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FOREWORD 

As we often say, the Mekong River “belongs to us all.” That means we 
should each feel a sense of ownership of, and responsibility to, safeguard 
a waterway that is the lifeblood of Southeast Asia, regardless of our 
nationality, ethnicity, religion – or gender.

This also means that not only do we all have a right to benefit equitably from 
development of the river’s water resources, but no category or community 
of people should suffer hardships disproportionately – whether the cause 
is that same development or the impact of climate change, in the form of 
increasingly severe droughts and floods.

We at the Mekong River Commission are involved with all aspects of 
the water sector, including the issue of equality. Just as we believe that 
everyone should have equal access to water, we also need equal access 
to information about that water.

For too long, though, we haven’t done enough to ensure that women in the 
Lower Mekong River Basin are provided equal access to both water and 
related information. Without such consideration, that doesn’t just mean 
inequity, unfairness or deprivation for women; it may also lead to their 
greater vulnerability.

During a disaster, for example, women and men may experience it with 
different degrees of vulnerability. Women can miss the early warning 
systems, as they are traditionally homebound, caring for their family 
members. This may reduce their disaster preparedness and response 
times – and increase their chances of being in harm’s way.
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On the flip side, though, gender equality does more than reduce vulnerability 
when challenges arise; we hope it also means greater resilience. That helps 
to explain our motivation behind creating this publication: the MRC’s first-
ever Handbook on Gender Mainstreaming.

This Handbook isn’t aimed at a wide audience, of course. Instead, it’s 
primarily a technical tool for the MRC Secretariat staff, as well as for our 
four Member Countries and their line agencies, to ensure that gender is 
considered seriously when performing our functions and activities. That 
said, this Handbook is also available to any other organization that seeks 
guidance on how to be more gender inclusive with their strategies and 
projects, as it offers a list of key questions to consider. 

More broadly speaking, we recognize that gender-equity momentum is 
growing today, as the issue itself has gone mainstream. Access to Water 
and Gender equality represent two of the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals. For our Member Countries, as well as the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), gender mainstreaming has emerged as a policy 
priority.

At the same time, the MRC acknowledges gaps in our data: In years past, we 
haven’t traditionally collected information based on gender, nor considered 
the meaningful participation of women when planning new strategies or 
projects. We are rectifying this.

Mainstreaming gender considerations should place both men and women, 
and their specific or even distinct vulnerabilities, at the center of our 
activities, so that any MRC intervention will directly assist or benefit both.  

As we deepen these equity efforts, we hope that gender mainstreaming 
will not only make the Mekong a more inclusive region, but a more resilient 
one, too.

 
 

Anoulak Kittkhoun 
Chief Executive Officer 

MRC Secretariat 
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BACKGROUND

All basin countries have made significant 
progress in the last decade regarding 
social development and gender equality:  
access to health and education has 
improved; more women work in technical 
and formal professions; and national 
policies and laws were introduced to 
address different aspects of discrimination. 
Indeed, the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) community stresses the 
importance of a resilient community and 
the systematic reduction of vulnerability 
and inequality. 

However, there are still substantial gaps 
and inequities that urgently require 
concentrated actions. The Mekong River 
Commission (MRC) recognizes that 
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sustainable development in the Basin depends on social equity and the 
resilience of the basin population, and that economic development as well 
as targeted policies and actions will be necessary to address inequity. The 
prior analytical work of the MRC and other stakeholders has proven that 
women and men contribute to water resources development, usually with 
different roles of equally important value. Nevertheless, women´s voices are 
still under-represented in resource management and decision-making. 
The incomplete gender-and vulnerability-relevant data in the Basin further 
suggest that women earn lower wages than men in water-related sectors, 
and have less power over, and smaller benefits from, the resources to which 
they contribute. 

The dimensions of vulnerability – economic situation, education, disability, 
language abilities, access to means of communication, age, different life 
stages, among many others have a significant impact on the resilience 
of people living in the Basin, and must be considered in the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of every action aimed at a truly sustainable 
basin development. However, disaggregated data are still difficult to attain, 
and existing data are often not linked effectively and in a timely manner with 
decision-making processes and budget allocations. The basin community 
must therefore urgently address this multi-dimensional data gap.

The current MRC strategy, therefore, leads with a gender and vulnerability 
(G&V) approach to account for intersectional inequity and the different 
dimensions of vulnerability.
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MILESTONES OF GENDER AND  
VULNERABILITY MAINSTREAMING

The MRC has been active in promoting gender equality and equity in the 
Basin. For more than two decades, the intergovernmental organization 
has worked to increase both equality and equity among the river basin 
populations, acknowledging that sustainable water governance is 
intrinsically intertwined with equitable development and equal participation 
of the people who depend on the rivers’ resources, directly and indirectly.  

Over time, the MRC has progressively mainstreamed its organizational 
structures, guidelines, strategies and policies to fine-tune its work and 
promote equity among the riparian populations. Some milestones of these 
efforts include: 

• The development of a strong foundation for mainstreaming with a 
Gender Strategy and Policy in 2000;

• strengthening of the technical capacity and accountability system for 
gender mainstreaming in the MRC’s technical work;

• institutionalization of gender monitoring at the MRC’s events, 
consultations and meetings;

• integration of a gender and vulnerability perspective into the Basin 
Development Strategies (BDS) and the MRC-SP;

• the establishment of an approved Gender Action Plan;

• the development of gender-specific activities, tasks, and budget as 
part of Multi-Year Work Plans;

• preparation of a gender and vulnerability (G&V) report related to 
water resources development in the Lower Mekong River Basin in 2021;

• development of a sex-disaggregated, socio-economic data collection 
method to develop a more detailed gender perspective for the State of 
Basin Report (SOBR) 2023.
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The development of this Handbook on Mainstreaming Gender into the 
Mekong River Commission’s Core Functions and Activities: A guidebook 
for a gender-responsive and resilient Lower Mekong River Basin (the 
“Handbook”) is the latest step that the MRC has taken to mainstream its 
technical work to a larger context, based on a G&V-responsive approach. 

In the development of the BDS 2021–2030, G&V elements have been given 
particular attention. As a result, G&V aspects can now be found in every 
chapter of the BDS, and  the MRC-SP aims at enhancing disaggregated 
information and the integration of equality aspects to contribute to a just 
and equitable social development for the riparian communities. This is in 
line with the ASEAN vision for a resilient and thriving community, and reflects 
the significance G&V has received in the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SGDs).

The overall lack of disaggregated data was highlighted as one key area 
of action, because in order to design specific measures at the MRC and 
Member Countries’ levels, information on the status, challenges, and 
strengths of different population groups needs to be increased. This would 
allow to integrate equality aspects meaningfully, and contribute to a just 
and equitable social development for the riparian communities. 

Key social issues that are repeatedly considered throughout the BDS are 
food security, G&V-responsive emergency management, and inequity of 
access and opportunities in regard to water resources, e.g. access to safe 
water, and inequality in paid and unpaid work. On this basis, the MRC-SP 
of the MRC includes both G&V-focused measures (e.g. an analysis of G&V 
aspects of basin water, food and energy security), and measures that put 
an additional emphasis on gender mainstreaming (e.g. the integration 
of vulnerability mapping into cooperative and spatial planning efforts). 
A Gender Action Plan (GAP) has been developed as accompanying 
document to the MRC-SP. The GAP can be found as an annex to the current 
MRC-SP, and monitoring of the activities are part of the annual reporting.
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PURPOSE AND USERS OF THIS HANDBOOK

The purpose of this Handbook is to assist the MRC to effectively integrate 
a gender perspective into all aspects of its work, from the development, 
update and application of strategic tools, procedures, normative guidelines, 
studies, and organizational strengthening, to designing and advocating 
for joint actions. The goal is to strengthen the MRC´s ability to promote 
an enabling and inclusive environment for all stakeholders and genders, 
so that the Mekong Basin population can both contribute to and benefit 
from the development and management of sustainable water resources. 
Ultimately, this should contribute and lead to sustainable and equitable 
development outcomes.

Primary users of the Handbook are the staff of the MRC Secretariat and 
officials from the four core Member Countries of the MRC, particularly 
technical staff seeking guidance for regularly mainstreaming G&V 
elements into their work. MRC leadership may use this handbook to inform 
strategic decisions for further mainstreaming needs and to ensure a unified 
approach to G&V-sensitive language and responsive action. Furthermore, 
water governance experts beyond the MRC may find this resource useful to 
guide their G&V mainstreaming efforts throughout different technical areas 
of water governance by adapting it to their own context and situation. 

This Handbook will provide:

• an overview of gender terminology relevant to the MRC´s work;

• guiding principles for gender mainstreaming;

• guidance to mainstream gender into planning procedures and 
processes, with a focus on the update and development of basin-wide 
strategy and technical guidelines;

• guidance to mainstream gender into data, monitoring and 
forecasting;

• guidance to mainstream gender into stakeholder engagement and 
communication;
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• guidance to strengthen the MRC´s organizational mainstreaming;

• additional useful references and literature links.

The Handbook is a supporting document to aid the effective integration 
of G&V elements into the MRC’s core activities. Hence, its use will not be 
monitored separately; rather, the MRC Secretariat staff and Member 
Countries are invited to view this Handbook as a living document to be 
developed during its application. 



7    

KEY GENDER TERMINOLOGY

Gender and Vulnerability in the MRC context

All basin countries have made significant progress within the last decade 
in regard to social development and gender equality. Access to health 
and education has improved, more women work in technical and formal 
professions, national policies and laws were introduced to fight different 
aspects of discrimination, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) community stresses the importance of a resilient community and 
the systematic reduction of vulnerability and inequality.

However, there are still substantial gaps and inequities, which urgently 
require concentrated action. The BDS recognizes that sustainable 
development in the Basin depends on social equity and the resilience of 
the basin population, and that economic development as well as targeted 
policies and actions will be necessary to address inequity.

The BDS therefore leads with a G&V approach to account for intersectional 
inequity and the different dimensions of vulnerability.

Lessons learned from prior analytical work of the MRC and other stakeholders 
hindicate that women and men contribute to water resource development 
usually with different roles of equally important value, but women´s voices 
are still underrepresented in resource management and decision-making.

The dimensions of vulnerability – economic situation, education, disability, 
language abilities, access to means of communication, age, different life 
stages, among many others –  have a significant impact on the resilience 
of people living in the Basin, and must be taken into consideration in the 
design, implementation, and evaluation of every action aimed at a truly 
sustainable basin development. However, disaggregated data are still 
difficult to attain and existing data are often not linked effectively and in 
a timely manner with decision-making processes and budget allocations. 



8  

This multi-dimensional data gap needs urgent addressing by the basin 
community.

The MRC uses the following definitions when promoting a G&V approach, as 
shown below.

GENDER According to World Health Organization (WHO), gender refers to the 
roles, behaviours, activities, attributes, and opportunities that any society 
considers appropriate for girls and boys, and women and men. Gender 
interacts with, but is different from, the binary categories of biological sex. 
1 This understanding of gender is therefore socially constructed. Gender 
is increasingly understood as not binary, but rather, on a spectrum. 
Growing numbers of people are identifying as somewhere along a 
continuum between man and woman, or as non-gendered (neither man 
nor woman). This is referred to as gender identity. 2 

SEX This refers to the biological aspects of an individual as determined by 
their anatomy. It is generally male or female – even though the factual 
biological diversity is not that binary 3 – and is assigned at birth.

GENDER 
EQUALITY

This refers to a lack of discrimination based on a person’s sex in terms of 
accessing opportunities, allocating resources and benefits, or accessing 
services. 4 Gender equality occurs when people of all genders have equal 
rights, responsibilities and opportunities. Everyone is affected by gender 
inequality – women, men, trans and gender-diverse people, children, 
and families. It impacts people of all ages and backgrounds.

Gender equality is a human right, for which everyone benefits. 5 

1 See WHO (2020).
2 See, for example, the definition by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) of UK Government 

(2019).
3 To learn more about the gender spectrum, see Gender Spectrum (2019).
4 See WHO Europe (2020).
5 This is based on definition and examples on how gender inequality affects everyone, and 

how equality benefits everyone. See State Government of Victoria (SGV, 2019).
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GENDER EQUITY This refers to the fairness and justice in the distribution of benefits and 
responsibilities between the different genders. The concept recognizes 
that people of different genders have different needs and power, and 
that these differences should be identified and addressed in a manner 
that rectifies the imbalance between them. 6 To ensure fairness, 
strategies and measures must often be available to compensate for 
women’s historical and social disadvantages that prevent women and 
men from otherwise operating on level playing field. Equity leads to 
equality. 7 

GENDER 
MAINSTREAMING

Mainstreaming gender is both a technical and a political process that 
requires shifts in organizational cultures and ways of thinking, as well 
as in the goals, structures and resource allocations. This also entails 
assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, 
including legislation, policies or programmes, in any area and at all 
levels. It is also a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns 
and experiences an integral dimension in the design, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, 
economic and social spheres such that inequality between men and 
women is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender 
equality. 

Mainstreaming requires changes at different levels within institutions, in 
agenda setting, policymaking, planning, implementation, and evaluation. 
Mainstreaming instruments include new staffing and budgeting 
practices, training programmes, policy procedures, and guidelines. 8

Note: The common definitions of gender mainstreaming are binary 
(men-women). However, in the assessment and design of measures, the 
understanding of gender should be broader, according to the previous 
definitions, particularly to ensure additional, intersectional discrimination 
(see below), for example, of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex 
and asexual (LGBTIAQ+) people.

6 See WHO Europe (2020) for more information.
7 See UNFPA (2005).
8 WHO Europe (2020).
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INTERSECTIONAL 
DISCRIMINATION

Intersectional discrimination is based on personal grounds or 
characteristics/identities that operate and interact with each other 
at the same time in such a way as to be inseparable. 9 A person 
who is discriminated against on grounds of their race might 
also suffer discrimination on the grounds of their gender, sexual 
orientation, religion or belief, age or disability. This discrimination 
can create cumulative disadvantage.10 In the Mekong riparian 
states, it is therefore possible to observe heightened barriers for 
ethnic minority women, older women, disabled women, and men 
of different ages, LGBTIAQ+ people of different ages, or younger 
ethnic minority members.

GENDER- 
SENSITIVE VS. 
RESPONSIVENESS

To identify and understand gender gaps and biases, and then 
act on them, it is necessary to develop and implement actions 
to overcome challenges and barriers, thereby improving gender 
equality. In comparison to gender-sensitive (understanding 
and considering socio-cultural factors underlying sex-based 
discrimination), gender responsiveness has come to mean more 
than ‘doing no harm’; it now means ‘to do better’. A gender-
responsive approach is therefore more proactive, allocates 
resources for gender analysis, and adopts a strategic approach 
to implement measures addressing the identified barriers, for 
example, by advancing women’s and girls’ employment via 
enhanced access to and control of resources and services, 
benefits, participation, and decision-making. This approach 
helps ensure that the MRC’s policies, programmes or projects do 
not exacerbate inequalities. but rather, take meaningful steps to 
reduce disparities and empower women, girls, and members of 
traditionally disadvantaged groups. 11 

9 See European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE, 2020a) on intersectional 
discrimination, for greater details.

10 European Commission (EU, 2016).
11 Based on IUCN definitions. See IUCN (2018) for more details. 
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GENDER 
BUDGETING

Gender budgeting is an application of gender mainstreaming in 
the budgetary process. It involves conducting a gender-based 
assessment of budgets, incorporating a gender perspective at all 
levels of the budgetary process, and restructuring revenues and 
expenditures in order to promote gender equality. In short, gender 
budgeting is a strategy and a process with the long-term aim of 
achieving gender equality goals.

Gender budgeting aims to include the lived realities of women’s and 
men’s lives in budgets, and to highlight existing inequalities visible 
in budgeting. In practice, gender budgeting reveals the different 
impacts of spending and revenue decisions on women and men, 
which differ depending on their life stages, and economic and social 
circumstances. In addition, this requires reviewing public finance 
decisions to ensure that they contribute to advancing gender 
equality, rather than reinforcing existing inequalities.

Gender 
statistics (sex-
disaggregated 
data/ gender-
disaggregated 
data)

Gender statistics adequately reflect differences and inequalities in the 
situation of women and men in all areas of life. They are defined by 
the following characteristics:

• data are collected and presented by sex as a primary and overall 
classification (sex-disaggregated data);

• data reflect gender issues;

• data are based on concepts and definitions that adequately 
reflect the diversity of women and men, and capture all aspects 
of their lives;

• data collection methods take into account stereotypes and social 
and cultural factors that may induce gender bias in the data.12

Note: This does not reduce statistics automatically to a binary male/
female approach, but rather suggests that gender and vulnerability 
need to be put into context by considering: what kind of information 
do we need in order to understand people´s challenges and 
opportunities fully?

12 UNSTATS (2015) provides a good explanation of the meaning of gender statistics, and 
why ‘gender-disaggregated data’ is actually a misleading term.
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Gender 
indicator

The term ‘gender-disaggregated data’ is misleading because 
it mostly describes an approach to collecting simply ‘sex-
disaggregated’ data. Collecting data based on biological sex (‘sex-
disaggregated’) is, however, just one aspect of gender statistics. To 
understand the different roles, opportunities and barriers of people 
of all genders, it is necessary to go further than that and attempt 
to understand systems of power and structural barriers to inclusive 
water governance and access to resources. 

For example, collecting data on how many women and men are 
directly dependent on Mekong resources is simple sex-disaggregated 
data collection. Collecting gender data, in contrast, would additionally 
include the factors that differentiate ‘dependency’ further (i.e. 
‘intersectional data analysis’), such as age, intra-community status, 
economic status, educational attainment, ethnicity, gender identity, 
disability and any other factor that might influence a person´s 
ability to be an active contributor to water governance and benefit 
equitably from water resources. Gender data are therefore strongly 
driven by context and disaggregation needs. Generally, this rule 
can be followed: If the aim is to reach the people with the highest 
accumulation of intersectional barriers, no one is left behind. 

Meaningful gender indicators consider the above-mentioned 
dimensions. Again, context is decisive for formulating effective 
indicators: how do we measure change for different groups of 
people in a way that shows that a policy, strategy or activity is 
effective? In addition to quantitative indicators (based on statistics 
broken down by sex), there may be qualitative indicators (based on 
women’s and men’s experiences, attitudes, opinions, and feelings). 
Gender-sensitive indicators allow for the measurement of changes 
in the relations between women and men in a certain policy area, 
programme or activity, as well as changes in the status or situation of 
women and men. 

Again, if a binary approach (women/men) is not capturing a change 
sufficiently, it is necessary to include the dimension ‘gender identity’ in 
monitoring and evaluation.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF MRC´S  
GENDER MAINSTREAMING

The guiding principles mentioned in the MRC´s Gender Policy document13 
are:

• Gender equity and equality are considered an integral part of all MRC 
work and activities.

• Effectiveness and efficiency in achieving development goals require 
the recognition that every MRC activity affects women and men 
differently, and that their different perspectives, needs, interests, roles, 
and resources should be taken into account at every stage.

• Gender equity and equality are fundamental values that must be 
strengthened and reflected in development choices and institutional 
practices.

The MRC leadership and management is committed to promote gender 
equality proactively both within the organization and throughout the MRC`s 
work. 

This is coherent with international and regional commitments to fostering 
gender equality:

• the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),14 particularly targets 
5.5 (women’s participation and leadership), 5c (policies to promote 
gender equality and women empowerment), 8.5 (full and productive 
employment and equal pay), 10.2 (Promote inclusiveness), 
6.1 (equitable access to water) and 6.b (participation of local 

13 See MRC (2013).
14 All SDGs: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (n.d.).
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communities in water management);

• the Dublin-Rio Principles on Integrated Water Resource Management: 
15 Principle 2 (Participatory approach: water development and 
management should be based on a participatory approach, involving 
users, planners and policy makers on all levels), and Principle 3 (Role of 
women: women play a central part in the provision, management and 
safeguarding of water);

• the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint 2025:16 Reduction 
of vulnerabilities, inequities and inequality including on the basis 
of gender, equitable access to resources, and the promotion of 
community engagement in environmental management and 
protection.

Hence, the MRC is committed to a proactive gender-responsive approach. 
This includes conducting detailed analysis on the circumstances and 
needs of different population groups in the Mekong Basin, the implications 
of gender and vulnerability on the design and implementation of supported 
measures, and the effects of measures on different population groups. 
Analysis and data collection will focus mainly on identifying inequity of 
women and men in different circumstances in terms of their access to/
benefit from water-related resources.

Gender mainstreaming has multiple dimensions, most of which are covered 
in this working aid and the current Gender Action Plan as part of the BDS and 
the MRC-SP. This working aid will cover most of the dimensions according 
to the MRC´s core work areas. The figure below presents an overview of the 
dimensions of gender mainstreaming.17

15 Global Water Partnership (GWP, 1996).
16 See ASEAN (2016).
17 Extracted from EIGE (2020b) on the definition of gender mainstreaming
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Overview of how gender is mainstreamed

Note: Gender equality is not equivalent to gender parity. Promoting equal 
representation of women and men in the MRC does not, therefore, refer 
to achieving a 50/50 proportion of female and male staff, but rather, 
encourages the leadership to promote equal opportunities at the 
management level, balanced promotion opportunities, and mechanisms 
for participation and decision-making
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MAINSTREAMING PLANNING 
SUPPORT AND 

PROCESSES

This chapter provides general guidance 
to mainstream gender and vulnerability 
elements into planning procedures and 
processes with a focus on updating and 
developing basin-wide strategies and 
technical guidelines.

• Integrated regional planning, 
regional sectoral strategies, 
the creation and evaluation of 
alternative development scenarios, 
and the preparation of a basin-wide 
sediment management plan. The 



18  

process involves identifying new joint investment projects and national 
projects of basin-wide significance that could increase synergies and 
reduce trade-offs and vulnerabilities at both the basin and national 
levels, and provide a comprehensive response to climate change and 
related flood and drought challenges (e.g. upstream multi-purpose 
storage development, downstream floodwater management, and 
water utilization).

• Best Practice Guidelines and guidance on how existing and impending 
national and joint projects and programmes should be carried out to 
minimize potential transboundary impacts and risks.

• The review and update of MRC Procedures – focus in this strategy 
period: the Procedures for Maintenance of Flow on the Mainstream 
(PMFM) and the Procedures for Water Quality (PWQ).
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Gender mainstreaming guidance and tools:

Process Core questions Tools/methods

Review of 
the MRC 
Procedures 
and technical 
guidelines

Does the current 
procedure 
sufficiently consider 
impacts of, for 
example, water 
quality, water flow, 
fisheries, on the 
social conditions 
and on women and 
men´s vulnerability?

Review and adaptation of the methods, 
tools and language used to ensure that the 
procedure/strategy covers social impact, 
including gendered differences (e.g. how water 
quality affects women´s and men´s health or 
time burden differently). The review is usually 
conducted with a desk review; where MRC 
data are not available, experiences from other 
basins might be. When no data are available, 
data collection/analysis should be initiated as 
part of the update/design process.

Do we have 
sufficient sex-
disaggregated 
data and gender 
statistics to update 
and monitor 
the procedure 
accordingly?

Data gap identification and review of 
possibilities to gather needed data. Effectively 
link results from other activities (from the 
assessment of change limits for environmental 
assets, the  G&V analysis, the G&V data 
collection and vulnerability mapping, and 
the decision support system). To be able to 
assess vulnerability and impact, the following 
information is necessary: whom is affected and 
how? Who contributes and in what way? The 
specifics vary according to topic.

How do we engage 
different population 
groups?

Review existing and planned community 
engagement mechanisms and identify 
efficient linkages (e.g. participation of civil 
society organizations (CSOs) in the Regional 
Stakeholder Forum to represent local voices 
regarding changes in water flow and quality). 
Update notification and management actions 
to ensure the timely communication with 
affected communities in case of emergencies 
or crucial changes affecting their livelihoods. 
(see pp. 24 for details on stakeholder 
communication).



20  

Process Core questions Tools/methods

Guideline 
development/
update and 
guidance for 
national or 
joint projects, 
management 
plans, and 
regional 
sectoral plans 
and strategies

What do we know 
about the impact 
of xx (guideline 
focus/project, e.g. 
data collection 
methods of Joint 
Environmental 
Monitoring) on 
women and men 
in the affected 
areas; what do we 
know about their 
contribution to xx 
(e.g. water quality 
monitoring)?

Review and incorporation of existing sex-
disaggregated data and gender information 
relevant to the specific topic (case studies, 
census data, development partner reports). 
The planned analyses and studies (G&V study, 
environmental assets analysis, vulnerability 
mapping) should generate significantly more 
data in the upcoming years. The lens should 
both include vulnerabilities and opportunities, 
e.g. who are potential change agents to initiate 
change in the long term?

What information is 
missing in order to 
assess the potential 
impact on women 
and men in the 
affected areas? If 
Mekong-relevant 
data are not 
available, are there 
best practices/
experiences from 
other basins/
RBOs (river basin 
organizations)? If 
it is necessary to 
generate data. Who 
should do, how, and 
at what cost?

Addressing data gaps:

Request an analysis by Member Countries, 
externals (local CSOs, consultants), or 
development partners.

MRC surveys using internal networks (e.g. 
civil society organizations active in regional 
stakeholder forums, or targeted information 
sessions in these forums).

If data are needed during an emergency, funds 
could be drawn from the planned Mekong 
Fund mechanism (e.g. rapid assessment of 
health impacts on communities after toxic 
spills).

If analysis is not possible, the G&V dimension 
should still be mentioned in the guidance to 
draw awareness to the prevalent knowledge 
gaps and seek joint solutions. Where existing, 
experiences and best practices from outside 
the Mekong region can be used to draw first 
assumptions on gender-differentiated impact 
of xx.
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How can we address 
gender inequities 
and vulnerability in 
xx (guideline, project 
design)?

Reducing inequity and vulnerability requires 
that we know the root causes of both. The 
availability of disaggregated data is therefore 
crucial to determine what action to take. 
However, some inequities and vulnerabilities 
can be assumed to be largely universal 
and need to be generally considered when 
providing guidance, e.g. women have generally 
less access to resources, assets, and benefits, 
and mostly carry a greater burden in paid 
and unpaid work. For example, droughts in 
developing countries bring health hazards 
through reduced availability of water for 
drinking, cooking and hygiene, and through 
food insecurity. Women and even girls (and 
their offspring) disproportionately suffer health 
consequences of nutritional deficiencies and 
the burdens associated with travelling long 
distances to collect water. In contrast, in both 
developed and developing countries, there is 
evidence that drought can disproportionately 
increase suicide rates among male farmers.18 
These gender-related impacts have to be 
addressed in guidelines and consultations 
with: (i) gender-sensitive risk mitigation/’do no 
harm’ measures; and  (ii) gender-responsive 
measures (e.g. advocacy to link joint drought 
projects with nutrition security projects and 
farmers´ improved access to rice banks/low-
risk emergency credit schemes/alternative 
income sources to secure livelihoods).

In assessing and designing these, it will be 
possible to identify change agents within the 
target group to support behavioural and social 
change.

18 These examples are drawn from WHO (2014) Gender, Climate Change and Health.
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Process Core questions Tools/methods

Who can implement 
the recommended 
measures, and 
how can they be 
financed?

In addition to content, any guidance also 
needs to address responsibilities and resource 
options to ensure implementation of the 
recommended measures. When the Joint 
Expert Working Groups are involved in the 
planning of projects/guidance measures, an 
expert in G&V/social impact will be responsible 
for coordinating responsibilities and resources 
accordingly. The national gender focal points 
in the member states on ministry-level can 
be liaison persons to determine key persons/
institutions within the countries to take the lead 
on specific measures.

Often, projects are already active in the 
targeted area, so coordination and exchange 
can be facilitated.

Given that gender-responsive budgeting 
capacities are relatively low in most Member 
Countries, this MRC handbook advises that 
some measures may require mixed funding 
sources (e.g. national, development partners, 
or Mekong Fund).

Development 
of alternative 
development 
scenarios

What are the 
inequalities and 
vulnerabilities 
in the target 
group in current 
development 
scenarios?

G&V-sensitive situation analysis: Review and 
incorporate existing sex-disaggregated data 
and gender-relevant information. Particularly 
relevant is information on: the gendered 
division of labour in water resources-related 
activities; the barriers and constraints for 
women and men to accessing water resources 
and their benefits; and the potential change 
agents.

Also, ensure the integration of information 
produced by other MRC activities (e.g. G&V 
analysis, environmental assets limit analysis, 
vulnerability mapping).
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How can we avoid 
perpetuating 
the identified 
inequalities and 
vulnerabilities (do 
no harm)? And 
what scenario 
would promote 
gender equality and 
reduce vulnerability 
(G&V-responsive 
approach)?

A gender-disaggregated needs assessment 
and stakeholder analysis19 can be conducted 
partly as a desk study and partly based on 
stakeholder consultations (Member Countries, 
CSO discussion during regional stakeholder 
forums, target group surveys if possible). The 
goal is to identify  opportunities to promote 
equitable access to water resources and 
benefits of different population groups.

Cost-benefit analyses for the alternative 
scenarios should aim to include potential costs 
and/or lost benefits of social inequality as far 
as possible, and propose vulnerability-sensitive 
investment scenarios (e.g. vulnerability-
responsive flood protection infrastructure 
planning).

Key indicators for a cost and/or loss analysis 
that can be relevant to water resources and 
their benefits and management can be equity 
and equality in employment, decision-making, 
entrepreneurship, access to credit, educational 
attainment, and gender division of labour (paid 
and unpaid).20 

19 A useful checklist for inclusive and equitable stakeholder engagement in water 
governance is available at OECD (2015), particularly on p. 174.

20 Useful indicators for measurement are available in a study by Ferrant & Kolev (2016), 
Wodon & de la Brière (2018), and EIGE (2016b).
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MAINSTREAMING DATA, MONITORING  
AND FORECASTING

This chapter provides general guidance on how to integrate G&V aspects 
into data collection, monitoring and forecasting activities, and how 
disaggregated data can be utilized. The data focuses on the analysis of the 
livelihoods of the Mekong riparian population in regard to their accessibility 
to water-related resources and benefits.

Process Core questions Tools/methods

Study/
assessment 
design (e.g. 
sediment 
transport study, 
environmental 
assets limit 
assessment)

What do we 
know about 
impacts of 
xx (study/
assessment 
topic, e.g. 
sediment 
transport 
changes) on 
women and 
men in the 
respective 
communities? 
Who can 
we identify 
as change 
agents?

Review of sex-disaggregated data and gender-relevant 
information (prioritizing data in the Mekong region, 
but experiences from other regions can be useful to 
determine data gaps and draw assumptions for our 
study).

Determine core relevant information needed to 
integrate G&V into the study design, as shown in the 
example of a sediment transport study. Relevant 
Information can include: the impact of sediment 
changes and bank erosion on women’s, men’s, girls’ 
and boys’ nutrition security, human health (e.g. affected 
by sediment pollution) and on income opportunities 
for women and men in the riparian communities (e.g. 
through impact of bank erosion on land use). The study 
can also identify change agents. For example, since 
women are generally responsible for family nutrition, 
a communication strategy might focus on reaching 
out to women to promote certain measures in their 
communities to prevent negative health impacts of 
the identified pollution. These targeted measures may 
create further opportunities for empowerment, e.g. by 
promoting the formation of women monitoring groups.

Where direct information/consultation with affected 
communities seems significant (e.g. in the limits 
assessment for environmental assets), the study 
design needs to develop an effective engagement/
consultation mechanism. Three examples (below) of 
such mechanisms (using the example of the limits 
assessment for environmental assets):
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a) In regional stakeholder forums,  a session should be 
included with community and CSO representatives 
from selected key regions (e.g. key wetlands areas) 
to collect local perspectives on limits of acceptable 
change.

b) The MRC commissions local civil society organizations 
to conduct limits assessments in selected areas, 
including community interviews, and feeds the case 
study data into the overall assessment.

c)  The MRC advocates for each Member Country 
to conduct local discussion forums (e.g. through 
national or provincial parliamentarians who regularly 
conduct local constituency engagement forums) or 
to commission case studies (implemented by local 
government staff or CSOs).

The guiding questions for all three examples are: Who is 
affected, in what way, and by what change (here: of the 
affected environmental systems)? Who contributes and in 
what way (here: to the protection of the wetlands)? How 
are changes/non-changes exacerbating or perpetuating 
vulnerabilities and inequalities?

How can the 
information be 
utilized?

Each study/assessment should identify opportunities 
to reduce inequity and vulnerability among the target 
communities.

Here is an example of a sediment study, who aim is 
to identify the following opportunities: (i) to improve 
nutrition security for all community members; (ii) for 
alternative income to decrease dependence on water-
related resources; and (iii) for community involvement 
measures to counteract erosion (possibly even with 
an empowerment element for women’s community 
leadership promotion, e.g. promoting women’s leadership 
in local erosion prevention committees).

By defining these factors, the social limits that prevent 
change/‘do no harm’ approaches and opportunities 
to promote equity and reduce vulnerability can be 
determined for different population groups. 

The results of these analyses can also be used to inform 
cost/loss analyses for alternative development scenarios, 
vulnerability mapping activities, regional planning 
measures, sectoral strategies, and the identification and 
design of national and joint projects.
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Process Core questions Tools/methods

a) In regional stakeholder forums,  a session should be 
included with community and CSO representatives 
from selected key regions (e.g. key wetlands areas) 
to collect local perspectives on limits of acceptable 
change.

b) The MRC commissions local civil society organizations 
to conduct limits assessments in selected areas, 
including community interviews, and feeds the case 
study data into the overall assessment.

c)  The MRC advocates for each Member Country 
to conduct local discussion forums (e.g. through 
national or provincial parliamentarians who regularly 
conduct local constituency engagement forums) or 
to commission case studies (implemented by local 
government staff or CSOs).

The guiding questions for all three examples are: Who is 
affected, in what way, and by what change (here: of the 
affected environmental systems)? Who contributes and in 
what way (here: to the protection of the wetlands)? How 
are changes/non-changes exacerbating or perpetuating 
vulnerabilities and inequalities?

How can the 
information be 
utilized?

Each study/assessment should identify opportunities 
to reduce inequity and vulnerability among the target 
communities.

Here is an example of a sediment study, who aim is 
to identify the following opportunities: (i) to improve 
nutrition security for all community members; (ii) for 
alternative income to decrease dependence on water-
related resources; and (iii) for community involvement 
measures to counteract erosion (possibly even with 
an empowerment element for women’s community 
leadership promotion, e.g. promoting women’s leadership 
in local erosion prevention committees).

By defining these factors, the social limits that prevent 
change/‘do no harm’ approaches and opportunities 
to promote equity and reduce vulnerability can be 
determined for different population groups. 

The results of these analyses can also be used to inform 
cost/loss analyses for alternative development scenarios, 
vulnerability mapping activities, regional planning 
measures, sectoral strategies, and the identification and 
design of national and joint projects.

Process Core questions Tools/methods

Vulnerability 
mapping

Which factors 
put women 
and men in 
the riparian 
communities 
in vulnerable 
positions?

The vulnerability mapping activities should aim to collect 
the following core information:

• the poor and near-poor communities in areas of key 
environmental (water-related) assets (e.g. based on 
national census data and GIS);

• the regularity and severity of water-related disasters/
incidents events, and how they affect different 
population groups in terms of their water, food and 
energy security, health, income, and time poverty;

• intersectional inequalities in communities (feeding 
directly into activity 2.1.4.3.; e.g. ethnic belonging, m/f 
secondary education rates, m/f employment sectors, 
m/f land ownership, m/f access to credit).

Utilization of 
results: How 
can sectoral 
changes/
investments 
contribute to 
reduce their 
vulnerability?

The layering of these data will provide a detailed picture 
of the vulnerabilities and inequities among riparian 
communities. It will also provide the results of the 
mapping, which can be used to inform both regional 
and national planning activities. Some examples are 
the prioritization of flood-resistant infrastructure projects 
in areas of highest vulnerability; the identification of 
communities that have the greatest need  for timely early 
warning communication; and inclusion of determined 
vulnerabilities into basin development scenarios).

The data gaps that will be identified by the analysis 
should be used as basis to advocate for harmonized data 
collection with the NMCs (National Mekong Committees). 
Even if the results of the vulnerability mapping will not 
be available immediately, the design of the decision 
support system should already consider the systematic 
integration of some of the information to facilitate their 
incorporation once available. This design should at 
least include data on poverty and employment sectors 
(gender-disaggregated, if available). 

The implementation of the Data Acquisition and 
Generation Action Plan (DAGAP), including the provision to 
the MRC of the social and economic data that countries 
already have, will be highly valuable in this regard. 
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Harmonization 
of regional 
disaggregated 
data

What kind of 
data is needed 
in order to 
establish 
a baseline 
of gender 
statistics that 
we can feed 
into decision-
making and 
different 
planning 
processes?

Even though it will be necessary to review and tailor data 
needs in every individual planning/design/implementation 
process, there are a few common data baselines that 
would significantly improve most processes:

• Poverty data (including near-poverty: particularly 
important under COVID-19 development lens), 
disaggregated by sex, age, location, ethnic groups.

• Data on access to clean water, energy and food 
security, disaggregated by sex, age, location, and 
ethnic groups

• Formal and informal employment data in relation 
to water resources, and in general for riparian 
communities, which is important to determine the 
potential to decrease communities’ dependence 
on water resources, disaggregated by sex, age, 
educational attainment, location, and ethnic group.

The systematic collection of these data will need to be 
incorporated into National Indicative Plans (NIPs) since 
they depend substantially on national actions to be 
implemented. Involving local civil society organizations 
(CSOs) and development partners can be a measure 
to support national agencies in the data collection 
activities. At the ASEAN level, it would be worthwhile to 
regularly crosscheck the availability of regional data, e.g. 
as collected by the ASEAN Committee on Women, the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO), and Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), and/or Oxfam International. 
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Process Core questions Tools/methods

Improvement 
and 
integration 
of basin-
wide flood 
and drought 
forecasting 
and early 
warning

What are 
the current 
communication 
channels 
with local 
communities 
potentially 
affected by 
floods and 
droughts, and 
what is the best 
way to utilize 
these channels 
best, both 
ways?

Review of current national communication channels 
with and from affected local communities: How is 
accumulated local knowledge (e.g. on drought-related 
changes in agricultural outputs, sudden or continuous 
changes in water levels) captured and used (i.e. bottom-
up information)? Which channels are used to inform 
affected communities (forecasting and early warning), 
and who exactly is reached by this communication?

This is important as international experiences show that 
men and women access, process, interpret and respond 
to information in different ways due to the social and 
cultural organization of gender relations and the gender 
division of labour.21

21 For example, see Brown et al. (2019) on gender transformative early warning systems.
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How can we 
design inclusive 
early warning 
communication 
mechanisms 
that are 
gender-
sensitive? 

Enhance early warning systems with gender-sensitive 
early warning communication mechanisms that cover 
the following:22

a)  Vulnerability risk knowledge: Assessments need to 
include existing vulnerabilities and capacities specific 
to both women and men, and evaluate the risk faced 
by both groups considering differing social and 
economic roles and responsibilities.

b)  Inclusive monitoring: Systems that monitor, 
archive and disseminate data on key hazards and 
vulnerabilities include sex-disaggregated data and 
analysis of gender issues.

c) The regional database mirrors this structure, uses 
sex-disaggregated data, and includes social and 
cultural commonalities and contrasts to aid planning 
for transboundary monitoring of hazards and 
vulnerabilities.

d)  Dissemination of meaningful warnings to those at 
risk: Warnings are formulated and disseminated while 
ensuring that they are adequately understood by all 
women, men, girls and boys at risk, and on a timely 
basis. Particular attention is paid to age, culture, 
literacy, information access and sociocultural context. 
Warning and evacuation systems include specific 
measures to reach women, ensuring to address 
any gendered cultural constraints on mobility and 
information access. Mobility constraints must also 
be considered for community members living with 
disabilities.

e)  Response capability of communities: Evaluation 
needs to show that women, men, girls and boys 
understand the hazards that the community faces, are 
alert to natural signs as well as formal early warning, 
and know how to respond.

Preparedness plans and response capacities need to 
integrate gender analysis results and address the main 
gender-based differences in disaster preparedness and 
response.

22 Detailed guides to design gender-responsive early warning systems are available at 
UNISDR/UNDP/IUCN (2009). Also see Brown et al. (2019) for additional information on this 
subject.
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MAINSTREAMING STAKEHOLDER  
ENGAGEMENT AND COMMUNICATION

This chapter provides general guidance on how to integrate gender-
sensitive language and mainstreaming measures into stakeholder 
engagement and MRC communication mechanisms. It focuses only on the 
mechanisms that have not yet been covered under previous chapters, since 
most MRC processes require stakeholder engagement and cooperation 
(e.g. design of joint projects, review of procedures, harmonization of data, 
improvement of early warning systems). Since the establishment of a 
harmonized, basin-wide stakeholder platform is a result of all accumulated 
processes, the mainstreaming methods in this handbook and the existing 
Gender Action Plan provide the G&V mainstreaming framework for the 
envisioned platform. The harmonization of enhanced disaggregated data 
and their systematic incorporation into planning and decision-making 
processes are at the core of the MRC´s G&V mainstreaming.

Process Core questions Tools/methods

Mainstreaming 
gender and 
vulnerability 
(G&V) into 
regional 
stakeholder 
forums, 
consultation 
meetings, 
and related 
workshops

What are the 
entry points to 
integrate G&V 
perspectives?

The general goal is to integrate G&V discussions 
into planned sessions in a more meaningfully way, 
in addition to creating separate sessions/forums 
to address social issues. Experience shows that 
these separate sessions are mainly attended by 
stakeholders who are affected by developments/
represent groups that are affected. Hence, these 
separate forums are highly beneficial for providing 
space for local voices and collect information on 
target group challenges, needs, and strengths.

To foster the G&V-sensitive debate and emphasize 
the collective need for enhanced disaggregated 
data; however, it is important to establish G&V 
standards in all panels, presentations, and 
exchanges in a stakeholder event, as follows:
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1.  Communicate in advance that all presentations 
and discussion outlines need to address G&V 
aspects: What do we know about whom is 
affected, and who contributes and in what way?

2.  Ensure that G&V-active CSOs and other 
specialists (e.g. academic institutions that 
conducted studies on G&V) are able to join 
forums/meetings and provide space for their 
inputs in technical discussions.

3.  Use stakeholder meetings to discuss G&V data 
gaps and options to address them.

Balanced representation of the many stakeholders 
in these forums will be important, as well as 
consistent recording, reporting, and impact 
tracking procedures. There will be a need also to 
raise awareness and provide comprehensible 
information in the local language to some social 
groups so that they can have an equal voice during 
the forums.

Composition of 
the Joint Basin 
Expert Groups

How can G&V 
elements be 
embedded 
systematically 
indiscussion in 
expert groups?

Identification of gender-experienced experts from 
national ministries. They can be either technical 
experts with experience in integrating G&V aspects 
into their work, or Gender Focal Points from sector 
ministries. Beyond sector ministries, experts could 
be engaged from the national gender machineries 
(Cambodia: Ministry of Women´s Affairs; Lao 
PDR and Viet Nam: Women’s Union or National 
Commissions for the Advancement of Women; 
Thailand: Thai National Commission on Women´s 
Affairs). The partner at the ASEAN level could be the 
ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection 
of the Rights of Women and Children (ACWC), Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO), Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), and/or Oxfam International. 

Further, the Terms of Reference of experts should 
include G&V-relevant knowledge and experience, 
including gender-responsive budgeting. A key 
focus of the G&V experts should be the promotion 
of systematic disaggregated data collection, 
harmonization, and integration of G&V aspects into 
the design of joint projects, planning, etc.
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Design of a 
Mekong Fund

How can we 
utilize funds 
to promote 
gender equity 
and reduce 
vulnerabilities?

In regard to G&V, the Fund design would need to 
ensure that:

a)  all funded projects conduct a G&V analysis (on 
whom is affected and in what way); measure 
benefits for whom and how) and integrate do-
no-harm safeguards and aspects to promote 
equity whenever possible. An example is 
gender-sensitive disaster response activities;

b) opportunities and partners are identified to 
specifically promote the empowerment of 
specific groups/regions in vulnerable positions. 
An example is the promotion of women´s 
leadership in local committees to enhance 
bottom-up monitoring/reporting for improved 
forecasting and impact evaluation regarding 
floods and droughts.

Communication 
and Public 
Relations

How can we 
mainstream 
G&V aspects 
into our regular 
communications 
and public 
relations?

Best practices in gender mainstreaming of 
communications and public relations are as 
follows:23

1.  Combine disaggregated figures indicating the 
differences in situations/sectors for women and 
men, and the intersectional aspects of inequity 
they face.

2. Ensure not only equal but also fair visibility 
(i.e. avoid portraying stereotypical work and 
unequal power relations), and aim to show a 
visual portrayal of women and men in diverse 
roles that challenge gender roles.

23 For communication and public relations staff, it is useful to refer to United Nations’ gender-
inclusive language, as well as good practices on the issue (Marin, 2018). 
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3. Ensure that the contributions of women and 
men to activities/sectors are portrayed fairly 
and made visible, for example, the unpaid 
care work of rural women: Women’s lack of 
participation in the monetized economy does 
not indicate that their work does not contribute 
to the economy; indeed, their largely invisible 
work enables other members of their family to 
participate in the workforce.

4. Adopt a gender-responsive language in 
publications: use ‘women’ and ‘girl’ instead of 
‘female’, and ‘men’, and ‘boy’ instead of ‘male’, 
because ‘male’ and ‘female’ define biological 
distinctions in the field of medicine and biology, 
whereas ‘men’ and ‘women’ define human 
beings and therefore indicate personhood. 
Using ‘male’ and ‘female’ to describe men and 
women reduces them to their reproductive 
abilities and deepens the differences between 
men and women as grounded in biology, 
instead of socially constructed roles. For 
example, use ‘women farmers’ instead of 
‘female farmers’.

5. Further, where applicable, use gender-inclusive 
job titles in events, meeting notes etc., for 
example, ‘chairperson’ instead of ‘chairman’.24

6. Avoid further victimization in language and 
visual materials, e.g. not ‘vulnerable people’ but 
‘people in vulnerable situations’; show women 
and men as active participants and agents 
instead of passive beneficiaries.

24 For more useful inclusive language guidance, see United Nations’ guidelines for gender-
inclusive language (Marin, 2018).
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STRENGTHENING MRC´S  
ORGANISATIONAL MAINSTREAMING

This chapter highlights the organizational aspects and internal procedures 
that are critical to mainstream gender and vulnerability knowledge and 
application throughout the organization.25

Organisational aspect Mainstreaming needs

Promotion of 
accountability for 
gender and vulnerability 
(G&V) mainstreaming

Accountability refers to the objectives and priorities of an 
organization as well as to its rules and procedures. Gender 
mainstreaming is a top-down strategy, i.e. the ‘top managers’ of 
an organization are responsible for creating accountability for its 
implementation.

Accountability is achieved by:

a)  formal mechanisms (the MRC´s mandate, procedural rules and 
job descriptions that integrate G&V aspects);

b)  informal mechanisms (how managers address G&V issues in 
meetings, how they are integrated into agendas, how G&V-
responsible staff are involved in decision-making; further, clear 
assignment of related tasks and responsibilities to staff members 
according to the Gender Action Plan and beyond).

Allocation of resources Financial resources/gender-responsive budgeting: Activities in the 
Gender Action Plan need to have budget lines, including potential 
capacity- development activities for staff.

Human resources: Ensure that the gender mainstreaming of activities 
(e.g. of early warning systems) is scheduled in staff/divisions’ work 
plans. There is a risk that mainstreaming will be perceived as part of 
the regular work schedule and therefore becomes an ‘on top’ task or 
add-on that is more readily dropped. Indeed, G&V mainstreaming 
requires analysis, integration, monitoring); therefore, time should be 
scheduled accordingly.

25 This chapter was informed by the EIGE’s study on institutional transformation (EIGE, 
2016a).
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Organisational aspect Mainstreaming needs

Conducting an 
organizational G&V 
analysis as part of 
the organizational 
development plan for 
the MRC

An organizational analysis should focus on two aspects:

a) A review of the composition of MRC Secretariat staff in regard 
to gender parity, equity and diversity throughout all MRC bodies 
and on different management levels will inform the respective 
diversity and equality goals of the organizational development 
plan. Human resources practices in gender-sensitive recruitment 
and performance appraisals, and the situation regarding equal 
pay should be analysed. Quota and mentoring schemes might 
be used to promote parity particularly in leadership positions. 
The goal is to foster a gender-sensitive, transparent, diverse, and 
equal organizational culture.

b) A capacity assessment of staffs´ gender competence and 
respective needs. The results of the participatory assessment 
should include an overview of MRC Secretariat staff and divisions’ 
current strengths and weaknesses in mainstreaming G&V, and 
recommendations on where and how to enhance structures 
and staff capacities accordingly. Review focus areas should 
be on organizational structures (e.g. hierarchies, procedures), 
personnel (e.g. G&V knowledge, attitudes, informal practices), 
and the MRC´s work areas and their outcomes.

Formalizing the G&V 
internal support 
structure

While equal opportunity officers focus on equal opportunities within 
an organization’s personnel, a gender mainstreaming support 
structure’s role is to facilitate organizational change with respect 
to an organization’s functionality and outcome. This is why the role 
of an equal opportunity officer should not be merged with that of 
the gender mainstreaming support structure. Even though the 
MRC is committed to mainstream G&V into all divisions according 
to technical tasks, specific support roles should still be defined.26 
This does not necessarily require the hiring of new staff, but rather 
recommends a clear allocation of tasks for, inter alia, the Gender 
Focal Points and Human Resources staff, including management 
support for promoting gender mainstreaming. It is always 
recommended to fix gender mainstreaming tasks into individual job 
descriptions and terms of reference, so that gender work does not 
become an ‘add on’ task.

26 For useful details on roles and tasks of these support officers, see EIGE (2016a) on 
establishing a gender mainstreaming support structure.
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Developing G&V 
standards for 
Communication

Develop or review internal and external communication standards: 

Internal: Ensure that all staff are aware of the collective task of G&V 
mainstreaming, and the MRC´s equality commitments. This should 
not be a one-time communication, but different communication 
channels should be identified to emphasize these messages 
regularly.

External: Highlight the promotion of gender equality as one of the 
MRC´s priority objectives (website, publications, events). Review all 
public relations materials and publications for gender-sensitive 
language and visual material use.

Give communication and public relations staff the possibility to 
develop their related skills through training.

Enhancing staff´s gender 
competence

Experience shows that the effects of measures such as gender 
equality training can fade quickly if they are only delivered as a 
one-off session or if they constitute the only measure for introducing 
gender mainstreaming.

Gender equality competence comprises commitment, 
methodological skills, and specialist knowledge:

• Commitment refers to the recognition of gender equality 
as the aim of both the organization and of one’s own work; 
it entails taking responsibility for the implementation of 
gender mainstreaming within one’s own area of operations. 
Organizational commitment to and staff motivation for gender 
mainstreaming are mainly driven by managers´ attitudes and 
good examples.

• Methodological skills imply the ability to implement gender 
mainstreaming using the appropriate methods and tools, as has 
been provided in this working aid. It also includes the ability to 
identify and procure the required gender-disaggregated data 
and to utilize this in one’s own work. Since the current GAP is 
mainly focused on enhanced data collection, it will be particularly 
important to develop systematic approaches to use the acquired 
information on G&V aspects in the design and implementation of 
the MRC´s activities.
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• Specialist knowledge comprises both the theoretical 
understanding of gender as a social construct and in-depth 
knowledge of gender relations as social structures. It also covers 
knowledge of empirical facts about gender aspects within the 
organization’s policy area and sphere of activities, as well as the 
ability to correctly classify and interpret gender-disaggregated 
facts and data. While not every staff member is expected to 
become gender specialists, it should be emphasized that every 
staff´s skill development objectives include gender competence.

An organizational standard is developed mostly to assign the 
human resources management unit with the responsibility 
of creating, steering and monitoring a staff gender equality 
competence development plan.27 However, it is still recommended 
that management work in close cooperation with the gender 
mainstreaming support structure to ensure close technical relevance.

Gender Information 
Management System 
and monitoring of the 
Gender Action Plan 
(GAP)

The current MRC Strategic Plan (MRC-SP) and Gender Action Plan 
(GAP) place a significant emphasis on G&V-relevant data collection. 
Hence, it will be important to structure the management of data and 
gender information, which, it is hoped, will increase.

Core considerations to achieve this are:

a) How can we optimize disaggregated data collection on national 
and regional level?

b) Who will process the incoming data and information, and how?

c)  How will we distribute the gained knowledge effectively, and to 
whom?

On the one hand, the MRC wishes to mainstream all its work so data 
will be integrated meaningfully into planning processes, procedures, 
guidelines etc. On the other hand, it still needs to be ensured that 
gender information is readily available to be cross-accessed and 
utilized, internally and for other stakeholders.

27 For useful guiding questions and best practices for the development of a gender competence 
plan, see EIGE (2016a) on developing gender equality competence.
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While the technical units will be mainly responsible for collecting G&V 
data according to the SP/GAP, the identified gender mainstreaming 
support structure should be responsible for overseeing the quality 
of the content, regular updates, and overall coherent presentation. 
Setting up a gender information system should take place within (or 
adjacent to) the regular monitoring system of the MRC. Consideration 
could also be given to partly create a structure that can be accessed 
by external stakeholders to assist the MRC´s goal to harmonize 
data collection and create a larger information base among basin 
stakeholders. The GAP needs to be integrated into the MRC´s regular 
M&E system, including the additional sub-objectives/milestones 
defined in the Gender Action Plan document. 

To make new information continuously visible, the gender 
mainstreaming support staff should aim to regularly distribute 
knowledge or updates to the whole organization (and beyond), e.g. 
through quarterly/annually newsletters and scheduled G&V update 
sessions in staff meetings.

G&V organizational 
mainstreaming 
strategy/guiding 
document

It is recommended to compile different aspects of G&V 
mainstreaming into one strategic document or a compiled G&V 
folder accessible by all staff and supporting experts. This strategy/
guiding document would include:

• an overview on where and how the organizational structure 
supports G&V mainstreaming and equal opportunity promotion;

• a summary of the MRC´s organizational equality objectives;

• gender-sensitive communication standards to be mainstreamed 
into the yearly communications plan of the MRC;

• staff development plan (gender competence promotion);

• the Gender information management system: where and how is 
gender information produced, and how is the data used?

• information on how (and by whom) the equality objectives and 
the GAP activities are monitored and steered;

• A GAP and Working Aid Annex.
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