fit into tables and columns while marginalising 

the process. There is a pressure to tell  positive, simple stories; thus rendering the process 

of narrating women’s experiences reductive and simplistic.   

However, one positive trend is that now women’s organisations are called upon for support 

and have gained greater visibility. Feminist interventions have forced the issue of gender on 

to the table and now women’s rights to wages, land, and security have moved up. As a result 

a gender approach which includes women is seen as a necessity by CSOs. An evaluation 

needs to take into consideration all these factors.   

Project evaluations vs. evaluating organisations 

When one is evaluating an organisation, the whole process of building the organisation, 

interaction with the people, its values, etc need to be taken into consideration. In evaluating 

projects or programmes, processes are important but more important are the project 

objectives, goals and activities. Often one has to see if technology is appropriate because it 

can also become an obstacle. Gender budgeting is another problematic area. Organisations 

are not ill intentioned but are just not exposed to feminist values and feminist perspectives 

on various issues and therefore their budgets also reflects this lack of awareness. Women 

are not looked at as agents, but as passive respondents/beneficiaries. The feminist 

evaluation process can expose these gaps. Furthermore, it is important to underscore that 
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economic empowerment alone is not enough, and that there are many other aspects that go 

into achieving women’s empowerment. While gender evaluation only looks at the gender 

role, feminist evaluation looks at the impact of activity in the context of the power relations 

between men, women and social institutions. The impact along the personal level, the 

community level and family level achieved is also measured. This requires perspective 

whereas gender evaluation is often just a mechanical analysis.  

Balancing learning and accountability 

The purpose of each evaluation is different.  Most are to ascertain future funding for the 

group based on the findings of the evaluators. The work and preparation for an evaluation is 

problematic. Women and men speak a different language in the evaluation. How is 

information collected and authenticated? Gender is neither understood nor mainstreamed. 

This is a challenge for evaluators. Gender as an analytical tool doesn’t provide a hold on 

everyday life and therefore a feminist evaluation is not easy. The context of the evaluation is, 

important. We need to understand why we need an evaluation. For, it is the context that 

frames the questions that inform the evaluation. Today, there is accountability to the donors 

who in turn need to report to their donors, and accountability to the stakeholders or groups 

we work with. However, we really need to make a case on why we need to survive or why 

we need feminist groups to make a change.   

In addition to reporting the accomplishments of an organization or a program an evaluation 

is expected to facilitate learning. The learning process through the evaluation is more 

important than the mere fact that the evaluation has gone well. Rich experiments in the field 

and diversities need to be documented. It is essential in a feminist evaluation to remember 

the larger power relations at play (with donors) while evaluating organisations and their 

partners; reiterating whose voices matter most in evaluation and whose stories count. (Miller 

and Haylock 2014) 

Evaluation as political  

Evaluation is a political activity and involves power. How the organisation experiences the 

evaluation and power is important. The evaluator can display power or be participatory and 
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take everyone into confidence; involve everyone in the evaluation process. The process is 

as important as the final report. Through such a process, one can identify and convey to the 

organization the need for changes in its activities or processes. Everything need not be 

documented in the formal report. Such aspects can be shared during the process itself. The 

process of evaluation must articulate the difference in conducting evaluations on 

organisations, projects and women and men rather than with them; where the former has 

inherent connotations of power. 

Evaluator’s role 

There is a need to look at the evaluators and what they bring into an evaluation. Looking at 

the evaluators themselves: their experience, knowledge, attitude and perspectives are 

important.  An evaluator who has a lot of theoretical knowledge but no field-level experience 

faces a lot of problems. A committed feminist evaluator will be ideal for a gender 

project/group. Feminist evaluators can bring out power relations more sharply than any other 

evaluator. There is no single tool/ framework that is perfect. A log frame or any other tool 

does not provide the whole picture; and there is a need to use several tools to complete the 

picture. Story-telling and life stories are one of the most powerful ways of speaking about 

change. The ultimate aim of an evaluation for the organisation that is being evaluated and 

for the evaluator/donor (and for society as a whole) should be to produce a learning 

document that will open new pathways and the possibility of saying that important 

interventions need to be continued even if no longer fashionable. 

The evaluators themselves must remain open to learning and evolving new ways of 

assessing the impact of development on men and women, women’s rights and gender 

equality. (Bowman and Sweetman 2014)  

Section III  

Institutional Histories  

Institutional Histories Approach enables us to effectively map our path and assess what has 

worked and not worked in the life of an organisation. Institutional histories have been used 
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by scholars from new institutional economics (a branch of economics that emphasises the 

embedded nature of economic activity in social and legal institutions) and sociology.  

Writing Organisational Histories: Our Experience  

The evolution of the organisation and the changes in its politics, if any, are usually not 

mapped in their reports. The reports and documentation deal with reporting of activities. The 

connection of the activities to the larger politics is left out. This can be attributed to the 

capacities of the organisation and the kind of time one needs to invest in such an exercise. 

Such an exercise is however critical in helping new staff members understand the entire, 

expansive history of an organisation. This would help them not only in writing their reports 

but also to understand what the changes over the years have been. They would then 

understand the rationale for the policies and practices in an organization at a given point in 

time. An institutional history can be used to: document institutional innovations in 

programmes and projects; diagnose the system of innovation of which the particular project 

or programme is a part; highlight barriers to and mechanisms that assist change. Learning is 

central to the institutional histories approach. According to the authors (C. Shambu Prasad 

2006) an institutional history can be written up in a polished document that captures 

institutional memory and tacit knowledge; but more importantly, the process of preparing the 

history opens up spaces for reflection and learning that can help redirect projects towards 

better performance. Institutional histories are in part based on recollections and may be 

biased. However, the final draft of the history must be arrived at and agreed upon in a 

reflective, participatory manner. (Better Evaluation). 

Section IV  

Gender Analysis  

This section looks at Gender analysis and tries to ascertain whether there is a link between 

gender strategy and feminist evaluation. If not, how are the two different?  According to 

evaluator Donna Podems evaluators always tend to confuse feminist evaluation and gender 

approaches. This lack of clarity may be a result of the limited examples of feminist evaluation 

in academic journals, books, and published papers, compared with the many examples of 
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gender approaches to evaluation. A gender analysis begins with diagnostic activities to 

identify the causes of gender inequality focusing on differential socioeconomic and political 

status of men and women with regard to the division of labour, access to resources and 

benefits, and decision making power. The analysis then proceeds to the identification of the 

causes of gender gaps using an analytical framework that examines legal and policy 

frameworks, stakeholder and institutional analyses, and stereotypes associated with 

decision making. Finally, plans for interventions are developed to address the causes and 

gaps. (Mertens, 2004.) 

Gender-sensitive Evaluation   

The paper Gender-Responsive Research and Evaluation (Mertens, 2004.) addresses the 

tensions and challenges that the term Feminist and gender sensitive evaluation throws up. 

She highlights how people are more comfortable with the term gender responsive evaluation 

rather than feminist evaluation as “feminism is subject to many different interpretations 

amongst third world women's rights advocates. The term feminist is often associated with 

white women to the neglect of concerns of women of color, or with women who are 

lesbians.”  

 

In Conclusion:  

Gender sensitive evaluation follows the same principles of feminist evaluation given that a 

focus on gender emerges from feminist research and theory (Haylock, 2014). The authors 

state that two factors are important; first how much attention is paid to gender power 

relations and the second how far it promotes the use of evaluation processes that are 

themselves empowering for stakeholders. In international development evaluation gender 

sensitive evaluation often involves integrating gender analysis into the programme design, 

and then collecting sex-disaggregated data as part of the monitoring process, exploring 

gender-differentiated programme outcomes for women and men in evaluation (Haylock 

2014). Therefore gender analysis is integral to any gender sensitive evaluation that is 



13 
 

1. Make M&E a key ingredient in 
our learning and accountability 

2. Develop M&E capacity 
3. One size does not fit all 
4. Track reversals or “holding the 

line” 
5. Balance quantitative and 

qualitative assessment 
6. Prioritize approaches that 

assess our contribution to 
change, not those that demand 
attribution 

7. Less is more 
8. Flexibility and adaptability 
9. M&E systems must be 

appropriate to organizational 
architecture 

10. Negotiate M&E systems with 
donors 

11. Tailor indicators and results to 
time frames 

12. Create baselines 
13. M&E that works for us will 

work for others 

undertaken. A gender sensitive evaluation is driven by feminist principles and values, at the 

core of this is the effort to bring about social change.  

The aim of feminist evaluation is not only to understand the world but also to change it. 

(Humphries 1999). The six evaluation reports that we have reviewed in this paper has also 

flagged the critical role of an evaluator in feminist evaluation. In feminist evaluation, the role 

of the evaluator shifts from primarily providing technical expertise to facilitating collaborative 

processes that are empowering and contribute to a sense of ownership for stakeholders.  

(Haylock 2014) 

Each organisation has its own set of strengths and weakness therefore one size does not fit 

all. Therefore any evaluation has to take into account the context, historical background and 

the experiences within which the organisation and its work is located.  

Apart from the collaborative processes, the manner in 

which evaluation is facilitated, the opportunity to 

participate and connect to one another and the 

programme becomes important.  As Srilatha Batliwala in 

her paper provides thirteen key insights into how 

women’s rights organisations and movements can 

strengthen capacity to track and assess the contribution 

of our organisations and interventions. She states that 

M&E is most useful and relevant when it is approached 

as a learning process, rather than a reporting or 

fundraising requirement. Solid, comprehensive and rigorous assessment of our effectiveness 

is a critical expression of our accountability to our constituency, and to our longer-term 

mission of building a gender just world. 
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