
 

Is the new International Development Strategy good news for gender equality? 

 
Introduction  
 

After much anticipation, the UK government has just released its International Development 
Strategy (IDS), which sets out its strategic priorities and its new approach to international 
development. The Strategy has four main priorities:  
 

• Deliver honest and reliable investment  
• Provide women and girls with the freedom they need to succeed  
• Provide life-saving humanitarian assistance  
• Take forward [the UK’s] work on climate change, nature, and global health.  

 
Below, we examine what this means for the UK’s international work on gender equality but we’re 
concerned that this priority may be undermined by the focus on British investment 
partnerships. Central to the new IDS is the mobilisation of private finance for developing countries as 
the main vehicle for delivering its goals. Yet there is scant evidence that private investment is the 
best way to achieve equality and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Indeed, there is 
mounting evidence that it may do more harm than good. 

 
Is the International Development Strategy good news for gender equality? 

“Provide women and girls with the freedom they need to succeed” is one of four priorities in the 

Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office’s (FCDO) new IDS.  Is this good news?  

Let’s give the Foreign Secretary the benefit of the doubt and assume that by providing women and 

girls with the freedom to succeed she means achieving gender equality and securing the rights of 

women and girls.  This would of course be a good thing. Feminists across the Global South continue 

to document the impacts of inequality and the rollback of rights.  But we all know that good 

intentions need to be accompanied by good policies.   

It is  concerning that some of the language used in the strategy harks back to an approach where 

‘women and girls’ are framed as the problem - a vulnerable group in need of protection and 

empowering.  The relevant section (page 11) begins: “Unlocking the full potential and power of 

women and girls accelerates progress on all our global priorities, from economic prosperity to 

security”.  In reality, as we saw in the pandemic, women and girls are of course highly economically 

and politically active. The problem lies not in their own inadequacies but instead with the political 

and socio-economic structural barriers that leave them neither properly remunerated nor heard.  

This need to “tackle the structural problems” is recognised in the IDS, and must inform future work 

on ‘women and girls’.   

It is also worrying that ‘unlocking women and girls’ potential’ is justified in the IDS in relation to its 

impact on economic and security goals. Given the focus on British investment in the new strategy, 

reassurance is needed that the rights of women and girls will be promoted above those of private 

investors. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately
https://www.eurodad.org/why_public_private_partnerships_are_still_not_delivering
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately
https://dawnnet.org/
https://femnet.org/2022/03/back-to-normal-is-not-enough-2022-sdg-gender-index/
https://www.iwraw-ap.org/resources/ours-rights-trends-report/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately
https://www.akinamamawaafrika.org/gendered-dimensions-of-the-economic-impact-of-covid-19-in-uganda/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13552074.2021.1982481
https://dawnnet.org/analysis/peg/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately


Warning lights also go up whenever Ministers focus narrowly on headline grabbing, single-issue, 

political initiatives, skewing the work of their departments as they go.  The Prime Minister’s narrow 

fixation on girls education is a case in point. The Foreign Secretary’s current focus on conflict-related 

sexual violence could also fall into this trap if it is not supported by broader initiatives. Both are 

important issues but won’t be successful in isolation – highly educated girls remain unemployed if 

there are no jobs available.  Summing up priorities as the 3Es also echoes this approach: educating 

girls, ending violence against women and girls, and empowering women. It is catchy - any good 

speech writer knows the appeal of alliteration and the rule of three. But an effective strategy isn’t a 

speech, it is the document that frames the department’s work under any number of new Foreign 

Secretaries and new political contexts.   

Hopefully the ‘Women and Girls’ strategy, due in the next couple of months, will provide an 

opportunity for the FCDO to present a more nuanced and evidenced based approach.  We will be 

looking for policies to tackle the root causes and barriers to gender equality, rather than focusing on 

individual women and girls.  We hope to see priority areas that are chosen for their effectiveness not 

for political expediency, and certainly not for the purposes of alliteration.  Women’s economic 

justice, women’s political leadership and sexual and reproductive health and rights – all subsumed 

under the ‘empowering women’ tag in the IDS – need the same clear focus received in the 

department’s previous gender equality strategy.  We will also be looking for policy interventions 

designed for women in all their diversity, understanding multiple and intersecting discriminations.  

Recognition of and support for  women and girls’ rights organisations with  flexible, long term, core 

funding would also enable lasting, transformative change.   

Good policies of course are only effective when backed by finance. Commitments in the IDS to 

restore funding to women and girls are welcome but vague, and should not be at the expense of 

funding in other vital areas.  A return to previous levels of funding, prior to the UK aid cuts, will also 

need to be accompanied by staffing with expertise across the department.   

Gender equality cannot be achieved in isolation - it is part of an interlocking puzzle that requires 

policy coherence across the FCDO. Increasing evidence of the limits of private investment in 

promoting equity objectives should inform the IDS priority on ‘Business investment partnerships’.   

Gender equality globally will not be possible without the transfer of resources to the Global South 

through debt relief, the decolonising of aid, and payment of reparations.  In the face of increasing 

income inequality both within and between countries, a just, equitable and sustainable Covid-19 

economic recovery is also an essential part of any ‘Women and Girls’ strategy. The many viable 

proposals voiced by feminists in the Global South include investment in public services, funded by 

progressive taxation, and the creation of decent work in line with International Labour Organisation 

(ILO) conventions.   

So yes, it’s a good thing if the Foreign Secretary wants to promote gender equality and the rights of 

women and girls. But only if she goes beyond political initiatives and slogans and funds the long- 

term interventions needed to address the multiple barriers faced by women and girls in all their 

diversity. That really would be good news. 

 

Jessica Woodroffe, Gender and Development Network  
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jun/11/johnson-accused-of-hypocrisy-over-g7-girls-education-pledge
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2022/04/21/sexual-violence-as-a-weapon-of-war-in-ukraine-the-world-is-watching.html
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2022/04/21/sexual-violence-as-a-weapon-of-war-in-ukraine-the-world-is-watching.html
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/09/beyond-covid-19-a-feminist-plan-for-sustainability-and-social-justice
https://femnet.org/afma/2021/03/17/the-audacity-to-disrupt-2020/
https://femnet.org/afma/2021/03/17/the-audacity-to-disrupt-2020/
https://apwld.org/our-programmes/women-in-power/
https://www.akinamamawaafrika.org/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dfid-strategic-vision-for-gender-equality-her-potential-our-future
https://www.mamacash.org/en/report-moving-more-money-to-the-drivers-of-chang
https://www.awid.org/news-and-analysis/where-money-feminist-organising-new-analysis-finds-answer-alarming
https://www.awid.org/news-and-analysis/where-money-feminist-organising-new-analysis-finds-answer-alarming
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2022/04/21/sexual-violence-as-a-weapon-of-war-in-ukraine-the-world-is-watching.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately
https://insights.careinternational.org.uk/media/k2/attachments/Policy_briefing_-_UK_leadership_on_gender_equality_globally.pdf
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/eurodad/pages/443/attachments/original/1590686869/Can_public-private_partnerships_deliver_gender_equality_.pdf?1590686869
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-governments-strategy-for-international-development?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-notifications-topic&utm_source=a335848e-dbc4-4992-a933-182f9ee6e2fd&utm_content=immediately
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/covid-19-emergency--psi-priorities-and-perspectives?id=10694&lang=en
https://gadnetwork.org/gadn-resources/decolonising-aid
https://womin.africa/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Debt-Statement-Womin_CATDM_EN_13102020-1.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/536c4ee8e4b0b60bc6ca7c74/t/603655a9172ae6638e3f8864/1614173611820/COVID+19+Economic+Recovery+Collation+of+Demands+2021.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/536c4ee8e4b0b60bc6ca7c74/t/603655a9172ae6638e3f8864/1614173611820/COVID+19+Economic+Recovery+Collation+of+Demands+2021.pdf
https://www.iwraw-ap.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Recovering-Rights-Brief-8-Gender-Equality.pdf
https://africanfeminism.com/african-feminist-post-covid-19-economic-recovery-statement/
https://www.apmdd.org/programs/development-finance/tj/women-make-noise-for-tax-justice
https://www.apmdd.org/programs/development-finance/tj/women-make-noise-for-tax-justice
https://gadnetwork.org/

