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Abstract

Gender equity is an increasingly discussed priority and cross-cutting theme within international

development evaluation. However, it is unclear whether advances being made in evaluating the

outcomes in this area are reflected in the scholarly literature. In this context, a fundamental ques-

tion is: How is gender being addressed in international development evaluation? To answer this

question, we conducted a meta-evaluation to identify, synthesize, and assess published evalu-

ation studies in international development with a focus on gender. We searched the Web of

ScienceTM Core Collection database along with nine evaluation-focused journals using variations

of the terms ‘program evaluation’ and ‘gender’. A total of 2027 studies were identified, of which

70 met a priori inclusion criteria. Of the reviewed evaluations, many targeted gender-specific pro-

grams and specifically women. While the number of studies that report on gender is growing,

and nearly all studies included gender-disaggregated data, often only outcomes by ‘women’ and

‘men’ were considered without going further to raise larger questions of gender equity. For evalu-

ation to further contribute to gender equity, we suggest that future peer-reviewed evaluation stud-

ies provide data on diverse groups of genders, engage with evaluation stakeholders, consider the

larger socio-cultural-political context of programming, encourage the use of evaluation findings,

and provide actionable recommendations.
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1. Introduction

A number of global efforts have been made over the last two decades

to increase the prospect of incorporating gender in evaluation. In

2005, the United Nations Evaluation Group (UNEG) developed a

set of norms and standards for evaluation in the UN system and

highlighted the need for human rights and gender equality to be cen-

tered in evaluation (UNEG 2005a, 2005b). Later in 2011, UNEG

published a handbook to guide the integration of these dimensions

throughout the evaluation process (UNEG 2011) which prompted

the adoption of gender integration in evaluation across the UN sys-

tem (ILO 2014; UN Women 2014; UNDP 2014a; FAO 2017).

Authors and editors are also encouraged to integrate assessment of

sex and gender into all manuscripts by using the Sex and Gender

Equity in Research (SAGER) guidelines (Heidari et al. 2018). These

efforts were motivated by concerns surrounding gender equity, as

well as the potential role of evaluation in contributing to gender

equity.1

Integrating gender in evaluation involves considering not only

gender-related outcomes of programs, but also gender dimensions

in the evaluation design, processes, products, and use (Evaluation

Cooperation Group 2017; FAO 2017). Evaluation matters for gen-

der equity because it allows us to assess whether a program is
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meeting the needs of all people—women, men, girls, boys, and

gender-diverse people (World Bank 2012; Espinosa 2013; Heider

2015). Furthermore, it plays a crucial role in demonstrating the im-

pact of programs on various genders and builds the case for consid-

ering gender in development programs. Finally, by providing

information and recommendations, evaluation could improve

interventions that address the needs of diverse individuals and by

extension, contribute to greater gender equity (International

Labour Organization 2014).

While there is increasing emphasis on understanding the gender

dimensions of evaluation, concerns have been expressed about the

progress made in this regard. Research suggested that gender main-

streaming in evaluation has not been widely carried out by the inter-

national development community (African Development Bank

2012; Govinda 2012; Tirivanhu and Jansen van Rensburg 2018).

For instance, an assessment of the World Bank’s performance

showed that considerable progress was made in addressing gender

issues over the past 15 years; however, the monitoring and evalu-

ation frameworks currently do not adequately measure or report on

gender results (World Bank 2016). Where gender is being integrated

into evaluations, less is known about their quality and use. Given

the large sums of money invested in international development pro-

grams by national governments, bilateral and multilateral donors,

and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), there is a need for

assessments of, and reporting on, gender within evaluations.

Planning to collect gender-disaggregated data is often the first

step in designing and evaluating effective international development

programs (UNDP 2014b), with gender-responsive analysis key to

understanding the conditions that different gender groups face. Yet,

closing the gender equity gap goes beyond data collection and ana-

lysis. Greater efforts are required to raise awareness and promote

the use of evaluation findings relating to gender. One often

neglected step in such efforts is identifying and synthesizing existing

program evaluations in a systematic manner. Assessing trends and

gaps in the evaluation of international development programs is im-

portant because it reveals the current state of gender integration in

evaluation.

A notable effort to assess gender considerations in evaluations is a

review initiated by UNEG in 2016. The review explored reporting on

the evaluation performance indicator (EPI) of the UN System Wide

Action Plan (UN-SWAP) (Barnes and Bishop 2016). UN-SWAP is the

first accountability framework for gender mainstreaming in the UN

system, with EPI serving as a tool to help UN entities integrate gender

equity and human rights into evaluation efforts. The initial sample to

be reviewed included 378 evaluation reports across 25 UN entities,

of which 46 minimum and high scoring evaluation reports were

retained and assessed for trends, challenges, and good practices in

meeting EPI requirements. The final sample was categorized as either

‘missing’ (11%), ‘approaching’ (33%), ‘meeting’ (37%), or ‘exceed-

ing’ (19%) EPI requirements. As UN entities should be ‘meeting’

requirements, this review highlights opportunities for improving gen-

der mainstreaming in evaluations among UN entities. Evaluation

units of UN entities, such as those of UNDP and the World Bank,

have also started to evaluate UN contributions to gender equity

(Independent Evaluation Office 2015; Bardasi and Garcia 2016).

These examples point to increasing action placed on evaluating gen-

der mainstreaming within the UN system; however, the responses of

researchers and evaluators outside the UN system are unclear.

International scholarly research, evaluation, and dialog predom-

inately take place in peer-reviewed publications. As such, exploring

the published evaluation literature represents one avenue for under-

standing broader responses to mainstreaming gender into evalua-

tions. We aim to examine whether gender is incorporated in

international development evaluation by using gender reporting in

scholarly literature as a proxy for the integration of gender in evalu-

ation processes and products. Further, we explore how gender is

being measured by assessing these existing evaluations against

selected evaluation standards. In doing so, we address an important

gap in our understanding of how gender is being addressed within

this scholarship. To guide our examination, we pose the following

research question: How is gender being addressed in international

development evaluation?

2. Materials and methods

We conducted a meta-evaluation to assess whether and how gender

is incorporated in evaluations. A meta-evaluation may refer to the

evaluation of a single evaluation or the evaluation of multiple evalu-

ations (Hedler and Gibram 2009; Scriven 2009). In this paper,

meta-evaluation refers to a synthesis of a number of related evalua-

tions, with the purpose of identifying their strengths and limitations

against a set of quality standards (Stufflebeam 2001; Cooksy and

Caracelli 2009; Scriven 2009; Good 2012). To identify evaluations,

we searched the peer-reviewed literature using systematic review

approaches involving a stepwise procedure of search, selection, ex-

traction, and synthesis of the literature (Arksey and O’Malley 2005;

The Cochrane Collaboration 2008; Levac et al. 2010).

2.1 Search strategy
We searched for peer-reviewed articles on 5 July 2018 using the cit-

ation database Web of ScienceTM CORE Collection. This database

was selected as it is one of the most comprehensive and widely used

search engines available for retrieving peer-reviewed research from

all scientific areas (Hightower and Caldwell 2010). We also

searched some evaluation-focused journals including: Evaluation

and Program Planning; American Journal of Program Evaluation;

Evaluation Review; Evaluation; Evaluation & The Health

Professions; Evaluation Journal of Australasia; African Evaluation

Journal; Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation; and Research

Evaluation. The search strategy used Boolean operators to pair the

keyword evaluation and its synonyms with the keyword gender and

its synonyms (Table 1). No time or language restrictions were

applied to the search. All citations were imported into the web-

based application DistillerSRVC (Evidence Partners Incorporated,

Ottawa, ON, Canada) for relevance screening.

2.2. Relevance screening
The titles and abstracts of articles were screened according to a pri-

ori inclusion criteria (Table 2). In phase one, all peer-reviewed

English language articles that had a focus on program evaluation

and gender were included. In phase two, all citations deemed rele-

vant went through the second round of screening to determine

whether they were relevant to development. Programs that focused

on development in a low- or middle-income country (LMIC) accord-

ing to 2018 World Bank classifications were included (World Bank

2018a). Programs that focused on Indigenous communities in high-

income countries were also included. We consider such programs to

be ‘development’ as they seek to reduce inequities between

Indigenous communities and non-Indigenous communities. Finally,
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in some cases, a full-text review was conducted in order to assess

suitability.

2.3 Data extraction and assessment
A charting form was developed to capture count data and descrip-

tions of the study (Levac et al. 2010). Information extracted

included the year of publication, study country, funding, and last

name, gender, and affiliation of the first author. We determined the

gender of the first author by inspection of their name, and if unclear,

we used Google to find photographs and/or biographical paragraphs

(Filardo et al. 2016). Descriptions of the program extracted included

program scale and gender focus. Descriptions of the evaluation

extracted included evaluation focus, approach, methods, and assess-

ment type (i.e. external vs. internal). To determine the assessment

type, we searched the affiliation, acknowledgement/contribution

section, and description of the program and evaluation. We also

considered whether studies referred to the five evaluation criteria

from the Development Assistance Committee of the Organization

for the Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD-DAC), the

most common evaluation criteria in international development

(OECD 2010). These include relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, im-

pact, and sustainability.

To assess the quality of evaluations, we used selected profession-

al evaluation standards: propriety and utility (Yarbrough et al.

2011). By the nature of selecting only evaluation studies in the peer-

reviewed literature for review, we assumed that there has been some

level of quality control (e.g. validity, credibility). As such, we sought

to apply specific standards that could be relevant to gender

(Table 3). For example, utility refers to meeting the needs of

evaluation users and ensuring that evaluations provide relevant and

useful information. Propriety is concerned with whether the evalu-

ation engages with those most directly affected by the program

while protecting their rights. Finally, to assess the extent to which

Table 1. Search strategy to identify peer-reviewed evaluation studies that are reporting on gender

Database or journal Search string

Web of ScienceTM CORE Collection database,a Evaluation and Program

Planning, American Journal of Program Evaluation, Evaluation

Review, Evaluation, Evaluation & The Health Professions, Evaluation

Journal of Australasia, African Evaluation Journal

(‘program evaluation’ OR ‘program monitoring’ OR ‘program assess-

ment’ OR ‘program measurement’) AND (gender OR women OR

men OR masculine OR feminine OR masculinity OR femininity)

Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation,

Research Evaluationb

(evaluation AND gender)

(gender)

aIt is noteworthy that our focus was on evaluation; we acknowledge that the database used may not index all development, gender, and feminist journals that

have evaluation-related papers.
bFor Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation and Research Evaluation, shortened search strings were used as the original search string yielded zero hits.

Table 2. Inclusion criteria to screen for peer-reviewed studies that are reporting on gender

Inclusion Exclusion

Phase one

Peer-reviewed articles Editorials, abstracts, commentaries, book reviews

Discusses gender in some capacity (e.g. men, women, masculinity,

femininity)

Does not discuss gender in any way

Reports on an evaluation of a program Reports on program development or implementation only, or evalu-

ation theory only

Phase two

Focuses on development programming (e.g. programs with communities

in low- and middle-income countries or with Indigenous communities

in high-income countries).

Focuses on a program in a high-income country with non-Indigenous

communities

Table 3. Quality assessment criteria applied to peer-reviewed

evaluation studies

Criteria Questions

Propriety Is there a statement of research ethics approval?

Does the evaluation engage with those most directly

affected by the program?

Utility Does the paper acknowledge sharing of evaluation findings?

Does the paper acknowledge use of evaluation findings?

Gender Does the paper acknowledge socio-cultural-political context?

Does the paper acknowledge diverse groups of genders

(e.g. ethnicity, age, class, education, location)?

Does the paper acknowledge gender issues in the

introduction?a

Does the evaluation question/objective of the paper

reflect gender?a

Are gender sensitive indicators provided?a

Are gender-disaggregated data provided?a

Are unintended consequences reported?a

Do different gender groups benefit equally from

the program?a

Does the paper suggest actions to address gender issues?a

aQuestions were asked to gender nonspecific programs only and were adapted

from SAGER guidelines (Heidari et al. 2018) and UN-SWAP (UNEG 2018).
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gender was integrated into evaluations, we adapted questions based

on existing tools that support standardization of sex and gender

reporting in publications (Heidari et al. 2018). Further, we adapted

questions from an international assessment criteria for gender inte-

gration in evaluation (UNEG 2018).

2.4 Synthesis
We used a narrative synthesis approach to provide an overview of

the existing literature. Firstly, an overall summary of the study find-

ings was presented including the characteristics of the article, pro-

gram, and evaluation. Then, study results were coded and organized

into categories. Within the categories, the codes were analyzed and

summarized into themes using thematic analysis techniques (Braun

and Clarke 2006).

3. Results

The initial search returned 2027 articles; after removal of duplicates

and nonrelevant articles, a total of 70 scholarly evaluation articles

were included (see Supplementary Data for a complete list of

included documents). Each article represented a single program.

Most articles were excluded because they did not explicitly mention

gender or its synonyms (Figure 1).

3.1 Reporting of gender in scholarly evaluations is

limited but increasing
Evaluations with a gender focus first appeared in the peer-reviewed

literature in 1991 (n¼2). Publications steadily increased annually

from 2011 onwards and peaked in 2017 (n¼10) (Figure 2). Based

on analysis of the affiliation of lead authors, studies were authored

by academic institutions (63%, n¼44), followed by NGOs (26%,

n¼18), government (9%, n¼6), and consultants (3%, n¼2). Most

evaluations were conducted internally (67%, n¼47), of which

funding was received from an international donor (n¼24), research

institute (n¼6), government (n¼6), or a combination of funding

sources (n¼11). In 14 studies (n¼20%), evaluations were external-

ly conducted, of which many did not specify whether funding was

received (n¼7). Only four of these studies reported receiving fund-

ing, and three did not receive funding. In nine studies (13%), it was

unclear what role the authors played in the program or evaluation.

Of the gender-identified first authorships, women represented 51%

(n¼36) and men represented 37% (n¼26). The gender of the first

author was unclear in 11% of articles (n¼8).

Articles were categorized as either gender-specific (63%,

n¼44) or non-gender specific (37%, n¼26) depending on

whether articles focused on one gender or multiple genders, re-

spectively. Of the gender-specific programs (n¼44), many targeted

women only (66%, n¼29) or women and children (20%, n¼9).

Limited articles focused on girls only (7%, n¼3), men only (5%,

n¼2), and transgender persons (2%, n¼1). Of the gender

nonspecific programs (n¼26) (Table 4), women and men (81%, n

= 21), followed by girls and boys (19%, n ¼ 5). Nearly half of all

included articles (49%, n¼34) provided disaggregated data of the

identities and subjectivities of participants beyond gender, includ-

ing age (41%, n¼29), socio-economic status (19%; n¼13), edu-

cation (17%; n¼12), ethnicity (6%; n¼4), and location (4%;

n¼3).

3.2 Many gender-focused scholarly evaluations were

conducted in Africa and Asia
The reviewed articles were conducted in 55 countries (Figure 3).

Regionally, many studies were conducted in Africa (51%, n ¼ 59),

Asia (30%, n ¼ 35), and North America (9%, n ¼ 10). In

Figure 1. Flow chart of the selection of peer-reviewed evaluation studies in international development with a gender focus.

Research Evaluation, 2019, Vol. 28, No. 2 161

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/rev/article/28/2/158/5299865 by m

anuja@
nsf.gov.lk, M

anuja Karunaratne on 18 M
arch 2021

Deleted Text: -
https://academic.oup.com/rev/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/reseval/rvy042#supplementary-data
Deleted Text: non-specific
Deleted Text: A
Deleted Text: a
Deleted Text: A
Deleted Text: a


comparison, research in South America (5%, n ¼ 6), Australia (2%,

n ¼ 2), and Europe (3%, n ¼ 4) were limited likely due to search cri-

teria around LMICs. Several articles (9%, n¼7) focused on

Indigenous communities, of which two were from high-income

countries (Skinner et al. 2012; Kelley et al. 2015).

Many programs were conducted at the local or pilot scale

(66%, n¼46), followed by national (20%, n¼14) and provincial/

regional (14%, n¼10) levels. Evaluations focused on outcomes

(46%, n¼32), impact (24%, n¼17), process (10%, n¼14), or

some combination of evaluation foci (16%, n¼11). More than half

of articles (54%, n¼38) did not specify an evaluation approach.

Rather, many of these articles (81%, n¼31) framed the methods as

the evaluation approach (e.g. qualitative evaluation, mixed-

methods evaluation), followed by presenting a description of the

program evaluation process or outcomes (11%, n¼4), and a quali-

tative or quantitative analysis of a specific aspect of the program

evaluation (8%, n¼3). Where an evaluation approach was speci-

fied (46%, n¼32), they mainly included quasi-experimental (59%,

n¼19) or quasi-experimental without a control group (19%,

n¼6). Few articles used randomized control trials (13%, n¼4) or

participatory approaches (9%, n¼3). Methods used included

quantitative only (70%, n¼49), mixed quantitative and qualitative

(16%, n¼11), or qualitative only (14%, n¼10). While no articles

made explicit reference to the OECD-DAC criteria, most articles

(79%, n¼55) referenced at least one of the five evaluation stand-

ards: effectiveness (n¼39), impact (n¼20), efficiency (n¼7), sus-

tainability (n¼5), and relevance (n¼3). Notably many articles

(n¼21) referenced more than one standard. Health was the main

sector of programming (¼73%, n¼51), followed by agriculture,

nutrition, and food (14%, n¼10), education (9%, n¼6), employ-

ment (3%, n¼ 2), and violence prevention (1%, n¼1). No articles

explicitly explored the issues of environmental sustainability or cli-

mate change adaptation.

3.3 Low levels of reporting on engagement with

evaluation stakeholders
In the context of propriety standards, we considered what is proper,

fair, legal, right, and just in evaluations by using research ethics ap-

proval as a proxy. Although not all journals require an ethics state-

ment, we found that 63% (n¼44) articles shared an ethics

statement, and in some cases ethics approval was sought from rele-

vant review boards and deemed exempt (e.g. Zhongdan et al., 2008;

Ippolito et al., 2017). We considered to what extent evaluations

engaged with stakeholders and found only two studies (n¼3%) that

reported some level of engagement. For example, Limato et al.

(2018) developed an approach that incorporated a loop of feedback

to the beneficiaries and program implementers to directly engage

them in the evaluation process. Similarly, Nandi et al. (2015: 38)

reported engaging stakeholders in the evaluation to varying degrees,

including: ‘defining the objectives, designing questions, data collec-

tion and data analysis in the context of their aspirations and

expectations’.

The literature reviewed provided insights into how evaluation

findings were shared and used. In general, most articles aimed to

advance knowledge or share lessons learned from the program and

evaluation (90%, n¼62). Several articles (9%, n¼6) explicitly

mentioned how findings were used, while two articles (3%) expli-

citly mentioned how findings were shared. In a collaborative NGO-

academic institution partnership in Malawi, Weinhardt et al.

(2014: 11) reported: ‘Results are fed back to the implementers on a

more real-time basis. The NGO, thus, has the opportunity to adjust

future programming based on this study’s findings’. Maticka-

Tyndale et al. (2010: 184) shared results of an HIV prevention pro-

gram in Kenya by presenting them to ‘[the Ministry of Education,

Science & Technology], and donor agency staff and representatives

following pre-program data collection and again at the end of the

evaluation’.

3.4 The broader socio-cultural-political environment

motivated some studies
Around 21% of articles (n¼15) discussed the socio-cultural-

political environments in which gender inequities and programs

were situated. In the context of a nutrition program in India, gender

differences in growth and dietary intake were examined ‘because

boys are typically favored over girls in South Asian countries’

(Avula et al. 2011: 681). Exploring an HIV prevention program in

sub-Saharan Africa, the authors stated: ‘Knowledge of HIV positive

status is of great social consequence, and stigma and violence are

still actual threats for African women’ (Audureau et al. 2013: 5). In

Australia, maternal and child health programs were supported since

2008 when ‘the Australian Government recognized that improving

maternal and child health also had the potential to play an import-

ant role in creating the foundations for improved Indigenous health

and wellbeing throughout the lifetime and pledged to halve the gap

in mortality rates for children under five by 2018’ (McCalman et al.

2015: 2).

Figure 2. Number of peer-reviewed evaluation studies in international development with a gender focus over time.
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3.5 Gender relations in gender nonspecific programs
Among the articles categorized as gender nonspecific, more than

half (56%, n¼14) considered gender in the introduction with some

(28%, n¼7) reflecting gender in the evaluation question or object-

ive of the paper. All articles explored gender-sensitive indicators by

providing a breakdown of participants by gender. Gender disaggre-

gated data on programming outcomes or experiences were also pre-

sented in nearly all articles. In two cases (3%), data on the number

of participants by gender were collected but no analysis was done to

determine the difference in program outcomes or experiences by

gender (Lambdin et al. 2012; Othman and Nasrudin 2016). Gender

considerations in data collection were elaborated in only one study

where interviews and focus group discussions were conducted by

‘gender-matched local fieldworkers’ (Kaufman et al. 2015: 997).

In more than three quarters of gender nonspecific programs

(77%, n¼20), program experiences between gender groups dif-

fered, with 10 programs benefiting women more than men. For ex-

ample, an impact evaluation of a financial inclusion program in

India found greater impact for women than men due to ‘awareness

levels and access to instruments of economic progress’ (Swamy

2014: 14). For some of these studies, authors explained that there

was more impact for women than men due to little emphasis on men

as participants in the program (Lee et al. 2002; Zhongdan et al.

2008). In a few studies, however, programs benefited men more

than women (Lee and Shute 1991; Reis et al. 2010; Naidoo and

Johnson 2013). For example, an impact evaluation of an HIV pre-

vention program in Namibia found that the program significantly

reduced multiple sexual partnerships among men, but not among

women (Naidoo and Johnson 2013). Among the limited studies

(n¼5) that explored differences in outcomes among children, three

of them reported greater benefits for girls compared to boys. Finally,

no articles reported unintended program impacts on participants.

3.6 Limited studies highlight the need to address

gender inequity
We identified limited studies (n¼6) directly recommending actions

that address gender inequity within the programming context.

Several papers highlighted the need to increase the involvement of

men in the program (Lee et al. 2002; Berti et al. 2015; Kaufman

et al. 2015). In the context of a maternal health intervention in

Honduras, for example, Berti et al. (2015: 96) stated: ‘Engaging

“men as agents of positive change” moves from supporting women’s

health to promoting gender equity. This requires the full participa-

tion of men and women to serve the interests, survival, and well-

being of all family members’ (original quotations used). The authors

caution, however, for the need to consider whether such actions are

appropriate given the culture and context. An impact evaluation of

a nutrition program in India highlighted the need to support girls:

‘Given the propensity to favor male children, it is important to miti-

gate gender bias in food allocation and caregiving through comple-

mentary feeding counseling and to create an environment where

boys and girls receive adequate and equal attention to achieve poten-

tial growth and development’ (Avula et al. 2011: 684).

4. Discussion

We find that while gender is an increasing focus in both evaluation

practice and published evaluation studies in international develop-

ment, reporting on gender remains limited. We documented 70

gender-focused evaluation studies in LMICs or with Indigenous com-

munities in high-income countries, representing only 21% of the 341

gender-focused evaluation studies identified through our search strat-

egy. In contrast, then, 79% of gender-focused evaluation studies were

conducted in high-income countries or did not focus on reducing dis-

parities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities in high-

income countries. The results of our review, particularly the inclusion

of gender-disaggregated data in nearly all of the reviewed studies,

show that gender is consistently considered in program evaluations.

This trend is perhaps in response to the growing calls for studies to

provide gender-disaggregated data (Runnels et al. 2014; Heidari et al.

2018) along with the commitment among the United Nations family

of organizations and the World Bank to integrate gender in evaluation

(UNEG 2011). The Gender Data Portal of the World Bank, for ex-

ample, is another new international response to promote sharing of

gender data and include topics ranging from health and education to

jobs and political participation (World Bank 2018b).

Articles often considered the experience of women with few

articles explicitly focusing on men and only one study focusing on

gender-diverse indivduals (e.g. transgender persons) (Subramanian

et al. 2013). The absence of program evaluations targeting trans-

gender persons could be due to the lack trans-inclusive sex/gender

measures (Reisner et al. 2015) or discrimination in countries where

evaluations take place. In 2017, a new Multidimensional Sex/

Gender Measure was proposed to support trans-inclusive

Figure 3. Geographic distribution of gender-focused evaluation studies in international development.
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assessments (Bauer et al. 2017). The predominant focus on women

in evaluations is a response to broader concerns of experiences of

marginalization and discrimination. These developments are wel-

comed, however, several studies also emphasized the need to engage

other genders in addition to women participants (Merrill et al.

2014; Berti et al. 2015; Kaufman et al. 2015). Furthermore, gender

equity in evaluation means exploring the wider impact of develop-

ment initiatives beyond impact on diverse gender groups to how it

influences gender relations (Espinosa 2013). Adopting a holistic ap-

proach in gender assessments could help researchers and practi-

tioners consider the impact of programs on broader gender relations

(Schmidt and Cacace 2017).

Our review of gender-focused evaluations in the scholarly litera-

ture suggests that reporting on the engagement process with stake-

holders, along with sharing and use of evaluation findings, tend to

be marginal. Similarly, articles that report on recommendations and

actions to address gender issues within the context of programming

were limited. Indeed, evaluation has been critiqued for its lack of

focus on evaluation use, which are implicitly aligned with gender

approaches (Patton 2000; Podems 2010). However, given that many

articles were outcome- and impact-focused, authors may have

prioritized results over process and implementation in the peer-

reviewed literature. Nevertheless, the sharing of findings and recom-

mendations is a pivotal moment for learning and improvement.

Engaging with program beneficiaries, implementers, and partners in

the evaluation is crucial for supporting the use of results and in own-

ership in the process (Patton 2000; Espinosa 2013).

Nearly half of reviewed articles provided disaggregated data by

diverse groups of genders, highlighting that different categories of

gender, such as ‘men’ and ‘women’, do not form homogenous

groups. Collecting these disaggregated data could help to better

understand the nuanced impact of programs; for instance, in an agri-

cultural development project in Niger, differential benefits were

found among subpopulations of household residence and socio-

economic variables (Aker and Ksoll 2016). There is significant

under-reporting of gender disaggregated data in Indigenous popula-

tions, which is a particular concern in light of the often heightened

disparities among Indigenous peoples (United Nations Declaration

2008). Without additional disaggregation, of data, it is often

assumed that what works for one group may work for another.

Evaluations should provide feedback on how a program’s various

activities affect diverse groups of genders, with corrective action

taken to address disparities in the distribution of benefits.

Among the articles that specified the evaluation approach, quasi-

experimental and RCT approaches (91%) were commonly used.

This finding could be explained by: (1) the high amount of outcome-

and impact-oriented evaluations (70%); (2) health as the predomin-

ant sector of programming (73%); and (3) the focus on scholarly

evaluation publications which generally prioritizes experimental

approaches. Many researchers and practitioners also quantified the

outcome of programs, with some using mixed methods, and few

referring to program outcomes qualitatively. While quantitative

evaluations are important for understanding outcomes on different

gender groups, advances in gender equity are not always quantifi-

able. Qualitative evaluations offer useful information on barriers

and opportunities for improving program processes and outcomes

(Ramakrishnan et al. 2012; Osur et al. 2013; Kaufman et al. 2015).

Several authors suggest that developing qualitative indicators using

participatory approaches that actively involve beneficiaries and

stakeholders to build ownership of the evaluative process (Lee et al.

2002; Nandi et al. 2015; Limato et al. 2018). Including a diversity

of approaches, especially qualitative and participatory approaches,

could help better understand how gender may differentially shape

evaluation outcomes and experiences.

The OECD-DAC quality standards for evaluation encourages

that ‘the evaluation questions also address cross-cutting issues, such

as gender, environment and human rights’ (OECD 2010: 9). Of

note, among the gender nonspecific programs, gender was incorpo-

rated in the evaluation question in only seven studies. However,

peer-reviewed articles are not required to follow the OECD-DAC

criteria, and indeed, no articles specifically referenced the criteria.

Nevertheless, many articles did reference an evaluation standard,

particularly effectiveness and impact. This finding highlights oppor-

tunities to bring gender equity to the forefront, starting at the cre-

ation of evaluation question. Engaging with gender in evaluation

also requires contextual consideration that goes beyond the usual

focus on processes and outcomes. Although evaluation reports

should describe the development context according to OECD-DAC,

we found that around 21% of articles (n¼15) discussed broad

socio-cultural-political environments. Understanding these environ-

ments allow for programs to be designed to address not only the dif-

ferences in gender outcomes but also broader factors contributing to

these outcomes (Lee and Shute 1991; D’Agnes et al. 2005; Avula

et al. 2011). If gender is to be engaged in a meaningful way,

evaluation studies need to move beyond just presenting gender-

disaggregated data, to critically examine the underlying socio-

cultural-political processes that determine gender inequity and

prompt gender-responsive action (United Nations Development

Programme 2014b). As evaluators become more cognizant of these

issues, they can better consider components of evaluation design

that encourage more transformational change.

Without measuring and reporting on gender in evaluations, gen-

der and related inequities are often overlooked. A question that may

be asked is whether it is appropriate to evaluate gender processes

and outcomes when the program does not have a focus on gender.

For example, the main motivation of the study by Mendola and

Simtowe (2015) was to improve household well-being through rural

land development. While perhaps not explicitly stated, we argue all

development programs that involve humans have some impact on

gender, and the impact may be different for diverse gender groups,

intended or unintended. One of the main contributions of this study

is to serve as a reminder for researchers and practitioners to design,

implement, and evaluate programs with a gender equity lens.

4.1 Limitations
We note several limitations of this approach including a focus solely

on peer-reviewed articles. We acknowledge that many evaluation

reports are confidential or documented outside of peer-reviewed lit-

erature (e.g. grey literature). While including grey literature would

improve the breadth of insights, it would add considerable compli-

cations for quality assessment given the diversity of evaluation meth-

odologies and reporting. Furthermore, although our purpose was to

assess gender and evaluation in the scholarly context, we found that

many studies (n¼26) were lead-authored by NGOs, government,

and consultants, thus highlighting the diversity of perspectives cap-

tured. Secondly, articles were evaluated based on information pre-

sented in the article. We note that articles themselves may not fully

explain the extent to which gender concepts were integrated into a

program evaluation; as such, gender considerations may not have
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been documented, or instead, overstated. Moreover, in some studies

(n¼9) it was unclear what role the authors played in the program

or evaluation, thus hindering a complete understanding of evalu-

ation context. We recommend that authors make explicit their role

in the evaluation. Finally, article screening and data extraction were

done by one author (S.L.), presenting possible concerns over review-

er bias. To address this bias, this author discussed the reviewing

strategy with coauthors and refined the strategy in the process.

Nevertheless, the review is comprehensive and global in scope and

provides a baseline for gender reporting in the evaluation of inter-

national development programs.

5. Conclusion

Reviewing and evaluating the published literature offers a means of

understanding what we know about gender in evaluation. Here, we

used meta-evaluation approaches to examine if and how gender is

integrated in evaluation. Our results offer preliminary insights on

how gender integration is taking place in the evaluation of inter-

national development programs. Assuming that the number of evalu-

ations overall has remained steady, we find that gender reporting is

limited but increasing, with a strong focus on programs that target

women. Gender is reflected in the evaluation objectives in many

articles and the findings reflect a degree of gender analysis in nearly

all articles. Exploring these trends also highlights key research gaps in

this area. Namely, researchers and practitioners should investigate the

gendered experience across diverse groups of genders along with the

need to consider the larger socio-cultural-political context in which

gender is constructed and contested. Finally, evaluation could further

contribute to gender equity by increasing efforts to encourage the use

of evaluation findings and provide recommendations for action.

Note
1. Note that the United Nations often use the term equality to de-

scribe what some other agencies would define as equity; for

consistency purposes, we used the term equity.

Supplementary data

Supplementary data is available at Research Evaluation Journal online.
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