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T
he nature of poverty is com plex: it is

th e  r e s u lt  o f  a  s er ie s  o f  p o w e r

relation ships w hich affect our w hole

lives, even our chance of life itself. Perhap s

the m ost im portant of these relationships in

te r m s  o f  o u r  o p p o r tu n it ie s  fo r  a  fu lly

prod u ctive life is  th at w h ich  a ll societies

d efin e  b etw een  th e s ex es . D ev elop m en t

in terven tion s  w h ich  aim  to prom ote poor

people’s access to technological support in

ord er to relieve d rud gery all too often end

up b en efitin g the better off an d  the m ore

p o w e rfu l  Ð  w h o  a r e  u s u a l ly  m e n

(A ppleton and  Scott 1994). D raw ing on the

experience of the In term ed iate Tech nology

D evelop m en t G roup  (IT D G ), th is  a r ticle

argues that tech nolog y transfer m ust be a

tw o -w a y  p r o c e s s ,  r e c o g n is in g  th e

un iquen ess an d  com plexity of the lives of

people living in poverty, and the skills an d

k n ow led g e  th a t th ey  h a ve  d ev elop ed  to

cope. It m ust allow  those w om en and m en

w h o  s e ek  s u p p o r t  f ro m  d e v e lo p m e n t

interventions to d efine their ow n needs, and

to participate in the d esign an d transfer of

tech n olog y  th rou g h  a  d ialog u e b etw een

poor people an d  project staff. Further, the

w om en and m en w ho live in poverty m ust

retain  suff icien t con trol to en sure that an

in terv en tion fulfils its objective from  their

point of view . 

IT D G  is an  in ternation al N GO  found ed

in 1966 by the econom ist Fritz Schum acher,

a u th o r  o f  Sm all is  B ea utiful: A  stu d y  o f

econom ics as if people mattered (1973). T h e

org an isation  is  n ow  w orkin g  from  sev en

self-m an agin g  coun try  offices , in  B an g la -

desh, Sri Lanka and N epal in A sia, K enya,

Sud an and Zim babw e in A frica, and Peru in

Latin A m erica, in ad dition to its head  office

in the U K . Since the 1970s,  ITD G has been

w orking at im proving its ow n, and  others’ ,

rec o g n itio n  o f  th e  p a r t  p la y ed  b y  p o or

p eo p le  in  tech n olog y  a n d  tech n olog ica l

in n o v a tio n . P eo p le ’ s  u n d er s ta n d in g  o f

appropriate technology (A T) and the role of

A T  organ isations h as altered  over the last

3 3  y ea r s :  `th is  s h if t h a s  b een  p r im a r ily

to w a r d s  g iv in g  d u e  em p h a s is  to  th e

tech n ological capabilities  of people rather

than  just the characteristics of technologies.

T h e w ork  of IT  (a n d  oth er A T  org an isa -

tio n s )  is  th e r e fo r e  n o w  a s  m u c h  a b o u t

enabling d isad vantaged  people to id entify

an d  d evelop techn ologies to ad d ress their

needs, as  these needs change over tim e, as  it
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is about id entifying or d evelopin g specific

techn ological option s for specific locations

at a particular tim e’  (Scott 1996, 4).

T h is  a r t ic le  c h a r ts  th e  e v o lu tio n  o f

IT D G ’ s  a p p r o a c h es  to  g en d er  a n d

tec h n o lo g y , a n d  th e  d is c ov er y  o f  p o o r

w om en ìnvisible technologists’ . I also focus

o n  o u r  c u rr e n t  w o r k  w ith  w o m e n  in

industries and  sectors traditionally thought

to be closed to w om en, and on the ongoing

d evelopm ent of a training tool w hich aim s

to b rid g e the g u lf b etw een  d evelopm en t

professionals and  poor producers.

ITDG, GAD and
understandings of
technology

T h e  p re v a ilin g  w es te r n  tr a d it io n s  o f

te c h n o lo g y  Ð  e v en  `a p p r o p r ia te ’

tech n o log y , d e f in ed  b y  S c h u m a ch er  a s

s im p le ,  sm a ll-s ca le ,  low -c os t, a n d  n o n -

violent (Schum acher 1973) Ð  are rooted  in

a m ale-d om inated  culture. T echnology has

b ee n  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  m a c h in es ,  w ith

h ard w are located  outsid e the hom e, w ith

en gin eerin g, w ith  m en . D urin g the 1970s

w h en  IT D G  b eg an  its p ro ject w ork  w ith

c o m m u n itie s ,  th e  a r t is a n s  w ith  w h o m

w es te rn  m a le  ex p e r ts  w o r k e d  w e r e

in variably, alth ough  often  un con sciously,

im ag in ed  to  b e m a le. T h is  u n d ou b ted ly

h am pered  A T  organ isations from  arriving

a t a u seful d efin ition  of w h at con stitutes

technology, and w ho the poor producers Ð

th e prop osed  targ et pop ula tion  for  th eir

projects Ð  actually are. It has also m ade it

p a r t ic u la r ly  d i f f ic u l t  fo r  IT D G , a s  a n

o rg a n is a tio n  w o r k in g  e x c lu s iv e ly  in

d eveloping-country contexts, to integrate a

g en d er perspective in to its w ork ; an d  y et

th is  is  c r it ic a l if  it  is  to  fu lfil its  a im  of

effectively targeting the poorest people.

C o n d u c tin g  a n d  re c o r d in g  r es e a rc h

carried out since the early 1970s for ITD G,

M arilyn Carr consid ered 50 case studies in

22 poor countries of w om en involved  in 38

u n con ven tion a l p ro jects w h ich  aim ed  to

boost their earning pow er. T he outcom e of

this w ork w as h er book Blacksmith, Baker,

Roofing-sh eet M aker (1 9 8 4 ) .  A s  th e  t it le

sug gests, C arr foun d  w om en  en gag ed  in

lig h t en g in eerin g  w ork , as  w ell as  w ork

m ore com m on ly  associated  w ith  w om en .

S h e  e m p h a s is e d  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f

con s id erin g  w om en ’ s  in v olv em en t w ith

technology in a broad context of production

a n d  c o m m e rc ia l  a c t iv ity ,  a n d  m o v in g

b ey on d  th is  c on tex t to  g ive  a tten tion  to

w om en ’ s a ccess  to cr ed it, raw  m aterials,

and m arkets w here their enterprises stood a

fair chance of success. In  order to prom ote

th es e  en d s , s h e  s u g g e s ted  p r o m o tin g

l in k a g es  b e tw ee n  w o m en ’ s  g ro u p s , to

ensure that the w om en retain control at all

s ta g es  o f th e  p ro d u ction  p ro ce ss  (C a r r

1984). T his w ork w as cond ucted  in liaison

w ith  th e  C o m m o n w ea lth  S ec r e ta r ia t’ s

W omen and D evelopm ent Program m e. 

B oth  w ith in  IT D G an d  outsid e, un d er -

stan d in g s of the key ro le that techn olog y

p la y s  in  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m en t h a v e

b ecom e m ore soph is ticated  as  a resu lt of

s u c h  re s ea r c h  a n d  a n a ly s is  b y  b o th

academ ics and  practitioners. It is now  clear

that technology is concerned w ith so m uch

m ore than  sim ply m aking m achines w ork:

i t  in c lu d es  n o t  o n ly  th e  h a r d w a r e  o r

prod uct, but an  appreciation  of the sk ills

a n d  k n o w le d g e , a s  w e ll  a s  th e  s o c ia l

o r g a n is a tio n , w h ic h  a r e  n ec es s a r y  fo r

sustaining and adapting technologies in the

face of ch an gin g circum stances. `T h e four

S c h u m a c h er ia n  c h a r a c ter is t ic s  w h ic h

d efin ed  A T  an d  w h ich  h elped  to d ecid e

questions of the choice of tech nology, have

given w ay to a view  of techn ology as  one

e le m e n t in  a  d y n a m ic  s o c io - ec o n o m ic

sy stem . T ech n olog y  is n ow  p erceived  as

h a v in g  fo u r  in te r - r e la ted  c o n s titu en ts :

tech n iqu e, k n ow led g e, org an isa tion  a n d

product.’  (Scott 1996, 2)

A s  v iew s  of th e role  of tech n olog y  in

d evelopm en t h a ve evolved , so  too h a s a

g row in g  a w a ren ess  a n d  res p ec t for  th e

tech n o log is ts  liv in g  in  p over ty  in  d eve -



Supporting the invisible technologists: The Intermediate Technology Development Group 19

lo p in g  c o u n tr ies  Ð  s o  m a n y  o f  th em

w om en. In  the 1980s and early 1990s, ITD G

em barked  on the `T in ker, T iller, T ech nical

C h a n g e ’  p r o jec t ,  d is c u s s e d  in  th e  n ex t

section , an d , la ter, on  th e `D o It H erself ’

research  prog ram m e. T h es e prog ram m es

w ork ed  w ith  local research ers  in  A frica,

A sia, and Latin A m erica to explore the role

o f p o or  w o m en  a n d  m en  in  tech n olog y

(A ppleton 1995). 

Identifying the invisible
technologists

T h e  `T in k e r ,  T i lle r ,  T ec h n ic a l  C h a n g e ’

project w as the result of case-stud y  w ork

p lan n ed  an d  ex ecuted  b y  1 7 resea rch ers

from  th e 1 4  cou n tr ies  rep resen ted . E a ch

researcher selected a technology in com m on

use in their ow n  coun try, an d  carried  out

d etailed  field  stud ies  of its  evolution , its

socio-econ om ic im p ortan ce, an d  its lim i-

tation s. T h e res earch ers then  collaborated

w ith  c o l lea g u e s  f r o m  th e ir  r eg io n  to

identify com m on issues to consider in m ore

exten s ive field  s tud ies . T h ey  sh a red  th is

w ork at a sem inar in L ond on in 1989. The

resultin g b ook (G am ser 1990) w as thus a

product of both field w ork and discussion. 

A lth o u g h  n o t  p r im a r ily  fo c u s in g  o n

w om en , th e s tu d y  w as  a lert to  th e lin k s

b etw een  g en d er roles  a n d  tech n olog ica l

change. `In  all cases, the various activities of

the tech nolog ies consid ered  w ere trad itio-

n ally  carried  out b y w om en . H ow ever, it

w a s  o b s e rv ed  in  e a c h  c a s e  th a t,  a s  th e

tec h n o log y  ev olv ed , th e  ro le  o f w om en

changed. Th ey ceased  to be operators an d

b eca m e m erely  u sers  of th e  tech n olog y .

T his w as observed in all cases but w as m ore

v iv id  w h er e  m e c h a n is a tio n  w a s  in tr o -

d uced.’  (Gam ser 1990, 4). M any researchers

a ls o  n o te d  fo r  th e  f ir s t  t im e  th e  s u b tle

r e la tio n s h ip  b e tw ee n  th e  p r o d u c e rs  o f

tech n olog ies (o ften  a ssu m ed  to b e m ale)

a n d  th e  u s e r  (u s u a l ly  a  w o m a n ) .  `T h e

interaction betw een users and m akers of the

p rod ucts  un d er  s tu d y  p rovid ed  a m a jor

im petus  for the d evelopm ent, ad aptation,

and  diffusion of the techn ologies. Such  an

interaction continuously transm itted  users’

experience to the fabricators.’  (Gam ser 1990 ,

1 00 ). In  th e  cou rse  of th e d eb a tes  w h ich

too k  p la ce as  a  p a r t of  th e  resea rch , th e

d istin ction  betw een  prod ucers an d  users

b ec a m e in creas in g ly  u n clea r : su d d en ly ,

w o m en  w er e  a p p ea r in g  a s  in n o v a tiv e

technologists, previously unrecognised and

therefore `in visible’.

T h e resea rch  con firm ed  to  IT D G  th a t

w om en  n ot on ly  con stituted  the m ajority

am on g  those liv in g  in  econ om ic poverty ,

but that m any m icro-enterprise producers,

an d  m ost agro-processors, are w om en. In

the studies, there w as a shift aw ay from  the

view  of an  en d-user of technology being a

m ale artisan  w orking in a sm all w orkshop,

tow ard s the view  of a w om an or a fam ily

en terp rise b ased  w ith in  th e h om e. T h ere

w as, inevitably, another shift aw ay from  the

c o n c e p t o f  tec h n o lo g y  a s  c o m p lic a te d

m a c h in ery , tow a rd s  th e  rea lisa tion  th a t

w om en, in their everyday w ork to support

th e ir  f a m ilies , u se  m y r ia d  tec h n o lo g ies

c o n c e r n ed  w ith  fo o d  p r o d u c tio n  a n d

processin g, w ith  fuel econ om ies an d  pro-

v is ion , a n im a l h u s b a n d ry , h o r ticu ltu re ,

w ith  n ursing , m ed icin e, child -care, h ouse

c o n s tru c tio n , a n d  m a n y  o th er s .  F o r

e x a m p le ,  w o m en  in  S u d a n  c a r r y  o u t

extrem ely com plex  ferm en tation processes

us in g  little m ore than  g ourd s an d  k n ives

(D ir a r  in  A p p le to n  a n d  S c o tt  1 9 9 4 ) .

`R e c o g n it io n  o f  t h e  v a lu e  o f  p e o p le s ’

te c h n o lo g y  is  th e  n e c e s s a r y  f i r s t  s te p

tow ards strengthening this technology, and

organisations behind it ¼  A t the sam e tim e,

s u p p o r t fo r  p eop le ’ s  tec h n o lo g y  h a s  to

r es p ec t  th e  in fo r m a li ty  u n d er  w h ic h  it

thrives’  (G am ser 1990, xvi).

A s  th e  r ese a r ch  p r o g re ss ed , a n d  th e

value of w om en ’ s con trib ution  to tech n o -

logy becam e clearer, it becam e obvious that

the im plicit undervaluing of w om en’s skills,

know ledge, and  organisation of technology

m u st h a ve ser iou s  im plication s  for th e ir
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in volvem en t in  p rocesses  of tech n olog y

d ev e lo p m en t.  `T r a d it io n a l m o d e ls  o f

technology d evelopm ent m ay fail w om en

sim ply  b eca use th ey  d o n ot ad d ress  th e

d ifferen ces betw een  m en ’s an d  w om en ’ s

tech n olog ica l n eed s, u ses  a n d  con trib u -

tion s ’  (A ppleton  an d  Scott 1994 , 1) . T h is

f in d in g  is  e c h o e d  in  a n  ex a m p le  o f  a

research program m e in Peru, w hich aim ed

to d ocum en t local know led ge of livestock

diseases. Researchers contacted  m ale heads

of household s, on ly to d iscover that m en

k n e w  li t t le  a b o u t th e  s u b jec t .  W h e n

researchers questioned the w om en, the true

extent of local know ledge of livestock w as

revealed (A ppleton and  Scott 1994).

`Do It Herself’: Investigating women and
technical innovation

T h e `D o It H erself’  research  prog ram m e,

w h ich  culm in ated  in  an  ex h ib ition , con -

fer e n c e ,  a n d  b o o k  o f  th e  s a m e  n a m e

(A ppleton  1995) w as d esign ed  to in vesti-

gate the contributions of w om en to technical

innovation at grassroots level. The research

prog ram m e started  from  the assum ption

that w om en in  developin g coun tries have

specialist technical know led ge, and looked

at how  they use their technical know ledge

an d  skills to d evelop, m od ify , an d  ad apt

the techniques and  technical processes w ith

w hich they w ork.

`A  m ajor challenge for the research  w as

to be the obtaining of inform ation about an

area  Ð  w om en  a n d  tech n olog ica l in n o -

vation  at local level Ð  that w as  to som e

extent in visible, an d  therefore un likely  to

be easily accessed by conventional research

m eth od o log ies ’  (A p p leton  1 9 95 , 3 ) . T h e

solution  to the m ethod ological quan d ary

about how  to see the invisible w as solved

b y  in v o lv in g  th e  u sers  in  th e  res ea rch ,

thereby creating an  opportunity for them  to

express their view s. Researchers w ith good

c o m m u n ity  lin k s  w er e  id en tif ied , a n d

support offered  to stren gthen ing  reg ional

c a p a c i ty  w ith  r eg a r d  to  w o m e n ’ s

con tributions to technical innovation.

A s a result of this research  w ork, and the

parallel evolution  of participatory tech no-

log y d evelopm ent (PT D ) con cepts w ithin

A T  organisation s, evid en ce w as collected

that strongly suggested  that IT D G an d its

partner organ isations had  m ad e progress

over the past seven years in  developing a

p a r ticip a tory  a p p roa ch  to  tech n olog ica l

d ev elopm en t; in  recog n ition  of w om en ’ s

im p orta n t r ole  in  foo d  p ro d u ctio n  a n d

agro-processin g, w e had  w orked  in close

consultation w ith host com m unities.

Discovering the invisible
engineers

IT D G ’s  experien ce to d ate ch allen ges the

idea that traditional prod ucers are resistant

to change. A lthough technical change is the

resu lt of  a  com plex  in tera ction  b etw een

p r o c e s s e s  o f  te c h n ic a l d es ig n , a n d  a

society ’s w ay s of in teractin g an d  m ak in g

d ec is io n s ,  sm a ll-s c a le  p r od u ce rs  m a k e

ration al ch oices b ased  on  their ow n  p er -

ception  of their n eed s, an d  the resources

available to them  (G am ser 1990). Such  an

u n d er s ta n d in g  o f  th e  w a y s  in  w h ic h

p rod u cers  a d a p t to c h a n g in g  s itu a tion s

th r ou g h  tec h n o lo g ica l ch a n g e is  a  f irm

b a s is  o n  w h ic h  to  d ev e lo p  tec h n o lo g y

in ter v en tio n s  in  w a y s  th a t re flec t lo ca l

skills, priorities and  n eed s. It has been an

im portan t con sid eration in the d esign  for

m a n y  IT D G  p r o jec ts , in clu d in g  th e  S r i

Lanka Forum  on Rural Transport D evelop-

m e n t,  a n d  p ro je c ts  fo c u s in g  o n  f o o d -

p r o c e s s in g  fo r  in c o m e g e n er a tio n  in

B angladesh, sm all enterprise prom otion in

Bangladesh, and  dissem ination of building-

m aterials technologies in Zim babw e. 

I t is  b ec om in g  c lea r  th a t w o m en  a r e

increasingly tacklin g prod uctive w ork n ot

on ly  in  sectors associated  w ith  `w om en ’s

skills ’ , an d their traditional d om estic role.

A g ainst all od d s, they are en d eavourin g,

out of n ecessity , to com pete w ith  m en  in

m ore traditional engineering tasks. M arilyn

Carr recognised the existence of such w om en
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p rod u cers  in  1 98 4 , b u t a ccord in g  to h er

findings they w ere few  in num ber. Tod ay,

it ap pears that there are still relatively few ,

b u t w e  n o w  k n o w  th a t  o u r  in c rea s in g

aw areness of them  is not only due to their

num bers. Our preconceptions, and problem s

in  find ing an ap propriate research m etho -

d ology, m ay have obscured  the true extent

of w om en d oing jobs of th is nature, m any

of w h om  see them selves a s `h elpin g  out’

w ithin  fam ily businesses. In  a recent report,

K u s a la  W eth th a s in g h e  of  IT  S r i L a n k a

reported  a `sm all b ut sign ifican t in volve-

m en t of w om en  in  [lig h t en g in eerin g ], a

s e c to r  th a t  m o s t  o f  u s  b e lie v ed  to  b e

º closed º  to w om en  ¼  T h e project really

aim ed to involve w om en by helping sm all-

sca le artisan s to con sid er w om en ©s n eed s

w h en  d es ig n in g  a n d  m a k in g  to o ls  a n d

equipm ent. N ow , at the initial stages w e see

tw o types of involvem ent by w om en. O ne

is supportin g the business by m aintaining

f in a n cia l rec o rd s .  T h e  o th er  is  a c tu a lly

bein g involved in the production’ (internal

report, 1999).

The w om en w ho assist and support their

m a le rela tives  w ith in  such  fam ily  en ter -

p r is es  b y  u s in g  b u s in ess  sk ills , k eep in g

books or doing the m arketing are involved

in  a  p o w er fu l  fu n c tio n  in  tra d ition a lly

m ale-dom in ated  sectors `th rough the back

d oor’ . A n  avenue for research  is h ow  the

s ta tu s  of th e  w om en  resp on sib le  for th e

financial viability of their businesses rises in

th e ir  f a m ily  a n d  th e ir  c o m m u n ity .  In

addition to playing this role, these w om en,

th e ir  d a u g h te r s  o r  o th e r s  w h o  h a v e

w atched  them , m ay feel ab le in  the future

to  a tten d  en g in eerin g  train in g  to  en a b le

th em  to  p a r tic ip a te  a s  en g in eer s  in  th e

business, either alongsid e m ale relatives or

in  th e ir  s tea d . In  th e  IT  in tern a l rep o r t,

K usala W eththasinghe stated : `In a village

w here the project is prom oting a collective

effort to h elp  a cluster of very poor black -

sm ith fam ilies, w e have m et a w om an w ho

is in volved in the production sid e by sid e

w ith her husband. She says she learned the

cra ft a s  a  sch ool g irl. H er b roth er w as  a

blacksm ith and she took tim e off from  her

s tu d ies  to  w ork  w ith  h im . In  th e  b la ck -

sm ithin g sector w om en m ay be collectin g

coconuts, burning them  to prepare charcoal,

cleaning up the w orkshop, h elping pull the

b lo w er  (m o s t  b la c k s m ith s  s t i ll  u s e  a

tra d ition a l b low er) e tc . b u t th e s h are  of

their contribution is not recognised even by

them selves ¼  if I ask outright w hat they do

at the w orkshop, they prom ptly reply ª O h.

It is m y husband  (son/brother) w h o d oes

th a t  w o r k . I  c a n n o t d o  th e s e  th in g s º . ’

K u sa la  W eth th a s in g h e  b eliev es  th a t th e

p e r c e p tio n  o f  w o m e n ’ s  r o le  in  l ig h t

engineering by com m unities and  by project

w orkers is sim ilar to that of the agricultural

s e c to r  s o m e  y ea r s  a g o :  `I t  is  g e n er a l ly

assum ed  that only m en are involved in the

prod uction . T h e w ork  d on e by  w om en is

in visible because it is seen  as ª helpº . T h e

fact that m ost sm all-scale light engineering

w orkshops are located  in part of the house

is another reason w hy the con tribution of

the w om en m ay not be noticed’  (ibid .). 

K u s a la  W eth th a s in g h e  rep o r ts  b e in g

inform ed by a partner organisation about a

w om an  w eld er in  H am ban tota, south  Sri

L anka, w ho took up the job after the d eath

of her husband : `The lad y h as learned  the

c r a f t  b e ca u s e  s h e  h a d  n o  o th e r  w a y  to

support h er ch ild ren . Sh e cann ot use an y

helpers in the w orkshop because the society

frow ns upon m en spend ing tim e in a house

w h ere a m an  d oes n ot live! F or the sam e

reason she is reluctan t to go for training to

d ev e lo p  h e r  s k i lls ’ ( ib id .) .  T h e  p a r tn e r

organ isation is curren tly tryin g to arran ge

for an  ex per ien ced  craftsm an  to v isit h er

w ork sh op an d  train  h er. T h ey w ill m ak e

sure that som e of their w om en com m unity

d evelopm ent w orkers are present w hile the

training is cond ucted .

A n other exam ple of w om en  en gin eers

com es from  B an g lad esh . Sig n ifican tly for

org an isation s w h o are com m itted  to pro -

m oting a change in gender pow er relations,

M ahjabeen M ukib in IT  Banglad esh reports
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un expected  support from  the com m un ity

to w a rd s  w o m e n  a re  in v o lv e d  in

en g in e er in g  in  a  p r o jec t  s u p p o r ted  b y

IT D G . In  h er v iew , `to  con s id er  w om en

only as consum ers of the sector leads to the

fa lla c y  o f  s u s ta in in g  th e  p er c ep tio n  o f

outs id ers  (us ) w h o a ssum e th a t w om en

can n ot be em ployed  in  ligh t en gineerin g.

S m a ll in terv en tion s  th roug h  our  p ro ject

w ill n ot increase w om en’s participation in

the sector im m en sely  b u t w ill d isp el the

m yth of this sector being a `m ale d om ain’ .

It is necessary to set up exam ples in order

to  b o o s t  w o m e n ’ s  s e lf - c o n f id e n c e  a n d

pos ition  in  society  v is-à-v is m en . T h is  is

also in an  attem pt to in crease life’s option s

¼  W e w ent w ith an open m ind  and  w ere

surprised  to find  out that w e (as outsid ers)

have m ore resistance w ithin ourselves and

in  our attitud es as  opposed  to those w h o

are a part of the sector or w h o h ave lin ks

w ith the light engineering sector ¼  There is

en oug h  sup p ort a n d  w illin g n ess  on  th e

part of the com m unity m em bers to the idea

o f  w o m e n ’ s  in v o lv e m en t in  l ig h t

en gineering activity but there is still a  lot to

be d one ¼ ’  (internal report, 1999). 

Current challenges

Promoting learning among `outsiders’

Grow ing aw areness of the issues faced by

w om en technologists has focused attention

not only on the m ethod s used to com m u-

n ica te  w ith  th em , b u t o n  th e  s k ills  a n d

tr a in in g  n ee d ed  b y  f ie ld  w o rk er s  a n d

project staff to eq uip them  to w ork in co-

operation w ith the w om en. ITD G ìs aw are

that ad dressing gend er relations is usually

the m ost d ifficult aspect of project im ple-

m en ta tio n ’  ( IT  K en y a  G en d e r  Im p a c t

A ssessm ent Study Report for the Pastoralist

Pro ject, L uta  Sh ab a 1999 , 6 ). It is a  g reat

ch a llen g e  to  u n d ers ta n d  th e  g en d er ed

nature of poverty, of productive and  repro-

ductive survival strategies, of w hat w om en

actually d o an d  h ow  outsid e in terven tion

affects their jobs an d  ben efits. B oth  these

reports h ighlight the fact that m uch m ore

aw areness is needed from  us as `outsiders’,

a n d  th a t  o u r  a s s u m p tio n s  a b o u t th e

productive activities of poor w om en  m ust

b e  c o n tin u o u s ly  q u es tio n e d . A  `la r g e

am oun t of skill an d kn ow ledge m ay ex ist

w ith in  a com m un ity , b ut m uch  of th is is

not recognised  by outsid ers. E ven w here it

is recog n ised , local people m ay  n ot h ave

the self-con fid ence to draw  upon this store

of experience and  see w ays in w hich it can

be used as the basis for understanding and

u sin g  a ª n ew º  level of  tech n olog y . T h is

m eans that w hen outsid ers w ork alongside

rural people they have to be ab le to bring

a n  h olis tic  v iew p oin t w ith  th em , ra th er

than  one constrained by the boundaries of

a n  a c a d em ic d isc ip lin e ’  (A p p le ton  a n d

C roxton 1994, 3).

`Mainstreaming’ gender in a technical
organisation

IT D G  fa ces th e p ar ticular  ch allen g e th at

it  h a s  a lw a y s  b een  a n  o rg a n is a tion  fo r

p r o m o tin g  th e  tra n s fe r  o f  a p p r o p r ia te

techn olog y, but that tech nology  itself is a

concept im bued w ith m ale bias. H ow ever,

i t  i s  n o t  a n  o r g a n is a tio n  m a d e  u p  o f

`technologists’  alone. It aim s to draw  on the

sk ills of both social scien tists an d  techn o-

logists, and  not to create an artificial d ivid e

betw een these tw o disciplines. Increasingly,

IT D G  te ch n icia n s  a re  m o v in g  to w a rd s

listening, learn ing, and facilitating develop -

m ent in partnership w ith the com m unities

th ey  serv e. IT D G  d oes  n ot h av e g en d er

p ro jec t o f fic ers  a s  su ch ; in  fa c t,  w e  a re

against the idea, preferring to `m ainstream

gend er’ by expectin g all project staff to take

r e s p o n s ib il ity  fo r  in c lu d in g  a  g e n d er

perspective in projects. 

Recognising development as 
a gradual process

T he tim e-scale against w hich d evelopm ent

practition ers m easure ch ange is im portan t

fo r th ose p ro jects  w h ich  con fron t d eep-
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rooted attitudes involving gend er roles and

res p o n s ib ilities . In  th es e  in terv en tion s ,

there is a  challeng e to m aintain accounta-

bility  w hile at the sam e tim e bein g  read y

to take risks, to follow  tentative leads, an d

to  a w a it g ra d u a l tr a n s fo rm a tio n s  w ith

pa tien ce. T h e curren t em p h a sis  in  m a n y

N GO s on short-term  im pact m easurem ent

m a y  ob scu re  m ore im p orta n t lo n g -term

issues . T h is  ap preciation  of s low  ch an g e

over tim e is very m uch part of the partici-

p a to ry  a p p ro a ch  to  co m m u n ity  en er g y

d ev e lop m en t in  IT D G -su p p orted  in ter -

ventions in Zim babw e and  M ozam bique. In

N epal, reports on IT ’s support to the m icro-

hydro sector talk of sm all beginnings, of `a

sm all step forw ard’. In  Bangladesh the sm all

enterprise unit talks of `grad ually  m ovin g

to w a r d s  a  g e n d er - s e n s it iv e  d ir e c tio n . ’

(internal reports, 1999) Som etim es the m ost

v a lu a b le  im p a c ts  a r e  s lo w -m a tu r in g ,

un expected , an d difficult to m easure. You

can n ot q uick ly  b u ild  peer respect, fos ter

self-confidence, or have an  im pact through

a solitary  role m od el. A ttitud in a l ch an ge

can take a generation. 

Developing a tool to meet these challenges

In  the face of these ch allen g es, there is a

grow in g aw aren ess that in form ation  an d

training are required , to help those w orking

directly w ith poor w om en and  m en techno-

logists understand how  gender differences

underpin the acquisition and use of techni-

cal skills, and  also exam ine the social status

given to d ifferent technical tasks perform ed

b y  w o m en  a n d  m en . W e a ls o  n eed  to

revolution ise the w ay  in form a tion  ab out

these tech n olog ists  an d  th eir k n ow led g e

an d  skills is com m un icated  betw een poor

c o m m u n itie s .  `T h e  p o s s ib i li ty  o f  lo c a l

p eople, esp ecia lly  w om en , b ein g  a b le  to

contribute to courses, and  to assess, m odify,

a d a p t a n d  in n ov a te  tech n o log ies  th em -

selves, w as  form erly  n ot con sid ered  an d

d id  n ot form  part of the th in kin g b eh in d

train ing  d esig n. A s a result, such  courses,

b eca u se th ey  `ta lk  a t’  rath er  th a n  `w ork

w ith’  producers, fail to build or strengthen

existing  techn ical inn ovation  skills am ong

w om en and  m en, an d  have a particularly

lim ited im pact on w om en, w hose dom estic

roles  ren d er  th em  less  v is ib le .’  ( in tern a l

d ra f t tr a in in g  m a n u a l,  1 9 9 8 ) .  T r a in in g

courses  su ch  a s th ese m ay  h ave actua lly

re d u c e d  th e  c o n f id e n c e  a n d  s ta tu s  o f

w om en as producers. 

ITD G has been d eveloping an im proved

tra in in g  m eth od  w ith  a m a n ua l en titled

`D iscovering T echn ologists: W om en’s an d

m en’s w ork at village level’  (un published ,

1998). V id eos, slid es, cartoon illustrations,

posters, and  a m an ual are in clud ed in the

training pack. This m anual is intend ed  to be

a tool w hich  can be used  in every project, to

h e lp  h ig h lig h t  th e  e x is t in g  tec h n ic a l

capacity  of poor w om en  an d  m en, and  to

sh ow  that this is flex ible and  ad ap table. It

sh ou ld  a ss ist p ar tn er  N G O  field  s taff  to

co m m u n ica te  m ore  e ffectiv e ly  w ith  th e

people in volved  in  projects, a n d  q u ick ly

d is s em in a te  th e  in fo r m a tio n  g a th e re d

during the training (w ith the perm ission of

p a r tic ip a n ts ) . T h e  m o d u les  a r e  p a r tic i -

pa tory , a n d  in clu d e  th e opp ortun ity  for

d e b a te  a n d  in v o lv e m en t in  te ch n o lo g y

d evelopm en t. T h ey  also ex plore w a ys  of

designing the project w hich w ill m inim ise

th e  d a n g er  th a t  b en efits  w ill b e  a p p ro -

p r ia ted  b y  th e  b e tter -o f f .  In  s h o r t ,  th e

train ing en deavours to involve local people

in the developm ent, acknow ledgem ent and

dissem ination of local technical capacity.

The training m ethod w as tested by local

N G O s  in  S r i L a n k a , a n d  s u b s eq u e n tly

tested and discussed by IT D G gend er and

technology co-ord inators w h o participated

in a w orkshop in Sri L anka in January 1999 .

T w o people respon sible for co-ord in atin g

the pilot training from  each country w here

ITDG w orks attended; staff in the Sri Lanka,

B a n g la d es h  a n d  Z im b a b w e o f f ic es  a r e

par ticu larly  en thu siastic a n d  com m itted .

C u rr en tly ,  th e  m a n u a l is  b e in g  fu r th er

pilot-tested; training has already been  held

for participants from  local N GO s in Kenya
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a n d  in  Z im b a b w e, u s in g  fu n d s  m a d e

available through Com ic Relief. Funding is

currently being sought for the w orkshop to

b e h eld  in  S r i L a n k a, B a n g lad esh , Peru ,

Sudan, an d  N epal. A  copy  of the train ing

p a c k  Ð  w h ic h  in c lu d es  th e  ex h ib i t io n

resources from  the D o It H erself research ,

th e  v id eo, s lid es , p o s ters ,  a n d  b o ok s  o f

illustration s for illiterate participants Ð  is

issued to each  participant at the end  of the

w orksh op. Since the Sri Lanka w orksh op,

IT D G has been ab le to draw  on the view s of

a  v er y  a c tiv e  in ter n a tio n a l `tea m ’  w h o

con tin ue to sh are experien ces on  in teg ra -

tin g  g en d er  issu es  in to  th e ir  w ork . I t is

encouraging that this team  is not m ade up

only of social scientists, or only of w om en,

b u t in  fa c t  in c lu d es  w o m e n  a n d  m en

tech n ician s , com m un ica tion s  sp ecia lis ts ,

an d social scientists. 

M agg ie Foster is  G end er and Tech nology

Specialist at ITD G, Schum acher Centre for

Technology and D evelopm ent, Burton H all,

Burton on Dunsmore, Rugby CV23 9QZ, UK.

Fax: +44 (0)1788 661 101. 

E-mail: maggief@itdg.org.uk
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