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Summary 

This master thesis explores the way gender, diversity, and inclusion (GDI) are defined and 

practiced in ZOA, an international non-governmental organisation with operations in 

humanitarian and development settings. While GDI increasingly holds sway in global 

development discourse, there are questions around how these values are being interpreted in 

various cultures – and if they are truly grounded in organisational practice or still drawn from 

external paradigms. 

Using ZOA as a case, this study investigates the alignment between the organisation's 

global strategic vision on GDI and staff's knowledge, attitudes and practices (KAP). The study 

utilises a mixed-methods study that includes key informant interviews, a global staff survey, 

and document analysis. Theoretical perspectives used in the study include localisation theory, 

organisational culture theory, practice theory, and the KAP model to investigate how global 

strategies are translated into local realities.  

Evidence shows that ZOA has formally committed to GDI at the strategic level, with 

different levels of realisation in various contexts. ZOA’s strategic documents explicitly outline 

the values of inclusion, equality, and dignity for all human beings. However, interpretation of 

these values and how they are put into practice varies throughout the organisation. Staff 

normally demonstrate a good understanding of GDI principles, particularly gender equality and 

inclusion of the disabled. The concept of diversity is normally condensed, because frequently 

it is being limited to gender and ethnicity. This suggests that the broader definition, as ZOA 

has defined it, is not yet fully internalised.  

The research also reveals that the staff attitudes towards GDI are very positive. The 

majority of the staff are supportive of the idea that GDI should still be a priority even if donors 

no longer require it. This indicates an internal drive. However, here are tensions as well. There 

are employees who view GDI as a Western-led agenda, one which can have resistance, 

especially when it is contrary to local religious or cultural values. Such tensions are markedly 

obvious in arguments related to gender roles, and leadership with minimum diversity. 

In terms of practice, this research finds that while GDI is often cited in project proposals 

and plan, its implementation is inconsistent. For instance, GDI analysis may not always be 

written down, and monitoring of power dynamics is not always clear. Some staff report that 

GDI is only addressed when donors explicitly request it, raising concerns about whether 

inclusion is truly embedded or simply a compliance issue. Resource constraints, such as 

limited budgets and staffing, further hinder the consistent application of GDI principles. 

The thesis further examines how GDI is implemented in ZOA's projects. Two examples 

are used to illustrate this: the "We Are Able!" program and Yemeni context. The first illustrates 

how actively one can foster inclusion, namely for people with disabilities. The second 



Page | 5  
 

illustrates the challenge to work on GDI in politically and culturally sensitive contexts, where 

even gender-disaggregated data collection is challenging. 

Despite these challenges, the research identifies areas for improvement in a few 

specific areas. Staff express a call for further training, more summarised tools, and better 

leadership of GDI. There is also a call for greater open communication throughout the 

organisation, with a particular emphasis on difficult topics. Facilitating open dialogue in a safe 

environment is necessary for building trust and mutual understanding. 

Lastly, the thesis argues that if GDI is to be successful, it must be more than a policy 

– more even than a papered intention – it must become a lived organisational value. This 

requires ongoing thinking, an atmosphere of open dialogue, and a willingness to build 

strategies according to local context. The research concludes by suggesting that GDI should 

move beyond being just an acronym to become truly meaningful. It should be embedded in 

the organisation’s culture, decision-making, and daily practices. Besides, the research offers 

recommendations to ZOA and other agencies to make their commitment to inclusion, not just 

in what they say but in how they do things. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction of the topic 

The international development and humanitarian sector have been thinking critically about 

questions related to power, inclusion and representation (Bonacker et al., 2016). Central to 

this reflection are questions such as: To what extent are local voices truly included in 

development initiatives? Do well-intentioned efforts unintentionally impose external ideas and 

values? Despite our best intentions, are we perpetuating forms of neo-colonialism? These 

questions have sparked an academic discussion, highlighting the need to reflect on how global 

development or humanitarian organisations operate. They are relevant to all issues that the 

development sector deals with, but certainly in the area of gender and diversity. In recent 

years, these topics have gained increasing prominence on the development agenda, while the 

interpretation of what is the best way to highlight these issues may differ (Martin, 2023). 

Gender, diversity and inclusion (GDI) are not new concepts. Previously, the 

development sector has evolved from Women in Development (WID) during the 1970s to 

Gender and Development (GAD) in the 1990s. This was reflecting a growing 

acknowledgement of structural inequalities and the need for transformative change 

(MacArthur et al., 2022). This was in response to feminist criticisms of how dominant 

development narratives often neglect the experiences of marginalised women. But since GDI 

has come to dominate development agendas, it is still contested and complex to implement it 

in a sustainable way.  

One of the key concerns is that GDI approaches tend to be guided by Western theory, 

which may not always align with local cultural, religious, or social norms (Istratii, 2017; White, 

2005). This tension suggests the importance of being context-sensitive in project execution 

and respecting local values for the purpose of being inclusive. As Tasli (2007) argues, these 

context-specific approaches, rooted in grassroots initiative will lead to the transformative 

potential of gender equality, but it is often diluted when GDI is reduced to donor-driven 

checklists. 

Faith-based organisations like ZOA, which is further introduced in paragraph 1.2, 

occupy a unique position in this sector. Their religious identity can serve both as a bridge and 

a barrier in GDI work. On one hand, religious values such as dignity, compassion, and justice 

can support inclusive practices. On the other hand, certain interpretations can stand in contrast 

to global gender norms (Flood et al., 2020). This tension requires examination of how such 

organisations negotiate these complexities in culturally diverse settings. 

Moreover, the notion of “local voices” is important to discuss. It raises questions like: 

Who is “local”? Whose voices are silenced or heard within communities? Power dynamics 
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within local contexts – shaped by gender, age, ethnicity, and class – can influence whose 

perspectives are heard and acted upon (Parpart et al., 2003). And as Escobar (1995) stated 

it, the development discourse has long envisioned the Global South as the passive object of 

Western knowledge and intervention. Therefore, localisation is not merely a matter of handing 

power from North to South, but it includes recognising and addressing inequalities, both within 

organisations as communities.  

Finally, some of the language of the GDI discourse, like "empowerment," "diversity," 

and "inclusion" carry different meanings in other contexts. Depending on political and cultural 

contexts, they can be adopted, misunderstood, or negotiated. Alasuutari and Andreotti (2015) 

argue that discourses of international development follow a "global imaginary" that was 

shaped by historical relations of power, which inevitably hides the diverse forms of 

experiencing values like dignity and equality across the world. You could question whether 

GDI is indeed a global agenda or something that has to be continuously reinterpreted at local 

levels. 

In light of the above-mentioned complexities, this research aims to explore how GDI is 

interpreted and implemented in ZOA, an international humanitarian organisation. Through an 

examination of ZOA staff attitudes, knowledge, and ways of working across different cultures, 

this study seeks to understand how global policies are locally understood, and whether they 

are actually inclusive. Outcomes will contribute to current debates on localisation, 

organisational culture, and operationalising inclusion in development and humanitarian work. 

1.2 Introduction to ZOA 

This research was done in collaboration with ZOA, an INGO committed to supporting 

vulnerable communities in crisis zones. ZOA’s approach combines emergency relief with long-

term recovery. The organisation focuses on five key sectors: Peacebuilding, Food Security 

and Livelihoods (FSL), Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), Shelter, and Education. These 

interventions are guided by 

three strategic themes: climate 

resilience, localisation, and 

peacebuilding, ensuring that 

aid is not only effective but also 

sustainable and community 

driven. ZOA’s Programme 

strategy is visualised in 

figure 1.  
Figure 1: ZOA’s Programme Strategy (ZOA, 2025) 
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ZOA’s Christian identity inspires the organisation to serve all people, regardless of 

ethnicity, religion, or background, with integrity and respect. In 2024, this commitment was 

recognised through the recertification of the Core Humanitarian Standard (CHS), affirming 

ZOA’s quality and accountability in humanitarian work. 

Financially, ZOA experienced significant growth in 2024, with total income surpassing 

€101 million for the first time in its history. On the other hand, looking to the future and the 

changing geopolitical climate it is necessary to increase the private funding, because of the 

decline in institutional funds. In 2024, ZOA employed 905 staff worldwide, the division per 

country is shown in figure 2.  

This research is focused on the themes gender, diversity and inclusion, which is also a focus 

of ZOA as an overarching theme of Gender, Diversity and Inclusion (GDI). ZOA uses this as 

an umbrella term to refer to all organisational policies, practices, strategies and programmes 

that contribute to issues related to GDI (ZOA, 2023). The aim in this research is to explore 

how this theme is perceived and implemented within the organisation. Given that ZOA 

operates in a lot of countries and works closely with local staff, it raises questions about how 

people in different cultural contexts perceive and approach GDI. 

 

 

Note: The reason for the researcher to use “headquarters” in this study is because this is the 

most commonly used term within the organisation, both in the Netherlands and in the other 

ZOA countries. With this, the researcher does not want to perpetuate power relations, but it is 

only a reference to ZOA's office in Apeldoorn. 

Figure 2: Overview of ZOA worldwide in 2024 (ZOA, 2025) 
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1.3 Societal relevance 

Currently, individuals involved in development or humanitarian work are becoming more and 

more aware of the challenges related to gender and diversity. At the same time, the 

implementation of projects that relate to GDI often reflects the norms and values of dominant 

cultures or international organisations. A top-down dynamic can easily be perpetuated, while 

the project can be well-intended. This can occur, because especially topics like gender, 

diversity and inclusion are context specific (Martin, 2023). The history and experiences of 

various societies in regard to gender roles occur differently, and these make them understand 

and approach inclusion efforts differently. This underscores the importance of understanding 

and integrating local narratives into GDI initiatives to ensure their relevance and sustainability. 

An underlying problem is the lack of real representation and integration of local voices 

in the formulation and implementation of policies related to GDI (Parpart et al., 2003). Local 

histories, experiences and social constructions around gender roles vary widely, yet are the 

things that shape appropriate approaches to inclusion. To make this more inclusive, it is 

essential to explore whether and how local discourses are reflected in GDI programmes, in 

organisations like ZOA. Currently, there is a lack of understanding of the extent to which local 

voices are actually incorporated into the strategies of international development or 

humanitarian organisations (Parpart et al., 2003). By organising the research around such 

local voices, I examined to what extent these voices are truly listened to in the diversity 

policies, or whether the initiatives that are taken remain dictated from above without actual 

participation. 

In addition, this research is timely in light of global challenges such as climate change, 

forced displacement, and growing political instability. These issues don’t affect everyone 

equally. Women, people with disabilities, and ethnic minorities often face greater risks and 

have fewer resources to cope with these risks. That highlights the importance of why 

development programs need to be inclusive (Martin, 2023). It makes the response more 

effective and equitable if it is not implemented with a form of neo-colonialism, as this study is 

investigating.  

For the organisation ZOA, this research is also relevant, as they themselves indicate 

that independent research can give them more insight into their own unconscious bias, 

privilege and power (ZOA, 2023). By examining whether ‘localisation’ principles are put into 

practice in themes related to GDI, it indicates to them whether they are also acting according 

to their policies, or whether practice reflects something else. This is because the degree of 

localisation is about the extent to which the voices of local staff are taken into account (Parpart 

et al., 2003). 
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Besides, organisations like ZOA also have a broader function than just the provision 

of aid. They make a contribution towards the way the world thinks about inclusion. Through 

their policies and programmes, they determine what inclusion actually is. This means that they 

can either reinforce current inequalities or make a contribution towards undermining them 

(Parpart et al., 2003). This research can teach us the effects of INGOs like ZOA on the thinking 

of people. 

At the same time, however, there’s a growing concern in some countries that GDI is 

being forced upon them as a Western idea. That can lead to resistance, especially if the local 

population feels that their own values and practices are not taken into account. Some called it 

“inclusion fatigue”. All in all, this highlights the importance of adapting GDI strategies to local 

contexts (Flood et al., 2020). This research examines how ZOA staff from different cultural 

contexts view and translate GDI, which can help to make these strategies more effective.  

Not only for ZOA can this research be of relevance, but for everyone who has a 

connection with international development or humanitarian field and the topics around gender 

this research is important. As stated earlier, gender issues are not a new topic for scholars in 

the international development and humanitarian field. What is the reason that these topics 

remain relevant? MacArthur et al. (2022) describes how gender has been a critical lens 

through which development and humanitarian policies and practices have been analysed, 

showing the need for more inclusive approaches. This highlights the importance of integrating 

gender perspectives to address systemic inequalities nowadays. This is further discussed in 

scientific relevance. 

1.4 Scientific relevance 

One of the most important debates in the field of international development is to what extent 

local voices are actually represented within development programs. Scholars like Campbell 

(2018) indicate a need to shift decision-making powers to local communities, and Escobar 

(1995) critiques the dominance of Western-led development paradigms. Similarly, debates on 

social inclusion indicate the barriers associated with creating participatory spaces wherein 

decision-making is equally shared amongst members (De Haan, 2000). More focused on 

questions of gender and diversity, it explores how intersectionality and local involvement occur 

within inclusion policies. Authors such as Nussbaum (2000) call for context-sensitive 

approaches that enhance human capacities. 

This research is innovative because it connects these debates within a single 

organisational context. The study examines how ZOA integrates GDI at different operational 

levels, discussing the practical application of localisation and inclusion theories. This will add 
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empirical knowledge about the ways in which international organisations address these 

challenges. 

This research also contributes to the theoretical level of global and local dynamics. 

Investigating how concepts of gender diversity are perceived and transformed in line with their 

cultural settings may allow a better understanding of how global norms are interpreted or 

transformed at the local level. Such findings could have implications for the extension of 

theoretical frameworks relevant to cross-cultural adaptation and underlining factors that act 

either to facilitate or to hinder the process of localisation of ideas globally. The findings relate 

to wider debates on power relations and cultural integration in international relations. 

 In addition, this study contributes to the literature on organisational culture and change 

in development settings. While many studies focus on external program outcomes, fewer 

examine how internal staff perceptions shape the implementation of inclusive strategies (Lewis 

et al., 2020). By applying the Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices (KAP) framework, this 

research offers a structured way to explore how organisational values are internalised and 

acted upon. 

This is particularly relevant in light of recent calls to decolonise the work in the 

development and humanitarian sector itself. It is argued that inclusion must begin within 

organisations themselves – it should not just be focused on their external work (Pailey, 2019). 

Understanding how workers within different cultural and geographical contexts interpret GDI 

can contribute to assessing whether inclusion is indeed embedded or continues to be just 

written on paper. 

Moreover, this study adds to the practice of development literature based on 

intersectionality. While intersectionality has been established in theory, its practice in the 

context of INGOs is something that needs to be explored (Hankivsky & Jordan-Zachery, 2019). 

Through examining how staff think about different types of identity – related to gender, 

disability, religion, and ethnicity – this study brings to the surface how intersectionality (or not) 

is practiced on the ground level. 

Finally, this research contributes to methodological innovation as it combines a KAP 

survey with a grounded theory in a cross-cultural organisational setting. This mixed-methods 

approach allows breadth and depth and offers a model that can be replicated in other INGOs 

who want to study their internal alignment on inclusive values (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
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1.5 Research Questions: 

This master thesis is written around the following research question: 

 

How do the knowledge, attitudes and practices (KAP) of staff from an INGO on gender, 

diversity and inclusion (GDI) correspond with the organisation’s vision and strategy to 

GDI? 

 

The main research question explores the alignment between, in this case, ZOA’s institutional 

commitments and the lived realities of its staff. This question is rooted in the KAP framework, 

which provides a structured lens to assess how well organisational values are understood, 

internalised, and practiced by employees. 

 

To answer this overarching question, the study is divided into four sub-questions: 

 

1. How does ZOA articulate its vision and strategy on GDI in its strategic papers? 

To investigate if the perceptions on GDI among ZOA’s staff align with or diverge from the 

strategy and vision of ZOA in its strategic papers, it is important to understand exactly what 

the strategy and vision of ZOA entails. This question helps establish a baseline: what does 

ZOA officially say about GDI? By analysing policy documents, we can understand the 

organisation’s formal commitments and expectations. This provides a reference point for 

comparing staff perceptions and practices. Therefore, this research begins by elaborating on 

how ZOA formulates its perception and strategy on GDI in their strategic papers.  

 

2. What is the knowledge of ZOA’s staff on GDI? 

Understanding begins with awareness, so this question addresses the first component of the 

KAP framework. It investigates whether staff are familiar with the organisation’s definitions 

and expectations regarding GDI, and whether this knowledge is consistent across roles and 

regions. It looks at how well-informed they are about the organisation’s goals and definitions, 

and whether this knowledge varies across different teams or countries. If staff lack this 

knowledge, it becomes unlikely that they can implement GDI effectively or consistently. 

 

3. What are the attitudes of ZOA’s staff on GDI? 

Attitudes influence motivation and openness to change, the second KAP component. This 

question goes deeper into how staff personally relate to GDI. Do they support it? Are there 

cultural or personal reservations? Understanding attitudes helps reveal the emotional and 

social dynamics that affect how GDI is embraced or resisted. This question explores how staff 
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feel about GDI, including areas of support, resistance, or uncertainty, which are critical 

elements to understand the organisational culture and practices. 

 

4. What are the practices of ZOA’s staff on GDI? 

Ultimately, strategy must translate into action, the practice component of the KAP framework. 

This question assesses how GDI is implemented in daily work, such as whether it is integrated 

into proposals, or monitoring. It also examines whether GDI is treated as a core value or 

merely a donor requirement. Comparing these practices to the strategic vision (question 1) 

shows whether the organisation’s goals are being realised in practice. 

 

Overall, this research aims to provide a better understanding of what is conceived in ZOA’s 

strategic papers and what is perceived by ZOA’s staff regarding GDI. 

1.6 Reading guide 

This thesis begins by exploring the international development and humanitarian sector through 

the lens of GDI, with a particular focus on how these themes are perceived and implemented 

within the case study organisation ZOA. Chapter 1 introduces the topic and research inquiry, 

setting the stage by discussing the societal and scientific relevance of GDI, and presenting 

the research aim and questions. 

Chapter 2 builds the theoretical foundation of the study. It begins with a thematic 

overview of development theory, including critiques of traditional models and the rise of post-

development thinking. The chapter then introduces four key theoretical perspectives, namely 

localisation theory, organisational culture theory, practice theory, and the KAP framework. 

These are woven together into a conceptual model that visually represents the relationship 

between organisational strategy and staff perceptions of GDI. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodology used to conduct the research. It explains the 

rationale behind the mixed-methods case study approach and details the data collection 

process, which includes key informant interviews, a survey, and participant observation. The 

chapter also reflects on the analytical strategy, ethical concerns, as well as the positionality of 

the researcher, showing transparency about decisions taken and what they constitute. 

Chapter 4 marks the beginning of the empirical analysis. It examines how ZOA 

expresses its vision and strategy on GDI through its policy and strategic documents. The 

chapter also provides a contextual overview of the countries where ZOA is operational, and 

how cultural and regional differences impact the organisation's practice of inclusion. 

Chapter 5 shines the light on staff perspectives within ZOA. Drawing from survey data 

and interviews, it looks at how staff understand and engage with GDI. The chapter explores 
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their knowledge, attitudes, and practices, revealing points of alignment with organisational 

strategy as well as points of tension and sensitivities. 

Chapter 6 turns inward to examine ZOA's organisational structure and internal culture. 

It examines the role of GDI in recruitment, leadership, disability inclusion, and decision-

making. The chapter also addresses how ZOA's Christian identity intersects with its inclusion 

aspirations, and how resources and accountability mechanisms enable or complicate the 

achievement of GDI. 

Chapter 7 deals with how GDI is mainstreamed into ZOA's programmatic activities. 

This is partly influenced by how GDI is embedded in the organisational structure and internal 

culture. This chapter presents two case studies: the "We Are Able!" programme, in which 

inclusion is actively pursued, and the situation in Yemen, where there are intense cultural and 

political barriers to the application of GDI. The chapter also discusses internal capacity, donor 

influence, and the practical realities of translating strategy into action. 

Finally, chapter 8 brings together the findings from the previous chapters and connects 

them back to the theoretical framework. It offers a conclusion to the research inquiry and 

reflects on the broader implications of the study. The chapter closes with recommendations 

for future research and practical steps for ZOA and similar organisations to strengthen their 

commitment to inclusive development. 
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2. Theoretical chapter 

This chapter outlines the central themes of the study and explores the theoretical foundations 

that support them. These theories are examined and compared, forming the basis for the 

conceptual framework presented. Finally, the key concepts used throughout the research are 

defined and explained. 

2.1 Thematic overview 

The international development field 

The international development field has long been shaped by efforts to improve livelihoods 

through economic growth and poverty reduction. However, the very notion of “development” 

has been the subject of critical debate, particularly regarding its power dynamics and the ways 

it can reinforce global inequalities. One of the main criticisms is that embedded in the notion 

of development is that all societies should follow a certain trajectory according to the model of 

Western industrialisation and liberal democracy (De Haan, 2000). This perspective denies the 

diversity of local histories, experiences, and aspirations. Ultimately, this can lead to certain 

interventions not reflecting the priorities of communities. So, the notion of development also 

has something in it that portrays the Global South as ‘underdeveloped’ and in need of help, 

leading to dependency (Escobar, 1995; Bonacker et al., 2016).  

 

These increasing concerns regarding the nature of development led to the emergence 

of post-development theory in the 1990s. Post-development thinkers argued that development 

is a Western construct that is used to control and change other regions of the world. It was not 

representing a neutral process. Early theorists emphasised how development frequently 

silences local voices and substitutes a single dominating paradigm for heterogeneous 

lifestyles. They even questioned if development should be pursued at all, as well as how it can 

be improved (McGregor, 2009). 

This critical viewpoint started to change over time. According to McGregor (2009), 

post-development thinking has begun to consider more optimistic and useful options rather 

than just rejecting them. Current studies concentrate on how local knowledge, values, and 

strengths might help communities shape their own futures. This shift opens up space for more 

grounded approaches to change. 

The impact of post-development theory is evident. Many of its fundamental concepts, 

including the significance of local viewpoints, the criticism of Western models, and the 

emphasis on power dynamics, have found their way into mainstream development theory, as 

Ziai (2019) points out. Even if the term is not used, post-development has contributed to a 
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change in the way that development is thought of and carried out today. Therefore, post-

development theory continues to challenge prevailing narratives and creates space for more 

inclusive and locally based alternatives. 

 

 In more recent years, the traditional landscape of development cooperation has 

evolved into a more diverse and complex field, incorporating new actors and approaches. This 

transformation is evident in the Netherlands, where migration has become a significant pillar 

of the Dutch development agenda. The merging of migration and development policies in the 

European Union shows how development cooperation is changing (Knobbout, 2023). In 

addition to institutional shifts, public attitudes toward development aid are also undergoing 

change. Bayram et al. (2024) demonstrate that right-wing populist messaging can significantly 

reduce public support for multilateral development aid, particularly among ideologically aligned 

individuals. This highlights how political discourse and ideology are increasingly shaping the 

legitimacy and direction of development cooperation.  

 According to Kinsbergen & Rana (2025) there are two primary strategies on how 

development organisations are responding to the current situation. "Improvers" seek to 

preserve and enhance the existing system by integrating new financial actors and advocating 

for institutional reforms aimed at greater inclusivity and effectiveness. In contrast, 

"reimaginers" view the present moment as an opportunity to fundamentally restructure the aid 

architecture, emphasising local agency, epistemic justice, and post-aid sovereignty.  

 

The critique on ‘development’ also especially holds when gender and diversity policies 

are put in the context of development. While international organisations emphasise inclusion, 

empowerment, and equality, those concepts are largely based on a Western feminist ideology 

that does not always resonate in local gender norms and power dynamics (White, 2005; Kagal 

& Latchford, 2020). In consequence, well-intended gender policies risk imposing external 

frameworks at the expense of grassroots feminist movements and disconnected from complex 

social, cultural, and economic realities in any particular context (Tasli, 2007). 

We could also take this a bit further. Because where do these gender norms come 

from? Many of the gender standards that are in place today were not created overnight. New 

perspectives on gender roles and equality have been brought about over time by external 

pressures, frequently influenced by particular worldviews. According to Istratii (2017), the 

ideas around gender and development, such as equality and empowerment, are derived from 

Western perspectives that could not align with how people in other cultures perceive gender. 

These ideas often assume that traditional roles are always unequal and must be changed. But 

in many communities, gender roles are tied to spiritual beliefs and local values. When outside 
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programmes try to change these without understanding the deeper meanings behind them, 

they can cause confusion or resistance. 

 

In summary, the changes in development thinking, has opened space for reimagining 

how development is currently understood and practiced. The changes result in the need for 

more context-sensitive approaches in the international development field. This is especially 

relevant in the case of gender and diversity, where universal ideals risk overlooking the 

complex, locally rooted understandings. 

 

The triple nexus 

While development assistance is more focused on the long-term, to help people lift themselves 

out of poverty, the rapid intervention in the short-term that is provided to save lives is 

humanitarian aid (Hinds, 2015). Over the past decade, the humanitarian policy landscape has 

undergone major shifts due to evolving global dynamics. These include the changing nature 

of crises as well as the growing complexity of international responses. Humanitarian efforts 

are increasingly intertwined with broader agendas such as conflict resolution, development, 

and counterterrorism. These developments have significantly challenged traditional 

humanitarian principles (Macrae and Harmer, 2004). 

 In the 1990s aid practitioners tried to bridge the gap between emergency relief and 

long-term development. These debates emerged in the ‘relief-development continuum’. This 

concept aimed to show how humanitarian aid could lay the groundwork for recovery and 

sustainable livelihoods efforts like linking relief, rehabilitation and development (LRRD) 

emerged to coordinate short-term and long-term responses more effectively (Hinds, 2015). 

 But the LRRD approach has been criticised as well. It was not reflecting the prolonged 

and complex nature of many crises. Moreover, it assumed that humanitarian actors could 

provide medium-term solutions, which is often not the case. And finally, the approach tended 

towards a top-down approach, limiting local participation (Brown et al., 2024).  

 Although these methods proved to be inaccessible, there remained the need for a more 

coordinated action. At the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 a ‘new way of working’ was 

proposed, the Humanitarian-Development-peace (HDP) or Triple nexus (OCHA, 2017). This 

encouraged humanitarian and development actors to collaborate more closely. This approach 

also emphasised the importance of integrating peacebuilding goals to make aid more effective 

and aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Brown et al., 2024). 

 In ZOA’s policy documents, this link between relief and recovery is emphasised as 

well. In their policy they refer to the triple nexus by focussing on Peace Nexus as one of their 

core programmatic themes. It looks specifically to their contribution to peacebuilding in their 

humanitarian and development interventions. As GDI is a cross-cutting theme for ZOA, it is 
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important at all stages where they work, whether this is more focused on humanitarian 

assistance, peacebuilding or development (ZOA, 2024b). This research focuses on all areas 

within the triple nexus, reflecting the approach of ZOA. 

2.2 Theoretical underpinnings 

This research is grounded in a combination of theoretical perspectives that together provide a 

comprehensive lens for analysing how GDI is understood and practiced within an international 

organisation like ZOA. The theories of localisation, organisational culture, practice, and the 

KAP framework each contribute to this research with unique insights to investigate the 

perception of staff in development and humanitarian context. 

 

Localisation theory 

Theories from localisation frameworks help to critically examine the dynamics of power and 

representation in humanitarian responses and development contexts. Campbell (2018), for 

instance, insists that local responders should be empowered in humanitarian responses; 

accordingly, real localisation can occur only when decisions are shifted from international 

organisations to local communities. The motivation underlying this approach is, to ensure that 

the knowledge and priorities of local people are made more central, challenging existing power 

asymmetries that often limit local agency. In contrast, Escobar (1995) criticises the dominant 

development discourse as a construct of the West, whose effect is to marginalise the local 

narratives and impose external values on communities, particularly in the Global South. 

Instead, he calls for pluralism wherein many cultural definitions of well-being and improvement 

are recognised and respected. 

This framework becomes of relevance in the framing of my research into the 

perceptions of GDI at ZOA. Campbell's (2018) localisation theory supports an inquiry into the 

degree to which ZOA is able to empower the voice of locals in helping to design GDI 

interventions. Meanwhile, the critique by Escobar invites the researcher to establish whether 

the policies developed within ZOA are blind to the risk of imposing Western-centric notions of 

gender on local cultural understandings.  

 

Organisational culture theory  

Besides the localisation theory, this study draws on Edgar Schein’s organisation culture theory 

(2010). This theory views culture as a multilayered construct made up of artifacts, proclaimed 

ideals, and basic underlying assumptions. To examine if an organisation’s strategic 

documents and its employees' actual experiences align is made easier with the help of this 

approach. Applying this model helped to distinguish between the declared principles in 
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strategic documents, what is happening in practice on GDI, such as policies and hiring 

procedures and the often unconscious assumptions that shape attitudes toward inclusion. This 

layered approach enables a more nuanced understanding of how deeply GDI is embedded in 

the organisational culture. Furthermore, Schein’s theory is particularly relevant to this study 

because it highlights how culture is both learned and reinforced through shared experiences 

and leadership influence. Culture is not static, but it is continuously shaped by how members 

of an organisation interpret and respond to their environment (Schein, 1983; 2010). In this 

way, Schein’s model aligns closely with the KAP framework, which is explained further in this 

chapter. The KAP model explores what staff know about GDI, how they feel about it, and how 

they act upon it in their daily work. These dimensions of the KAP model are shaped not only 

by formal policies but also by the deeper, frequently unspoken cultural assumptions that exist 

within the organisation. 

 

Practice theory 

Practice theory provides a grounded perspective on how GDI policies are implemented in 

everyday reality. Practice theory focuses on how social actions, norms and institutions are 

constantly shaped and reshaped by everyday practices. The theory emphasises how people 

initiate and negotiate structures through their actions (Landau-Donnelly, 2023). This approach 

is particularly useful in international development or humanitarian field, where policies and 

frameworks (such as GDI initiatives) are often formulated at an abstract level. While these 

policies may reflect global goals and ideals, their meaning and impact are ultimately 

determined by how they are interpreted and enacted in local contexts. Practice theory helps 

bridge this gap by focusing on how people make sense of policies, and how they incorporate 

them into their daily life activities.  

 In this context, the practice theory connects well with the KAP (knowledge, attitude and 

practice) methodology. While the "Knowledge" and "Attitudes" components of KAP provide 

insight into what people know and believe, the "Practice" component reveals what people 

actually do and why. The KAP methodology is further explained in the next paragraph. 

 

KAP theory 

The KAP framework is a widely used model to assess how individuals understand, feel about, 

and act upon specific issues. Originally the KAP model was developed in the fields of public 

health, but they have been adapted to a wider range of social topics (Wood et al., 2008). To 

use the KAP framework in this research as a tool is particularly valuable for identifying gaps 

between what people know, what they believe, and how they behave.  

 The KAP model offers an organised method for evaluating ZOA staff members' 

interactions with GDI in the context of this study. Staff members' understanding of gender 
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equality, diversity, and inclusion, is referred to as the knowledge component. Their views, 

opinions, and feelings regarding these subjects are captured in the attitude’s component. 

Lastly, the practices component looks at how employees apply their knowledge and attitudes 

to everyday operations (People in Need, 2013). 

 The KAP model's strength is its capacity to highlight discrepancies among these three 

dimensions. Employees may have strong views toward inclusion, for instance, but lack the 

expertise necessary to put inclusive practices into action. On the other hand, people might be 

knowledgeable yet limited by cultural restrictions. Because of its diagnostic capabilities, KAP 

is especially helpful for organisations like ZOA who want to match internal procedures with 

strategic GDI goals (Sagynbaeva & Oyakhil, 2016). 

 

Summary 

The integration of localisation theory, organisational culture theory, practice theory, and the 

KAP framework creates an important and coherent foundation for this study. Localisation 

theory highlights the importance of shifting power and decision-making to local actors, which 

is essential when examining whether GDI strategies at an organisation like ZOA genuinely 

reflect local voices or remain shaped by Western-centric paradigms (Campbell, 2018; 

Escobar, 1995). Organisational culture theory (Schein, 2010) complements this by offering a 

structured way to explore how deeply GDI is embedded within an organisation’s internal 

culture. Therefore, it distinguishes between visible practices, stated values, and unconscious 

assumptions. Practice theory (Landau-Donnelly, 2023) adds a grounded perspective by 

focusing on how these cultural elements are enacted in everyday work, emphasising the role 

of individual agency and contextual interpretation. Finally, the KAP framework operationalises 

these insights by providing a practical tool to assess what staff know, believe, and do regarding 

GDI, revealing potential gaps between policy and practice (Wood et al., 2008; People in Need, 

2013). Together, these theories are not only compatible but mutually reinforcing: localisation 

theory sets the normative goal of inclusion, organisational culture theory explains the internal 

dynamics that support or hinder it, practice theory shows how it unfolds in daily life, and the 

KAP model captures these dynamics in measurable terms. This alignment ensures that the 

research can critically assess both the strategic intent and lived reality of GDI within ZOA. 
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2.3 Conceptual framework 

 

Figure 3: conceptual model 

 

This conceptual framework, figure 3, visualises the relationship between KAP (knowledge, 

attitude, practice) and GDI (gender, diversity, and inclusion) within the broader context of 

international development and humanitarian interventions. The model illustrates how 

individual perceptions and behaviours related to GDI are situated within and influenced by 

broader organisational and developmental structures. 

 

The image depicts a human figure segmented into three parts: 

Head (K): Represents knowledge - what individuals know or understand about GDI. 

Heart (A): Represents attitude - how individuals feel or what they believe about GDI. 

Legs (P): Represents practice - what individuals actually do in relation to GDI in their daily 

work. 

This figure is shown with GDI, symbolised by three overlapping circles (G, D, I), 

indicating the interconnectedness of gender, diversity, and inclusion. These are not isolated 

concepts but mutually reinforcing dimensions that shape how inclusion is experienced and 

enacted. The arrow from the human figure to the GDI cluster indicates that staff knowledge, 

attitudes, and practices directly influence how GDI is interpreted and implemented. 

The light grey paper reflects ‘developmental interventions’, which in this particular 

study can be defined as ZOA’s vision and strategy. It is about their values and institutional 

commitments to GDI. The arrow from this box to the GDI cluster shows how strategic 
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frameworks aim to shape inclusive practices. However, the effectiveness of these 

interventions depends on how they are received and enacted by staff. The bottom arrow in 

the conceptual model illustrates the reciprocal relationship between staff members and the 

organisational strategy. It shows that the knowledge, attitudes, and practices of staff are not 

only shaped by the organisation’s formal policies and strategic direction, but also actively 

influence and inform those strategies. This is where the theoretical foundations come into play. 

The significance to make sure that GDI initiatives are informed by local voices and 

contexts rather than being driven top-down is explained by localisation theory. The degree to 

which these strategies are ingrained in ZOA's culture can be understood using organisational 

culture theory. Practice theory focuses on how people understand and apply GDI in their day-

to-day job, bridging the gap between policy and lived experience. Lastly, these dynamics are 

operationalised by the KAP framework, which provides a method of evaluating how practices, 

attitudes, and knowledge relate to organisational objectives. 

 

In light of the above-mentioned theories, the conceptual model aims to visualise the 

relationship in the international development and humanitarian field between an organisation 

and the people they interact with or their personnel, with regard to a specific topic. This 

research investigates what this relation entails by looking primarily at the perceptions of the 

personnel. 

2.4 Definitions 

The concepts ‘social inclusion’, ‘diversity’ and ‘gender’ are some of the main concepts of this 

research. Because these concepts are sometimes interpreted differently, the definitions used 

in this research are elaborated below.  

 

Social inclusion 

According to De Haan (2000), there is a complex relationship between localisation and social 

inclusion. The interplay between global and local processes significantly influences individuals' 

access to resources and opportunities. De Haan (2000) is aiming for a change on the global 

level to foster social inclusion on the local level, while ZOA is focusing on the improvement of 

participation for all people in society (ZOA, 2023). For this research it is important to 

understand social inclusion in a way that goes across all these levels and is an intentional 

process. For real social inclusion, equal participation must be promoted. 
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Diversity 

In the book ‘Gender, Development and Diversity’ Sweetman (2004) is promoting that 

development organisations need to use the diversity ‘lens’ in order to achieve this social 

inclusion. One of the elements of social inclusion is equal participation in decision-making, but 

the diversity among people determines their relative power to make decisions. According to 

Sweetman (2004) it is important to recognise differences, in sex, age, race, religion, nationality 

and so on, but also acknowledge and recognise our common humanity. ZOA is also explaining 

these differences but have a more specific goal why diversity is important: “Diversity is about 

acknowledging, respecting and appreciating the differences between people through inclusive 

approaches” (ZOA, 2023). In this research ‘diversity’ is looked at as all the social differences 

that can be there and investigate if these differences are acknowledged and respected.  

 

Gender 

One of these main differences that is important to acknowledge is gender. According to Taşli 

(2007) concepts related to ‘gender’, like women empowerment were transformative and they 

aimed at tackling systematic inequalities. However, such ideas were often diluted through 

mainstream policies that focused more on individual economic development instead of 

structural change. Taşli (2007) gives the example of the Millenium Development Goals 

(MDGs), which failed to engage grassroot movements because of their top-down approach.  

A recurring theme throughout the discussion around the concept ‘gender’ is the need to adopt 

intersectionality and agency from below. Gender can only be understood in relation to race, 

class and other social categories (White, 2005). The marginalisation of Global South voices 

and black feminist perspectives underscores the importance of integrating diverse, locally led 

solutions (Kagal & Latchford, 2020).  

ZOA’s vision on gender is line with the above-mentioned authors. For this reason, 

ZOA’s definition of sex and gender is used in this research: “Sex refers to the different 

biological and physiological characteristics of females and males. Gender is socially 

constructed and refers to the social attributes and opportunities associated with being male 

and female and the relationships between women and men and girls and boys, as well as the 

relations between women and those between men. Gender determines what is expected, 

allowed and valued in a woman or a man in a given context. Gender is also understood as 

going beyond a gender binary concept and thus includes persons with diverse sexual 

orientations, gender identities and expressions, and sex characteristics (ZOA, 2023).” 
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3. Methodology 

To get insights in the perceptions of ZOA staff on GDI I made use of mixed methods. First, I 

collected qualitative data, with the use of key informant interviews and a group discussion, 

followed by the collection of quantitative and qualitative data with the use of a survey. How 

and why this data was collected is elaborated in the following paragraphs.  

3.1 Research Method & Design:  

Mixed methods is a recommended approach for this research, because it combines the 

advantages of both qualitative and quantitative research (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2017). With 

qualitative research on the one hand, you can provide depth and context, while quantitative 

data provides the opportunity to offer breadth and generalisability. To best reflect perception 

within the organisation ZOA, a case study is appropriate. “Case study research involves a 

detailed and intensive analysis of a particular event, situation, organisation, or social unit 

(Schoch, 2020, p.245).” This particular case is an in-depth investigation in which the thematic 

context of the study (i.e. GDI), the research area, or in other words, the embedded case (i.e. 

ZOA) and the research population (i.e. ZOA-staff) have been predefined. The actual case 

could be summarised as the process of how voices and perceptions of staff are reflected in 

the organisation's policy, in this case: ZOA. This contributed to keeping a focus on the 

research. In addition, the case study gave the researcher the opportunity to collect different 

kinds of data, such as interviews, surveys and observations (Schoch, 2020). How this data 

was collected is discussed in a further section in this chapter.  

 The preparation of the research design started with an extended literature review, while 

there was consultation with the internship organisation on the exact topic for this study. Once 

this was further defined, preliminary research was also done on the policy documents available 

within this organisation, ZOA. This helped to identify various research problems. With the use 

of grounded theory in the early stage of the research helped to identify the ultimate research 

aim and questions. 

 Grounded theory was founded by Glacer and Strauss (1967). Instead of preceding a 

theory, grounded theory is induced from the data. A key aspect of grounded theory is its 

method of constant comparative analysis, where data collection and analysis happen 

simultaneously, and each piece of data is continually compared with every other piece of data 

(Cutcliffe, 2000). In the first weeks of the internship, I made a conscious effort to set aside 

everything I had previously written on the research topic and focused on engaging with and, 

more importantly, listening to the staff at ZOA. During subsequent interviews I incorporated 

early findings, as is further described in the section on ‘data collection’.  
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 Following the initial data gathered through interviews and desk research, I decided to 

implement a Knowledge, Attitude, and Practice (KAP) survey. These types of surveys 

originated in the 1950s, primarily within the fields of family planning and population research. 

The purpose of a KAP survey is to capture what a target population knows, believes, and does 

regarding a specific topic, by collecting both qualitative and quantitative data (Andrade et al., 

2020). In a guide by Wood et al. (2008) the steps to conduct a KAP survey are described. I 

applied these steps in this research:  

1. Define the survey objectives. 

2. Develop the survey protocol. 

3. Design the survey questionnaire. 

4. Conduct the KAP survey. 

5. Analyse the data. 

6. Use the data. 

The practice of these steps is reflected in the following paragraphs.  

3.2 Research population and sampling 

This research focuses on one organisation, namely ZOA. Consequently, the research 

population needed to consist of people who worked at ZOA or individuals who had a direct 

link with ZOA. In the first phase of this research, I identified whom I wanted to have key 

informant interviews with about GDI and ZOA. Key informants are people who know what is 

going on in the ZOA community regarding GDI (Akhter, 2022). The selection of these 

informants was done through purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling technique where 

I intentionally selected participants who have specific characteristics relevant to the study 

(Robinson, 2023). My supervisor at ZOA connected me with several people within the 

organisation who had a connection to GDI. Besides asking whether these participants were 

willing or available for preliminary interviews, I also paid attention to the diversity of their 

backgrounds. Thus, among the participants in the Netherlands, I ensured I spoke to people 

from different departments. Additionally, I looked for participants who were active for ZOA in 

one of the countries where ZOA has country offices. In all this, I sought diversity in gender, 

age, and nationality. I also very deliberately chose participants involved in ZOA's 'We are Able!' 

program, because that program has a close link to GDI. Through my supervisor, I also came 

into contact with a participant who is not a ZOA employee but is linked to ZOA's work through 

consultancy at GDI. In the table in annex 1 the participants are mentioned anonymous, but 

with some characteristics.  
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During one of the key informant interviews (KII 2), the Knowledge, Attitude, and 

Practices (KAP) survey was mentioned. Desk research indicated that this methodology could 

be highly beneficial for the purpose of this study. After a few weeks into my internship, I 

decided, in consultation with my supervisor, to actually conduct this survey. The validation of 

how this survey was created can be found in annex 2. Initially, the plan was to select a few 

ZOA countries where this survey could be deployed, allowing me to also conduct in-depth 

interviews with some respondents from these countries. However, during the interview and 

after discussions with several ZOA colleagues, I concluded that it would be best for the study's 

results if the survey could be conducted ZOA-wide. After discussing the relevance of this with 

the head of programmes, I received approval to proceed. Consequently, this left me with no 

time to focus on in-depth interviews after the survey as well. Instead, together with my 

supervisor from ZOA, we organised another CoP meeting to discuss and validate the initial 

results from the survey and the research. 

3.3 Data collection  

To unravel the perceptions on GDI within ZOA’s organisation, key informant interviews, group 

discussions and a KAP-survey were employed. Throughout the process, this data collection 

was simultaneously done with participant observation.  

 

Desk research 

In several stages of the research the researcher made use of desk research. Preliminary desk 

research was used to discover how gender, diversity and inclusion are discussed in the 

humanitarian and development field. The knowledge that was obtained through this desk 

research was the premise for the researcher to start this research. GDI is a widely debated 

topic, so through desk research an attempt was made to understand the different viewpoints 

on these issues in the development and humanitarian sectors. This was done by using queries 

like ‘gender AND development’, ‘diversity AND humanitarian’ and many others. When the 

researcher came across an article that was relevant for this research, the documents that were 

mentioned in that specific article, were also being looked at. All in all, this provided a solid 

basis for this research.  

In addition, the documents on GDI that already existed within ZOA were being 

reviewed and were used for conducting and analysing the survey. The primary policy 

documents were coded and used to give an understanding of ZOA’s vision and strategy 

regarding GDI. To get a good understanding of the organisation itself and their practices, the 

researcher read several internal documents on projects or investigations that were done within 

ZOA in the last couple of years.  
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Besides preliminary desk research, additional documents were also obtained for the 

conducting of the survey and during the analysis phase of the study to further substantiate the 

findings. The researcher investigated several KAP-surveys and similar studies in the field of 

GDI. Based on this information and the interviews that had been conducted, the survey was 

created, which is described in more detail later in this chapter.  

 

Interviews and participant observation 

In the first phase of the research, I started with conducting exploratory interviews with key 

informants and participant observation. It was important to get to know the organisation, which 

is the study area and decide on the best approach for this research. Throughout my internship, 

I kept a research diary in which I recorded my observations. In annex 1 the key informants are 

listed linked with their ZOA country. Due to anonymity no further details are presented. These 

interviews were open conversations linked to the purpose of this study in which I was guided 

by the topics that came up. During these interviews I made notes about the topics that were 

discussed to analyse them afterwards and incorporate certain elements into subsequent 

interviews, actively applying grounded theory (Cutcliffe, 2000). 

 

Survey 

As a result of the data I gathered during the interviews, I decided to conduct a KAP survey. 

This survey was created after a long process with many evaluations. Initially, with the use of 

desk research, I created a long list in Excel of all possible KAP questions from similar research. 

This was supplemented with questions/statements that I could think of myself in response to 

the information I got from the interviews or observations. The reason for that is to test if these 

perceptions are reflected more broadly within the organisations. 

Next, I drafted the survey in Word and sent it to some participants already involved in 

my research for feedback, which led to further improvements. I also sought reviews from other 

colleagues to resolve dilemmas and check for sensitivities. 

 On the 18th of March 2025, I explained the relevance of this research for ZOA in a GDI 

Community of Practice (CoP). A CoP is a platform ZOA uses to facilitate exchange of 

knowledge and experiences between countries on GDI. 26 colleagues of ZOA from almost all 

of the ZOA countries were participating. During this CoP I introduced the survey and asked 

for input for the introduction of the survey. Several colleagues responded and gave valuable 

feedback. 

After finalising the pilot version in Microsoft Forms, which is most user-friendly for ZOA 

staff, according to KII 12, I sent it to several colleagues to ensure clarity and functionality. 

Concurrently, I translated the survey into five other languages (Arabic, Dutch, French, Spanish 

and Ukrainian) using Microsoft Copilot and had native speakers verify the translations. Initially, 
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I planned to translate it into Burmese, but due to an earthquake, the team was unavailable. 

For Ethiopia, I confirmed that English was sufficient, while for Ukraine, a translated version 

was necessary and thus provided. 

On the 15th of April 2025, the final survey was released in six languages. ZOA staff 

had three weeks to complete the survey and during that time several reminders were sent out 

from different people to encourage staff to complete the survey. The final submission deadline 

was on May 6, 2025, 15:00 (CET). At that time 247 ZOA-staff had completed the survey.  

 As stated, the survey was distributed via email to all available staff members, which 

were 777 recipients at that moment. Out of these, nearly 250 individuals responded, resulting 

in a response rate of approximately 32%. This sample size, when analysed with a 95% 

confidence level, yields a margin of error of 5.05%. Statistically, this means that the findings 

from the survey can be considered representative of the broader ZOA staff population. In other 

words, the results of this research provide a reliable reflection of the views and experiences 

of the entire organisation.  

 On June 16th, when the internship was coming to an end, we held another GDI CoP, 

and this time it was solely focused on some of the findings of my research. I chose some 

specific findings of the survey and the research to discuss and explain during this session and 

asked questions in order to validate the findings. Nearly 40 ZOA employees from almost all of 

the ZOA countries were involved in this CoP. Their contributions provided me with valuable 

insights to elaborate on the results. 

3.4 Data analysis 

The analysis was structured around the KAP framework and was conducted in three main 

phases:  

1. Quantitative survey responses 

The quantitative data collected through the survey were analysed using a disaggregated 

approach, allowing for comparisons across different respondent groups (e.g., by gender, role, 

region). These data were organised into an analytical matrix, which facilitated the identification 

of patterns, trends, and notable differences (Asmussen, 2000). This matrix is shown in annex 

3. A descriptive analysis was then conducted by the researcher. 

2. Qualitative survey responses 

The open-ended responses from the survey provided valuable qualitative insights. These 

responses were manually coded using a thematic analysis approach. Codes were developed 

inductively, based on recurring themes and concepts that emerged from the data (Fereday & 

Muir-Cochrane, 2006). These themes in the qualitative responses were compared with 

patterns found in the quantitative data, allowing for triangulation. 
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3. Interviews and conversations 

In-depth qualitative data were also gathered through interviews and informal conversations. 

These transcripts were analysed using ATLAS.ti, a qualitative data analysis software. The 

data were manually coded, combining both deductive codes (based on predefined themes 

from the theoretical framework) and inductive codes (emerging from the data itself) (Fereday 

& Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Connections between interview data and survey findings were made 

by mapping recurring themes across both sources, to ensure that the insights were part of a 

broader organisational narrative.  

3.5 Criteria for trustworthiness 

Every researcher must strive to conduct reliable and valid research. To justify the integrity of 

the research, several criteria can be employed. In this section, I applied the trustworthiness 

criteria established by Lincoln and Guba (1982): credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. The efforts of the researcher to comply with these criteria are detailed. 

 

Credibility 

According to Kyngäs et al. (2019), ensuring credibility in your research is about establishing 

confidence in the ‘truth’ of the findings. To enhance the value of the results in this study, the 

researcher incorporated several methods described by SooleenAbbas (2024) to ensure 

credibility. These methods include triangulation, member checking, peer debriefing, and 

reflexivity. 

In the design of this research, multiple methods were employed to ensure that the data 

complemented and verified each other. The researcher began with conducting interviews and 

participatory observations. This information was then supplemented with data from the KAP 

survey and group discussions. The application of these diverse research methods exemplifies 

triangulation, thereby contributing to the credibility of the research.  

Member checking allows participants to have a say in the research process 

(SooleenAbbas, 2024). Due to the use of grounded theory during the interviews, I was keen 

to genuinely listen to the participants. This allowed me to incorporate their insights into the 

research and let their input shape the direction of the research process. 

The third method I used to ensure credibility was peer debriefing. This involved not 

only my supervisor at ZOA, who is the advisor on GDI within the organisation, but also other 

GDI focal points and participants in the GDI community at ZOA. To avoid relying solely on 

feedback from ZOA personnel, I had several consultations with KII 11 who had been a 

consultant for ZOA on GDI and had years of experience. Her experience and independence 
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made these interviews highly valuable to the research. Finally, I asked my university 

supervisor to provide feedback at various stages of the research. 

A researcher's perspectives will influence the research process, particularly in 

qualitative research. Therefore, it is crucial for the researcher to continuously reflect on their 

own positionality and methods. Throughout this research, I scheduled several moments for 

reflection. Conversations with my supervisor also prompted me to reflect on the research 

process. My reflections on my positionality as a researcher are described in another section 

in this chapter.  

 

Transferability 

This research employs a single case study design. While the results are relevant and 

applicable to ZOA, they may not be applicable to other organisations or scholars unless the 

findings are placed in a broader context. Therefore, the research began with a desk review 

during the proposal stage to gain a thorough understanding of the research topic. In the final 

stage, the findings were compared with other studies conducted on the same topic in similar 

contexts. These comparative findings are explained in chapter 8. Additionally, the research is 

presented with a thick description to provide the reader with comprehensive information about 

the research process (SooleenAbbas, 2024).  

 Due to the fact that this research is a case study contributes to transferability according 

to Schoch (2020, p.246) “It (a case study) allows others to apply the principles and lessons 

learned in a case to other cases or situations and leads to transferability.”  

 

Dependability 

As described above, the research is presented with a thick description, providing all the 

information about the research process. In addition to this edition of the research, an abridged 

version of the findings and process is created for the organisation ZOA. This version includes 

tools to facilitate conducting the survey in a few years, so that results can be compared to see 

if any progress has been made. While this research may not be directly applicable to other 

scholars or organisations, the detailed description of the process provides a framework that 

can be applied for researching similar topics. 

 

Confirmability 

To ensure confirmability, the extent to which the findings reflect the respondents’ opinions and 

experiences, the achievements that have been made align with credibility. One of the methods 

that was mentioned is reflexivity, which is also very important to ensure confirmability. This is 

discussed further in the section on positionality of the researcher.  
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 A risk of qualitative research is the researcher’s bias. By using mixed methods, 

complementing qualitative data with quantitative data, the researcher strives for trustworthy 

research.  

3.6 Ethical considerations and limitations 

In addition to the efforts that were made to ensure trustworthiness, it is essential to discuss 

the ethical issues that can be encountered during this research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Because when conducting research, it's essential to remain mindful of the potential risks and 

vulnerabilities that participants may face. This research addresses gender, diversity, and 

inclusion, which are topics that are often seen as sensitive in development cooperation 

because they involve complex and sometimes conflicting attitudes at the individual, cultural, 

and political levels. To foster openness around this sensitive topic, all interviews were 

anonymised, and an anonymous survey was selected as the primary data source. This 

approach ensured that even the researcher remained unaware of the identities of the survey 

respondents. 

 Nevertheless, a few respondents mentioned that some of the personal questions could 

potentially lead to their identification, especially in specific contexts. This possibility may have 

influenced the openness with which some participants responded to the survey. To safeguard 

anonymity, all personal questions included the option to select “prefer not to say.” One 

respondent explicitly noted in the comments that this was the reason they chose that option 

for all personal questions. 

 One of the reasons for staff not completing the survey is the fact that the first questions 

on content are open-ended (annex 2). This causes some to drop out and stop completing the 

survey. These considerations were taken into account during the development of the survey. 

However, in order to gain insight into the associations, respondents have with the topics in 

question, it was ultimately decided to retain the questions in their original form. A deliberate 

choice was made to make these questions optional, allowing participants to skip them if they 

preferred. If the survey is repeated in the future, it may be beneficial to reposition these 

questions later in the survey. By that point, respondents may feel more comfortable and be 

more likely to complete them. 

  

Another limitation for this research is the ever-changing world. During my internship, a lot of 

things happened globally. I want to highlight two of these events, as I believe they had a 

substantial impact on the number of survey respondents. 

First, the earthquake in Myanmar. Before this earthquake occurred, the Myanmar team 

was very dedicated to being part of the survey process. They were willing to translate the 
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survey into Burmese to ensure that everyone had the opportunity to complete it. However, the 

week before I planned to send the documents for translation, the earthquake struck. The entire 

ZOA Myanmar team became extremely busy providing help wherever they could. In 

consultation with the MPQ of Myanmar, I decided to use only the English version of the survey 

for Myanmar. 

The second event that had a significant impact on ZOA was the immediate halt of 

USAID funding for ZOA Colombia. A few weeks later, as a consequence, the decision was 

made to discontinue the program team in ZOA Colombia, which was right during the period 

the survey was open. This led to a low response rate from Colombia, even though, in the 

weeks prior, I had seen great dedication from the team. Several staff members had 

participated in the CoP on GDI, and I had already translated the survey into Spanish with one 

of them. All in all, these kinds of events are unpredictable, and it is important to keep them in 

mind when interpreting and analysing the data. 

 

In the set-up of this study, there was no opportunity for the researcher to conduct ethnographic 

research in any of the countries where ZOA works. Therefore, I made use of several online 

methods to gather all the data in the best way possible. Although this way I had the opportunity 

to reach many people, it also had its limitations. Speaking to someone in an online way is less 

personal and can have negative effects on building mutual trust to get an open conversation. 

In addition, technical problems can also cause foreclosures, and that can also cause certain 

people to be excluded because they do not have proper access to these technical resources 

(Bampton et al., 2013). 

 To avoid this as much as possible, I spoke to the participants in an on-camera interview 

and also tried to ask some questions to get to know them better before I broached the subject 

of the study. In relation to the survey, I encouraged those who did not have the technical 

resources to be assisted by other colleagues in order to have the opportunity to complete the 

survey. In this way, I was able to reach and engage as many ZOA colleagues as possible. 

3.7 Positionality of the researcher 

Finally, I would like to elaborate on my positionality as a researcher. Since this study is 

conducted within the context of an internship, the researcher’s relationship with the 

organisation’s staff played a significant role. As ZOA is a Christian organisation I found it 

personally meaningful to work in an environment that aligned with my own Christian 

background. I think this definitely contributes to a certain connection with the other employees 

more quickly, because you can understand each other's world a little better. 
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 At the same time, my role as a research student inevitably influenced the research 

process. This might have hampered the research, because the researcher is not familiar to 

the respondents. On the other hand, being somewhat of an outsider may have encouraged 

participants to speak more freely, knowing that I am not part of the organisation dynamics. 

However, the fact that I was based at ZOA’s headquarters might have influenced participation 

differently: staff in the countries may have felt more compelled to complete the survey, while 

staff in the Netherlands might have perceived it as less important, considering it part of an 

intern’s project.  

 Given that the research focuses on gender, diversity and inclusion, my own identity 

inevitably has an influence on this research. I describe my own characteristics along the lines 

of what asked the respondents in the survey. I am a 21-years-old Dutch Christian woman 

without a disability, or refugee/IDP background, and I do not belong to an ethnic minority. 

Although I made an effort to discuss key decisions throughout the process with ZOA 

colleagues from diverse backgrounds, ultimately, I was the one making the final choices. My 

personal background therefore always had some degree of influence on the research. 
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4. ZOA’s vision and strategy on Gender, Diversity, and 

Inclusion (GDI) 

To compare the perceptions of ZOA's staff with the organisation's vision and strategy, it is first 

of all important to understand how this vision and strategy is then articulated. ZOA has 

embedded Gender, Diversity, and Inclusion (GDI) as a cross-cutting strategic priority in its 

2023-2026 Strategic Plan (ZOA, 2023). This chapter is particularly focusing on its policy paper 

on GDI (ZOA, 2024a). In addition, all ZOA countries are shortly introduced, to gain a better 

understanding of the cultural contexts in which ZOA is active.  

4.1 ZOA’s Vision on GDI 

ZOA’s (2024a) vision for GDI is rooted in its humanitarian mandate and Christian identity. It 

emphasises dignity, equality, and inclusion for all people, especially the most marginalised. 

ZOA articulates GDI not merely as a programmatic concern but as a foundational principle 

that shapes its entire approach to humanitarian and development work. This vision is both 

values-driven and strategically aligned with global standards and commitments. 

 At the heart of ZOA’s vision is the belief that “peace, resilience and sustainable 

development cannot be achieved without gender equality, social inclusion and the celebration 

of diversity.” This statement underscores the organisation’s understanding that structural 

inequalities are not peripheral issues but central barriers to achieving its mission. 

 ZOA defines GDI as an umbrella term encompassing all organisational policies, 

practices, strategies, and programs that contribute to gender equality, social inclusion, and 

justice. These efforts are aimed at “promoting the rights, representation and participation of all 

people.” The organisation emphasises that gender, diversity, and inclusion are 

“comprehensive and interrelated concepts,” and it has adopted clear definitions to ensure a 

shared understanding across its global operations. These definitions are described and 

compared with existing literature in the theoretical chapter.  

 ZOA recognises that “failure to address different capacities, needs and barriers of 

people, and to challenge underlying power dynamics could lead to interventions that are 

ineffective and harmful.” Therefore, the organisation commits to designing interventions that 

are context-sensitive, inclusive, and transformative. The minimum they aim for depends on 

the nature of the intervention, namely whether it is more relief or recovery focused. 

 This vision of ZOA is aligned with international frameworks such as the Sustainable 

Development Goals (particularly SDGs 5, 10, and 16), the Women, Peace and Security 

agenda, and the Core Humanitarian Standard. The organisation is also a signatory to the 
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Dutch National Action Plan 1325, reinforcing its commitment to the global agenda on women’s 

rights and peacebuilding.  

 Internally, ZOA sees its commitment to GDI as a reflection of its values. It aims to 

“create and maintain a safe, inclusive and stimulating work environment for all staff.” So, it 

recognises that the way it practices GDI within the organisation sets a precedent for its external 

work. This includes valuing the diversity of its teams and ensuring that all staff and volunteers 

are “encouraged to contribute to the realisation of ZOA’s mission on the basis of their unique 

talents and experience.” 

4.2 Strategic approaches 

ZOA’s (2024a) commitment to GDI is not only articulated in its vision but is also operationalised 

through a set of strategies that guide its programming and practices. These strategies are 

designed to ensure that GDI is not treated as an isolated concern but is embedded across all 

levels of the organisation.  

 A foundational element of ZOA’s strategy is the recognition of the role that unconscious 

bias, privilege, and power play in shaping humanitarian and development work. ZOA 

acknowledges that its staff, like all individuals, bring their own assumptions and perspectives 

to their work, which are shaped by their cultural backgrounds, personal experiences, and 

social positions. This is also one of the reasons that ZOA felt it was important for this research 

to be done, because it also contributes to the awareness of this issue and would perhaps 

reveal specific points of unconscious bias (KII 16). 

 ZOA emphasises the importance of conducting thorough assessments that incorporate 

GDI considerations. These assessments gather disaggregated data and analyse the specific 

barriers, needs, and/or capacities of different social groups. Sometimes, it is integrated into 

broader conflict or needs assessments, or it is conducted as standalone GDI analyses. On 

ZOA’s online platform it offers examples and explanation on how to conduct such an analysis. 

This approach aims that it helps ZOA to avoid unintended harm and to design interventions 

that are both equitable and impactful. 

 ZOA’s program design process is guided by the principles of intersectionality, 

recognising that individuals experience multiple, overlapping forms of discrimination based on 

their social identities. For example, the experiences of a young female refugee may differ 

significantly from those of an elderly woman in a host community, and programs must be 

tailored accordingly. To ensure that interventions are not only inclusive in intent, but also in 

practice, ZOA wants to develop a gender and inclusion marker. This marker should assess 

whether projects meet minimum standards of sensitivity and responsiveness. In ZOA’s 
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strategic paper it is stated that this marker should be developed in early 2025, but in mid-2025 

this is not yet realised.  

 Accountability is a cornerstone of ZOA’s approach. The organisation ensures that its 

complaints and feedback mechanisms are accessible to all, including marginalised groups. 

These mechanisms are designed to be culturally appropriate and responsive to the diverse 

needs of communities. According to ZOA’s policy paper, the feedback is not only collected but 

also acted upon, with particular attention paid to who is providing the feedback and how their 

perspectives are represented in decision-making. 

 As ZOA recognises that inclusive programming requires resources, it ensures that 

project budgets include allocations for GDI-related activities. This includes funding for 

assessments, staff training, community engagement, and the hiring of external expertise when 

needed. 

 Lastly, ZOA strives to bring GDI to a higher level. Therefore, they offer a master 

trajectory in which GDI is linked with the strategic priority of ‘localisation’, of which participants 

can choose one track. Its focus is on personal development, and how they can bring about 

change. ZOA staff who are drivers of these priorities and interested learn the soft skills on how 

to realise the intended change. This ensures that these topics are also more alive in the 

organisation through this approach. 

4.3 Explanation of GDI within the cultural contexts 

To get an understanding of the contexts of the countries where ZOA is active and their current 

or planned activities related to GDI, this chapter elaborates on what each country team has 

written in their annual plans for 2025. A brief overview of each country is given.  

 

Burundi 

Burundi ranks 35th in the 2023 Global Gender Gap Index (World Economic Forum, 2023). In 

Burundi, women face high maternal mortality, gender-based violence (GBV), and limited 

access to education. While discriminatory customs, such as exclusion from land inheritance, 

are legally reformed, in practice they still persist. According to the team of ZOA Burundi, people 

with disabilities face systemic exclusion due to poor infrastructure and harmful traditional 

beliefs. One of the most marginalised groups in the country that is mentioned is the Batwa, 

who have limited access to land, education and economic opportunities.  

 To put ZOA’s GDI agenda into practice, ZOA Burundi wants to develop in 2025 a clear 

GDI vision, with a focus on inclusive infrastructure (e.g., accessible latrines), land rights for 

women, and partnerships with local organisations. In their recruitment they want to encourage 

women and people with disabilities. 
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Colombia 

The only Latin-America country where ZOA is active for the last couple of months is Colombia. 

According to the ZOA team, gender roles are deeply entrenched in Colombia. Women are 

primarily responsible for caregiving, which limits their economic opportunities, while men face 

pressure to provide income. Specifically, boys and young men are vulnerable to forced 

recruitment, drug trafficking, and child labour. Girls and women face high risks of sexual 

exploitation, GBV, and human trafficking. 

 For ZOA Colombia, one of their goals was to include GDI indicators in at least 80% of 

proposals. As the ZOA Colombia team is phasing out due to limited availability of funds, as 

described earlier, there will be no projects in which they can implement their GDI goals. 

 

DRC (Congo) 

While Burundi scored relatively high in the Global Gender Gap Index, the DRC ranks 140th. 

Despite some improvements in political and economic participation, gender inequality remains 

severe in the country. While women are the majority of the agricultural workforce, they lack 

access to land, markets and decision-making power. They are excluded by patriarchal norms. 

Besides, GBV is widespread, particularly in conflict-affected provinces. The over 10 million 

people with disabilities in the DRC faces systematic marginalisation.  

 For ZOA DRC, GDI is embedded in project design, with a focus on GBV prevention 

and inclusion of marginalised groups and people with disabilities. Besides, they use gender-

disaggregated data and gender markers in projects to keep track of their interventions. To 

become a more inclusive organisation internally as well, they want to apply positive 

discrimination in hiring to improve gender balance. 

 

Ethiopia 

Ethiopia ranks 75th in the Global Gender Gap Index. Conflict and climate shocks have huge 

impacts on women and girls. And, according to ZOA Ethiopia, the deteriorating security 

situation has led to increased violence, displacement and protection risks, especially for IDPs. 

GBV is also widespread but underreported due to stigma and lack of services. In Ethiopia it is 

also reported that people with disabilities face significant barriers in accessing services. 

 Because of that, ZOA Ethiopia wants to review all offices for accessibility and hire a 

GDI advisor, if funds permit. They consider it important that ZOA staff themselves prioritise 

GDI as well, for which they want to use staff training. The local and regional context are taken 

into account to address issues like GBV, child marriage, and access to services. 
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Myanmar 

Southeast Asia, the area in which ZOA began working more than 50 years ago and is currently 

still active in Myanmar. In this country, gender roles are entrenched in religion, particularly 

Buddhism, and culture, placing women in subordinate positions. Girls face barriers to 

education, especially in rural areas, due to early marriage and economic pressures. Ethnic 

minorities - such as the Shan, Kachin, and Karen - face systemic discrimination. Although 

Myanmar has ratified international conventions and adopted a national gender strategy, 

implementation remains weak. Women’s political representation is low, and ethnic minority 

women face additional barriers to participation and access to services. 

 While GDI is not yet a core HR focus for ZOA Myanmar, they strive for their recruitment 

to be inclusive, and a vision for GDI is being developed with support from HQ.  

 

Nigeria 

In Nigeria, 83% of those in need are women, girls, and children. Conflict in states like 

Adamawa and Borno has led to mass displacement and increased protection risks. Adolescent 

girls face early marriage, violence, and exclusion from decision-making. People with 

disabilities are often overlooked in emergency responses and face barriers to accessing 

assistive devices and services. And even more groups are mentioned by ZOA Nigeria, the 

elderly, child-headed households and pregnant or lactating women are frequently neglected.  

 According to ZOA Nigeria, GDI is integrated into all operations, with gender-sensitive 

participant selection and regular training. Their projects aim to increase gender equity and 

power redistribution.  

 

South Sudan 

South Sudan is one of the world’s poorest and most fragile countries, with deeply patriarchal 

norms that limit women’s participation in leadership and development. Women and girls face 

GBV, social exclusion, and limited access to education and economic opportunities.  

In 2023, South Sudan signed the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(CRPD), a significant step forward. However, lack of resources and long-term strategies 

hinders the inclusion of PWDs in development and humanitarian planning. PWDs remain 

among the most affected during and after crises. 

 In this context ZOA South Sudan wants to adopt a gender-transformative approach by 

using gender and power analyses. To ensure that their staff is familiar with GDI, some staff 

participate in the mastery class on GDI.  

  

 

 



Page | 42  
 

Sudan 

According to the ZOA team in Sudan, the country's ongoing conflict has exacerbated pre-

existing gender inequalities. Women and girls – who make up over half of the displaced 

population – face GBV, poverty, food insecurity, and health risks. Ethnic and cultural diversity 

has long been ignored, fuelling intercommunal violence and marginalisation. People with 

disabilities face severe challenges due to the collapse of infrastructure and healthcare 

systems. 

 In Sudan, projects are becoming increasingly sensitive to GDI, partly due to influence 

from the WaA! project. Gender-disaggregated data is also being used and attention is being 

paid to inclusive recruitment. Flexible strategies are being employed to attract more women to 

leadership positions, as this is hardly the case at the moment. 

 

Syria 

Also in Syria, women and girls – especially those who are widowed, displaced, or disabled – 

face widespread GBV, early marriage, and exclusion from economic and decision-making 

roles. Traditional gender norms persist, even as women take on new responsibilities due to 

the absence of men. Older persons and people with disabilities are particularly vulnerable, 

often lacking access to services and support. Youth, having grown up in conflict, face 

unemployment, psychological distress, and dangerous migration routes. 

 But ZOA Syria also seeks to promote inclusive recruitment and organises GDI training 

for staff. In addition, projects increasingly include GDI indicators and women are involved 

through women's groups and committees, despite cultural and legal restrictions prevailing in 

the country. There is also a focus on people with disabilities and elderly people in crisis. 

 

Uganda 

According to the ZOA Uganda team, gender inequality remains a persistent challenge in 

Uganda. Uganda’s patriarchal social structure limits women’s access to education, finance, 

markets, and decision-making. Women face high rates of GBV and are underrepresented in 

leadership. And, according to the number available in the ZOA team, nearly half of PWD 

households live in extreme poverty, and 47% lack access to financial services. 

 ZOA Uganda plans to ensure this year that GDI is already included in project design, 

with attention to gender analysis. In this regard, they are focusing on supporting both girls and 

boys. Internally, they are also working on an inclusion policy and want to adapt their offices to 

make them accessible to people with disabilities. 
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Ukraine 

Before the war, Ukrainian women had higher educational attainment than men but were 

concentrated in low-paying sectors and earned only 70% of men’s wages. The war has 

disproportionately affected women, children, the elderly, and marginalised groups. Men face 

a unique situation under martial law, which prohibits those aged 25–59 from leaving the 

country. Many families have lost male breadwinners, and the reintegration of traumatised 

veterans is becoming a growing concern. 

 From all the ZOA countries, ZOA Ukraine acknowledges that they are still in the 

beginning of integrating GDI. Therefore, they strive to build internal knowledge, partially 

through consultations with GDI specialists. Their team is already gender-balanced and they 

want to maintain this. Their goal is to integrate GDI considerations into all assessments and 

project designs. 

 

Yemen 

Yemen ranks last globally in both the Gender Gap Index and Gender Inequality Index. Women 

and girls face severe disparities in education, livelihoods, protection, and political 

representation. Although military conflict has decreased since 2022, social and cultural 

restrictions have tightened. Women, including humanitarian workers, face mobility restrictions 

under the mahram policy, limiting their independence and access to services. This means 

ZOA Yemen's female staff must always travel with a male family member, which hinders the 

delivery and accessibility of humanitarian aid (KII 4).  

 ZOA Yemen is taking cautious but deliberate steps toward GDI integration. First, they 

want to contextualise the global GDI policy to Yemen’s specific needs. A staff survey is 

conducted to assess the internal understanding of GDI, and they want to build on those results. 

One way to reach women is through women-only community committees and groups, so they 

want to establish those. 

 

Summary 

In summary, the problems that appear most frequently across the countries where ZOA is 

active are deeply rooted social norms and structural inequalities that hinder the inclusion of 

women, people with disabilities, and other marginalised groups. Common challenges include 

widespread gender-based violence, limited access to education, land, and financial services, 

and the underrepresentation of women in leadership and decision-making roles. People with 

disabilities often face systemic exclusion due to inaccessible infrastructure and societal 

stigma. These issues are further exacerbated by conflict, displacement, and poverty, which 

increase vulnerability and reduce access to essential services. Internally, ZOA also faces 

difficulties in consistently embedding GDI into project design, ensuring inclusive recruitment, 
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and adapting organisational structures and resources to support long-term, transformative 

change. 

 

Conclusion 

ZOA articulates its vision and strategy on GDI not as a peripheral concern but as a central, 

cross-cutting priority. At the heart of ZOA’s vision is a commitment to human dignity and 

justice, rooted in its Christian values and humanitarian principles. This vision is not abstract, 

but it is operationalised through a comprehensive strategy that spans program design, 

organisational culture, and accountability mechanisms. 

ZOA's response is guided by a nuanced awareness of inequality being a structural and 

intersectional phenomenon. It recognises that individuals are marginalised in multiple ways 

depending on their social identities and the contexts in which they live. This resonates 

particularly in light of ZOA's intervention in diverse and generally vulnerable contexts. It can 

range from conflict areas in the Horn of Africa through disaster areas in Southeast Asia to 

politically charged environments in the Middle East. Gender, diversity, and exclusion evolve 

differently in all these environments. ZOA's approach is therefore contextually specific and 

responsive, allowing interventions informed by local conditions yet sustained by general 

principles of equality and inclusion. 

 While this chapter has explored ZOA’s formal commitments and strategic intentions, 

the next chapter turns to ZOA’s staff. How do they understand and experience GDI in their 

daily work? And to what extent do their perspectives align with the organisation’s vision?  
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5. Individual perspectives and understanding of GDI 

“To what extent is the perception that the Netherlands determines the policy, and to what 

extent are you allowed to shape it yourself 1(KII 3)?” This question, raised by a ZOA staff 

member, reflects a deeper tension within the organisation – between global strategy and local 

ownership. 

So, this chapter explores how staff within ZOA perceive and engage with the concepts 

of GDI. It examines both the level of understanding and the perceived importance of GDI 

across different roles, regions, and cultural contexts within the organisation. The chapter also 

examines how GDI is prioritised within ZOA, particularly in relation to donor expectations. The 

findings underscore the complexity of embedding GDI in a diverse, faith-based, and globally 

operating organisation. 

5.1 Survey response 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the perceptions held by ZOA staff on GDI, 

the researcher designed a survey targeting the entire workforce of the organisation, as 

explained in the methodology. This survey got a relatively high response rate which surprised 

many of the individuals the researcher spoke with. Several staff members expressed that they 

had not expected such a large number of colleagues to participate. One possible explanation 

for this high response rate is that the survey provided staff with a rare opportunity to share 

their opinions. According to multiple respondents, no similar organisation-wide survey had 

ever been conducted before, making this a unique moment for staff to voice their perspectives. 

In some ZOA country offices, staff even perceived the survey as a channel through 

which they could communicate directly with headquarters (HQ), especially since the 

researcher was affiliated with HQ. This was particularly evident in the open questions, where 

several respondents used the survey to raise concerns or make requests on financial issues. 

This dynamic highlight the structural relationship within ZOA, where HQ often holds the 

authority to approve proposals or allocate funding, which is a structure that can shape how 

staff engage with such initiatives. 

Another factor that may have contributed to the high response rate is the sense of 

responsibility some staff felt due to the way that the survey was distributed with a ZOA HQ 

email address. This may have added a sense of importance. Additionally, reminders were sent 

out at the country level by either the Country Director (CD) or the Manager of Program Quality 

(MPQ), both of whom are part of the Country Management Team (CMT). Their involvement 

 
1 KII 3: “In hoeverre is de perceptie dat Nederland het beleid bepaalt, en in hoeverre mag je dat zelf 
doen.”  



Page | 46  
 

likely encouraged participation by indicating support for the survey at multiple leadership 

levels. 

Interestingly, a significant number of responses were submitted in the final 24 hours 

before the deadline. This increase in submissions followed a final reminder. It could reflect a 

common pattern in the sector, where deadlines cause something to be prioritised. 

 Through informal conversations with ZOA staff the researcher also gained insights into 

why some individuals chose not to complete the survey. A common reason was the perceived 

length of the survey, especially the open-ended questions at the beginning. Although these 

were optional, many staff members assumed they were mandatory and found them too time-

consuming or demanding. Others felt the survey wasn’t particularly relevant to them, or they 

stopped partway through because they couldn’t find an answer option that matched their 

views. If ZOA decides to repeat this survey in the future, incorporating this feedback could 

help to further improve the response rate. 

5.2 Characteristics of the respondents 

When examining the characteristics of the survey respondents, several patterns stand out. 

Notably, a significantly higher number of men participated in the survey. This is consistent with 

the overall gender distribution within ZOA, where men make up a larger portion of the 

workforce.  

Over 80% of respondents identified as Christian, from Orthodox to Catholic and others. 

Around 13% identified as Muslim, with a few respondents indicating other religious affiliations. 

This religious distribution aligns with ZOA’s identity as a Christian organisation, which also 

considers faith during its hiring processes.  

The majority of respondents work in program-related roles, which may explain their 

higher engagement with the survey. These staff members are likely more familiar with GDI 

topics and more accustomed to interacting with HQ.  

Some respondents chose “prefer not to say” when asked for disaggregated 

demographic data. One individual explained in the open comments section that they found the 

question sensitive and feared it might compromise their anonymity. This highlights a limitation 

of the survey: for some staff, concerns about privacy may have influenced how openly they 

responded, potentially affecting the authenticity of their answers. 

5.3 Knowledge of the concepts of GDI 

At the start of the survey, respondents were asked to define in their own words what they 

understood by the terms gender equality, diversity, and inclusion. These open-ended 

responses were manually analysed and scored by the researcher using a scale from 0 to 3. A 
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score of 3 was given when a response closely matched ZOA’s official definitions as outlined 

in its strategic plan. A score of 0 indicated no alignment, while scores of 1 or 2 reflected partial 

or near alignment. From these scores, average levels of understanding were calculated for 

each concept, both overall and per ZOA country. One of the key findings was that, on average, 

staff demonstrated a lower understanding of the term diversity (1,80) compared to gender 

equality (2,04) and inclusion (1,96). This suggests that the concept of diversity may be less 

clearly understood or more variably interpreted across the organisation. When looking at 

country-level data, Sudan, South Sudan, and Burundi stood out for having consistently lower 

average scores across all three concepts. This may point to a lack of familiarity with ZOA’s 

definitions or to different cultural or contextual interpretations of these terms. 

 

A closer look at the content of low-scoring responses revealed some recurring 

patterns. For example, in the case of diversity, many responses focused solely on gender or 

ethnicity, whereas ZOA’s definition includes a broader range of characteristics such as age, 

ability, religion, and background.  

For gender equality, several respondents used the terms “sex” and “gender” 

interchangeably, while ZOA’s definition is more nuanced. It recognises the difference between 

biological sex and socially constructed gender roles. In addition, some define gender equality 

simply as “that men and women are the same and have the same duties.” Again, this is not 

how ZOA is articulating gender equality in their strategic papers. It recognises that men and 

women are not the same, but their life chances should not be limited by their gender. So, 

responses that did not reflect this distinction received lower scores. 

In the case of inclusion, many low-scoring responses focused almost exclusively on 

“disability inclusion.” While this is certainly an important aspect, ZOA’s definition of inclusion 

is broader. It encompasses the active, intentional, and ongoing effort to ensure that all 

individuals (regardless of gender, age, ethnicity, religion, ability, or background) feel 

respected, valued, and able to fully participate. The narrow focus on disability may indicate a 

limited understanding of the broader concept. However, it could also reflect the fact that 

disability inclusion is a topic that resonates strongly within the organisation. In fact, in several 

places in the survey it is a topic that comes up. Therefore, this topic is discussed further in 

another chapter.  

5.4 Sensitivities and tensions 

In some of the open comments and conversations related to perceptions of GDI, a certain 

level of caution or even resistance became apparent among staff. Some respondents 

expressed concern that these topics are being pushed too far in the public domain, and they 
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emphasised the need for ZOA to set clear boundaries in how it engages with them. For 

example, some definitions of gender equality included statements such as “there are only two 

sexes” or “there are limits,” reflecting a more conservative stance. These sentiments were not 

only visible in survey responses but also surfaced during informal discussions, particularly at 

the ZOA office in the Netherlands. 

 

The researcher observed that GDI-related conversations often emerged 

spontaneously, even during lunch breaks or informal gatherings. This did not only happen in 

the Netherlands, but a staff member from a different country mentioned it as well (KII 8). One 

notable instance occurred during an introductory session on GDI, where several staff 

members raised questions about how far inclusion efforts should go. Some participants 

questioned whether striving for complete tolerance might, paradoxically, lead to new forms of 

intolerance. For example, a few expressed discomforts with the idea of a transgender person 

using the bathroom or changing room that aligns with their gender identity. Tolerating 

someone's gender identity and allowing these people everywhere leads to intolerance of 

people who have the perception that they do not have to and are not comfortable with it. These 

discussions revealed a wide range of opinions and a degree of uncertainty about how to 

navigate such situations respectfully, even when it directly affects or challenges colleagues on 

a personal level. 

5.5 Originating from the Global North? 

One of the statements included in the survey was: “I believe that concepts of GDI are often 

seen as originating from the Global North.” Respondents were asked to indicate their level of 

agreement using a Likert scale. A notable finding was that Dutch staff scored significantly 

higher on this statement compared to staff based in ZOA’s country offices, as shown in figure 

4. Similarly, Dutch or other 

Western staff working in one of the 

ZOA field locations almost always 

selected “agree.” In contrast, 

responses from the broader staff 

group were more mixed, with the 

majority choosing “neither agree 

nor disagree.” This suggests that 

perceptions of the origins of GDI 

concepts may differ depending 

on cultural or regional Figure 4: “I believe that concepts of GDI are often seen as 

originating from the Global North.” 
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background. Staff from the Netherlands or other Western contexts may be more aware of, or 

critical towards the Global North’s influence on GDI discourse. While staff in other regions may 

not perceive this influence as strongly or may interpret the concepts differently.  

Some scholars argue as well that global governance and social frameworks, including 

those related to equality and inclusion, can serve as ideological tools of neo-imperialist 

influence, reinforcing the hegemony of Western industrialised nations (Alam, 2015). This 

perspective helps explain why some staff, particularly those from the Global South, may be 

more neutral or hesitant in their responses. They may not reject the principles of GDI outright, 

but they may question their origins, relevance, or application in their own contexts.  

However, this perception is not without its complications. Alasuutari and Andreotti 

(2015) challenge the assumption that concepts like GDI are inherently Northern. They argue 

that while these ideas are often framed as originating from the Global North, this framing is 

part of a broader “global imaginary” shaped by historical power dynamics and postcolonial 

narratives. In reality, the values underpinning GDI, such as dignity, fairness, and participation 

are not exclusive to any one region. These principles are interpreted, adapted, and practiced 

in diverse ways across cultures. This could explain why the majority of ZOA’s staff without a 

Western background, does not necessarily perceive GDI concepts as originating from the 

Global North.  

5.6 Priority 

To better understand how ZOA staff perceive the importance of GDI, the survey included a 

statement asking whether GDI should remain a priority for ZOA, even if donors no longer 

consider it one. This question was informed by earlier conversations the researcher had with 

staff, in which it was repeatedly mentioned that GDI elements, such as gender analyses, were 

often only included in proposals when specifically requested by donors. As one staff member 

put it: “The topic (GDI) is in our proposal, but we don’t have that topic in our conversations KII 

13).” This suggests that GDI may sometimes be treated as a donor-driven requirement rather 

than an internally embedded priority. However, the survey results tell a different story. A clear 

majority of respondents agreed that GDI should remain a priority for ZOA, regardless of donor 

expectations. While it’s difficult to determine to what extent social desirability may have 

influenced these responses, the overwhelming agreement suggests that this view is widely 

shared across the organisation. Notably, all members of the CMTs and SMTs who completed 

the survey, representing 20% of total respondents, also selected “agree” or “strongly agree.” 

This indicates that support for GDI is not limited to operational staff but is also present at 

leadership levels. 
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This internal commitment was also reflected in a real-life example shared by one SMT 

member. Following budget cuts and the cancellation of several projects, ZOA received a 

question from USAID asking whether the organisation could demonstrate that it was not doing 

anything on gender, diversity, and inclusion. The SMT member explained that such a request 

was impossible to respond to, precisely because GDI is integrated into ZOA’s work, even if 

not always explicitly labelled or highlighted. 

5.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter the nuanced and sometimes sensitive ways in which ZOA staff engage with 

GDI were explored. It revealed a complex interplay between knowledge, attitudes, and 

practices across the organisation. 

 In terms of knowledge, the survey and conversations show that while many staff are 

familiar with GDI concepts, interpretations do vary widely across the organisation. Some staff 

express uncertainty or discomfort, particularly when these concepts challenge personal beliefs 

or cultural norms. 

 Attitudes toward GDI are generally supportive, but not without tension. Concerns about 

how far inclusion should go, or whether GDI is being driven by Western agendas, reflect 

deeper questions. These tensions are not necessarily signs of rejection, but rather indicators 

of the need for open dialogue and culturally sensitive engagement. 

In terms of practice, the chapter highlights both progress and limitations. While GDI is 

increasingly embedded in ZOA’s strategies, its implementation is still perceived by some of 

the staff as donor driven. Yet, the strong internal support for keeping GDI a priority, even 

without donor pressure, suggests a growing sense of ownership. 

Ultimately, fostering a truly inclusive organisation requires more than policies or 

training. It needs to be initialised, and there needs to be respect for diverse perspectives. The 

next chapter takes this further by examining how ZOA’s internal structures – such as 

leadership, resources, and organisational culture – either support or hinder the realisation of 

GDI in practice. 
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6. Organisational structure 

“Do we really think that GDI is important 2(KII 5)?” This remark captures a central tension 

explored in this chapter: the gap between stated priorities and the practical realities of 

implementation. This chapter explores how ZOA’s institutional practices and organisational 

structure shape the organisation’s ability to implement GDI. While the previous chapter 

focused on staffs understanding of GDI and the next chapter is focusing on programmatic 

realities, this section turns inward to examine how internal systems, policies, and leadership 

dynamics either support or hinder inclusive practices. The chapter investigates how GDI is 

reflected in areas such as disability inclusion, gender equality, and broader diversity, across 

age, nationality, and cultural background. It also considers how ZOA’s Christian identity 

intersects with its inclusion goals, and how resources, both financial and human, impact the 

organisation’s capacity to act on its commitments. 

6.1 Disability inclusion 

In the previous chapter, we explored how ZOA staff understand the concept of inclusion, with 

many responses linking it primarily to disability inclusion. Many of these comments have to do 

with internal policies or course of action. To first provide some insight into the percentage of 

staff who see themselves as having a disability, it is only 2% of the respondents. This is notably 

low compared to other self-identified groups, such as staff from ethnic minorities (12%) or 

those with a refugee or internally displaced background (11%). Despite this low 

representation, many staff members expressed a desire to see this change. Several country 

plans explicitly mention the goal of making offices more accessible to people with disabilities. 

 This ambition is not without its challenges. For example, the office in the Netherlands 

still has physical barriers, for example, one of the main meeting rooms is only accessible via 

stairs (KII 5). Another colleague emphasised the importance of becoming more inclusive but 

also acknowledged the limitations of the sector: “Our sector requires relatively good health, 

especially when visiting field locations. Sometimes reality limits us3(KII 3).” This raises a critical 

question: if ZOA wants to become more accessible, is the organisation truly willing to make 

the necessary investments? This colleague shared an example from a partner organisation in 

Uganda, where the director is deaf. Every meeting includes a translator to ensure full 

participation (KII 3). While this requires additional resources, it also demonstrates a clear 

commitment to inclusion in practice, which is not just in policy. 

 
2 KII 5: “Vinden we GDI dan wel echt belangrijk?” 
3 KII 3: “Onze sector vereist een vrij goede gezondheid, zeker bij het bezoeken van landen. Soms 
limiteert de werkelijkheid ons ook.” 
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6.2 Gender equality 

Another topic that frequently emerged in both survey responses and informal conversations 

was gender equality. As discussed in the previous chapter, many staff members associate 

this concept primarily with the differences, or similarities between men and women, particularly 

in terms of how they are treated in the workplace. 

To better understand staff attitudes toward gender equality, two specific statements 

were included in the survey: “I feel comfortable working with women and men equally.” & “I 

would not be happy if my direct supervisor was a woman.” 

The results showed that, overall, both male and female respondents expressed 

comfort working with colleagues of any gender and believed that tasks could be performed 

equally regardless of gender. This suggests a general openness and acceptance of gender 

equality in professional collaboration. However, one notable exception emerged. A small 

number of female respondents from Nigeria, Ethiopia, and Yemen selected “strongly agree” 

in response to the second statement. This indicates that they would not be happy if their direct 

supervisor were a woman. This finding is particularly striking, as it challenges the assumption 

that resistance to female leadership comes primarily from male colleagues. 

In contrast, in the open comment sections of the survey, many respondents 

emphasised the importance of having women in leadership positions. This sentiment was 

echoed across multiple country contexts, including the Netherlands, where the SMT currently 

includes only one woman alongside six men. When the researcher discussed this with the HR 

department, they acknowledged the imbalance and shared that increasing gender diversity in 

leadership is a priority. They referred to it as “low-hanging fruit4” (KII 18), meaning that this is 

an area where change is needed and achievable. So, this is where they first want to put their 

focus on. 

 This ambition is not limited to the Netherlands. Country HR policies in South Sudan 

and Sudan also explicitly state the goal of hiring more women, as the current staff composition 

is almost entirely male. This was also reflected in the survey, where only men from these 

countries responded. Yemen showed a similar pattern: while some female respondents 

expressed hesitation about female leadership, others strongly advocated for change. One 

comment read: “ZOA Yemen needs gender representation in leadership roles.” 

 

In a later stage of the survey, another statement was introduced which indicated the 

level of equality within the organisation: “In my country, female staff have an equal voice to 

male staff in ZOA.” In many of the countries, males were more positive than females. 

Sometimes, the analysis showed that males replied ‘agree’, while most of the females replied 

 
4 KII 18: “laaghangend fruit” 
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with ‘disagree’. Regardless of what exactly happens in practice, at least the attitude of many 

females is different from that of males on this issue. 

A similar pattern emerged in response to the statements: “ZOA encourages gender-

sensitive and inclusive behaviour, for example in terms of language used,” and “ZOA takes 

active steps to address gender inequality.” While the overall results were generally positive, a 

closer look at the data reveals notable differences across gender identities. Women were less 

likely than men to select “strongly agree,” and in some cases even selected “disagree.” 

Interestingly, respondents who chose “prefer not to say” when asked about their sex almost 

all selected “disagree.” This may indicate that individuals who feel less represented or more 

marginalised within the organisation are more critical of its inclusivity efforts. A comparable 

issue is seen in the Netherlands, where a recent report by the Sociaal-Economische Raad 

highlights that many workplaces still reflect norms centred on the “standard” male employee, 

often overlooking the needs of women and minorities (NOS, 2025). This reinforces the need 

for inclusive practices for both the Netherlands and ZOA as an organisation.  

 

Another relevant finding 

relates to perceptions of who 

should take the lead in 

implementing GDI at the country 

level. One of the survey statements 

asked respondents whether they 

agreed with the following: “I think in 

my country the GDI focal point 

should be a woman.” Interestingly, 

a higher proportion of male 

respondents agreed with this 

statement compared to female 

respondents, which is visualised 

in figure 5. This outcome reflects a dynamic that was also mentioned during one of the 

interviews: “I feel like men often see GDI as a women’s issue (KII 1)5.” As a result, the 

statement was therefore included in the survey.  

This perception may stem from the assumption that women are more directly affected 

by GDI-related challenges, and therefore more suited to lead such efforts. However, it also 

raises important questions about shared responsibility. The fact that more men than women 

supported the idea of a female focal point could suggest a form of passive support, where men 

 
5 KII 1: “Zelf heb ik het idee dat mannen vinden dat GDI een vrouwenthema is.” 

Figure 5: “I think in my country the GDI focal point should 

be a woman.”  



Page | 54  
 

agree with the importance of GDI, but do not necessarily see themselves as active agents in 

its implementation. This pattern was also visible among members of the SMT/CMT, where 

relatively more men than women agreed with the statement. Given the current gender 

imbalance within these leadership teams, this highlights the importance of fostering a broader 

organisational culture in which GDI is not viewed as the sole responsibility of women. Instead, 

it should be embraced as a shared commitment, one that involves all staff, across roles and 

genders, in creating a more inclusive and equitable workplace. 

6.3 Diversity 

In addition to gender equality, many staff members expressed a desire for greater diversity in 

other areas, for example in terms of age and seniority. One survey statement addressed this 

directly: “In my country, young staff have an equal voice to senior staff in ZOA.” Overall, 

responses to this statement were relatively balanced. However, when disaggregated by 

country and staff level, some interesting contrasts emerged. In the Netherlands, junior staff 

were more likely to select “disagree”, indicating that they do not feel they have an equal voice 

compared to their senior colleagues. In contrast, senior staff in the same context were more 

likely to agree with the statement, suggesting a disconnect in perception between the two 

groups. 

From Colombia, however, a more optimistic view was shared. One staff member noted: 

“In ZOA, there are a lot of young people, that is good, because they can receive this kind of 

topic (GDI) better (KII 13).” This comment reflects a belief that younger staff may be more 

open to engaging with GDI-related themes, and that their presence can positively influence 

the organisation’s culture of inclusion. 

 

Beyond age and hierarchy, several staff also expressed a desire for more diversity in 

terms of nationality and cultural background. When asked whether they considered their 

country team to be diverse, responses varied. In the Netherlands, the majority of staff, 

including all SMT members, answered negatively, indicating that they did not perceive their 

team as diverse. In contrast, responses from other countries were more mixed, with some staff 

expressing satisfaction with the level of diversity in their teams. This concern was also raised 

in conversations with Dutch staff. One person remarked: “It’s a very white environment here, 

with a few exceptions (KII 5)6.” According to this staff member, this lack of diversity is self-

reinforcing. Dutch is frequently spoken in the office and in internal emails, which may 

unintentionally create barriers for non-Dutch speakers and limit the inclusivity of the workplace. 

 
6 KII 5: “Het is een grote witte bedoeling hier, met enkele uitzonderingen.” 
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If ZOA intends to actively work on increasing diversity, it is important to approach this 

with care and sensitivity. One of the participants the researcher spoke to shared that they had 

once been hired, not primarily for their qualifications, but because the organisation wanted to 

increase its diversity. The pain of that experience was visible on their face. Others in the group 

in which this story was told empathised and agreed that hiring should be based on merit, not 

identity alone. Diversity efforts must be grounded in fairness and inclusion, ensuring that all 

staff feel valued for their contributions, not reduced to their identity. 

6.4 Faith and inclusion 

As a Christian organisation, ZOA’s faith identity plays a central role in its mission, values, and 

internal culture. According to the survey, over 80% of staff identify as Christian. While this 

shared foundation can foster a strong sense of purpose and community, it also raises 

important questions about how ZOA’s faith-based identity intersects with its goals GDI. 

 

Some respondents expressed concerns about potential tensions between ZOA’s 

Christian values and certain aspects of GDI, particularly regarding gender identity and sexual 

orientation. These concerns were not always framed as opposition, but rather as areas of 

uncertainty or discomfort. For example, one respondent noted: “ZOA’s policy requiring 

Christian CMT members may conflict with its diversity and inclusion goals, especially in 

Muslim-majority countries.” This comment reflects a broader tension: how can an organisation 

remain true to its faith-based identity while also striving to be inclusive and representative in 

diverse cultural and religious contexts? 

These reflections suggest that faith and inclusion are not necessarily in conflict, but 

they do require careful navigation. For ZOA, this means creating space for open dialogue, 

acknowledging the complexity of these intersections, and ensuring that inclusion efforts are 

grounded in respect.  

6.5 Resources 

To realise the GDI priorities in practice the critical importance of dedicated financial and human 

resources in advancing GDI objectives is underscored by a number of responses. Specifically, 

it is recommended that each project allocate a designated budget line for GDI-related 

activities, including awareness-raising and capacity-building initiatives. Furthermore, the 

appointment of full-time GDI focal points or advisors at the country office level is considered 

essential to ensure sustained and contextually relevant implementation. The provision of 

practical tools and standardised templates is also highlighted as a necessary support 

mechanism to facilitate operationalisation. As one respondent articulated this need: “Assign 
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dedicated staff, at least a GDI advisor at the country office level. Allocate budget in each 

project to implement GDI-related awareness-raising and capacity-building activities.”  

 

However, despite these clear recommendations, real-world constraints often impede 

progress. For example, during the internship period, ZOA had prepared a vacancy for an 

additional GDI advisor. Unfortunately, due to budget cuts, an organisation-wide hiring freeze 

was instituted, which prevented the position from being advertised. Compounding this issue, 

Questions are also being raised about the current practice in which there is very limited 

effective GDI capacity and support available from staff. One staff member mentioned: “Do we 

really think that GDI is important? (KII 5)7.” This highlights that people's perception of the 

priority is also associated with what is being done about it in practice.  

6.6 Inclusive policy and decision-making 

Another key theme that emerged from the survey responses concerns the inclusiveness of 

the organisation in relation to policy development and decision-making processes. Two 

specific statements were included in the survey to assess this dimension: “ZOA has an 

inclusive approach when it comes to creating new policies, proposal development, and making 

major decisions,” and “Policies on gender diversity and inclusion are easily accessible, and 

they are communicated to employees.” Overall, the responses to these statements were 

largely positive, indicating a general perception that ZOA fosters an inclusive organisational 

culture in these areas. However, notable exceptions were observed in the responses from 

Myanmar and the Netherlands, where fewer respondents selected “strongly agree” compared 

to other country offices and some staff of these countries even selected “disagree”. This 

means that while most people see the organisation as inclusive, in some places there may be 

local challenges that make these efforts less visible or effective. Or it could mean Dutch staff 

feel the organisation is less inclusive, even though others in the organisation don’t see it that 

way. 

 

6.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has explored how ZOA’s institutional practices and organisational structure 

influence the implementation of GDI. The chapter is summarised by discussing the different 

elements of KAP. 

In terms of knowledge, most staff demonstrate a solid understanding of GDI principles, 

particularly around disability inclusion and gender equality. However, gaps remain, especially 

 
7 KII 5: “Vinden we GDI dan wel echt belangrijk?”  
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in how GDI is operationalised across different contexts and how deeply it is embedded in 

internal systems.  

Attitudes toward GDI are generally positive, with many staff expressing support for 

inclusive leadership, gender balance, and greater diversity in teams.  

The practice dimension reveals the most significant challenges. While policies and 

intentions are in place, implementation is often inconsistent. Physical accessibility remains 

limited, documentation of GDI efforts is not always traceable, and resource constraints, such 

as staffing and budget limitations, undermine long-term progress.  

 

To move forward, ZOA must ensure that GDI is not only a strategic priority but also a lived 

reality. This requires sustained investment in capacity, inclusive leadership, and systems that 

support transparency and accountability. Most importantly, GDI must be embraced as a 

shared responsibility. 

The next chapter explores how these organisational dynamics translate into practice by 

examining how GDI is implemented in ZOA’s programmes – revealing both promising 

examples and the challenges of working in complex, fragile contexts. 
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7. Programmatic implementation 

After exploring how GDI is understood by staff and embedded in organisational structures, 

this chapter turns more to what is happening in practice. How are GDI principles actually 

applied in ZOA’s programmes, and what happens when ideals meet the realities of 

implementation? 

This chapter examines the extent to which GDI is embedded in the organisation’s 

culture, programming, and daily operations. First, the We Are Able! Programme is discussed 

which serves as a strong example of how GDI can be actively promoted within ZOA. In 

contrast, the case of Yemen illustrates the limitations and sensitivities that can arise in some 

of the fragile contexts in which ZOA is active. Beyond these examples, the chapter also 

investigates internal capacity, donor influence, and the practical realities of implementation. 

By analysing what staff know, believe, and actually do regarding GDI, this chapter provides 

insight into how ZOA can strengthen its commitment to inclusive and equitable programming. 

7.1 Programme: We are Able! 

One of ZOA’s major international initiatives is the “We Are Able!” programme, which is being 

implemented across multiple countries. ZOA leads this programme in collaboration with five 

other international NGOs. The core objective is to support people with disabilities in securing 

a sustainable and meaningful place within their communities, thereby improving their food 

security. It aims to amplify their voices and strengthen their resilience, enabling them to 

advocate for themselves (We Are Able, 2023). The programme runs from 2021 to 2026. While 

ZOA would like to continue beyond this period, the project leader expresses concern about 

whether the current Dutch government, which is currently funding the initiative, will maintain 

its support (KII 5). 

According to KII 5, the programme has significantly contributed to raising awareness 

about inclusion within ZOA itself. The personal stories of people with disabilities have had a 

profound emotional impact on staff. However, KII 5 also fears that this awareness may fade if 

the programme ends, as colleagues in both the countries and the Netherlands may hear less 

about these individuals, potentially leading to their marginalisation once again. 

Another respondent highlighted that the most vulnerable group within the programme 

are women with disabilities. These women often lack entitlement to land and face systemic 

violations of their rights within their communities. This respondent stressed the importance of 

ZOA maintaining a strong focus on this group moving forward (KII 7). This shows that while 

there is an awareness among some colleagues of the importance of including this vulnerable 
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group in the work of ZOA, there are doubts about how this will be done in the future when they 

are no longer directly targeted by a program. 

7.2 Specific case: Yemen 

While the We are Able! program provides a positive example of how GDI can be actively 

promoted, it is equally important to examine contexts where GDI is a highly sensitive issue. 

This section presents the case of Yemen, a country where the implementation of GDI-related 

activities is significantly constrained. Although this research does not aim to provide a 

comprehensive analysis of each country in which ZOA operates, the Yemeni context is 

highlighted here to illustrate the complex realities and limitations that can arise in ZOA’s work.  

As discussed in a previous chapter, Yemen represents a particularly challenging 

environment for GDI work. The sociopolitical climate is such that any explicit efforts to promote 

gender equality or inclusion are often met with suspicion or outright hostility. According to local 

staff, the groups currently in power “are not happy with gender. They think that donors want 

to spread their ideas and destroy the community (KII 4).” This perception reflects a broader 

resistance to externally driven social change. This resistance is also reflected in the results of 

the internal survey conducted as part of this research. Notably, several Yemeni staff members 

responded with “strongly disagree” to the statement: “In the context of my country, it is relevant 

to actively work on GDI.”  

Despite this resistance, there are individuals within Yemen who are open-minded and 

recognise the importance of addressing gender disparities. As one colleague mentioned that 

in a separate, internally conducted GDI survey, staff demonstrated a solid understanding of 

key GDI concepts. This suggests that while external expression and implementation of GDI 

may be constrained, there is nonetheless an internal awareness of its importance among staff.  

As a result, ZOA Yemen is unable to implement GDI-related activities in a direct way. 

Instead, GDI principles are integrated indirectly, primarily through sectoral programs such as 

WASH (Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene) (KII 4). Within these programs, efforts are made to 

ensure that both men and women are reached in an equitable manner. However, even these 

indirect approaches can encounter resistance. For example, community members may refuse 

to report the number of male and female participants involved in a project, because of the fear 

of how the community might react.  

This case highlights just how sensitive ZOA’s work can be in certain regions. It 

underscores the importance of always taking the cultural context into careful consideration 

when addressing GDI. 
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7.3 Internal gaps and donor influence 

One of the recurring themes in conversations with ZOA staff was the limited internal capacity 

and knowledge regarding GDI. Several respondents indicated that a lack of understanding, or 

insufficient organisational emphasis on GDI, can hinder its effective implementation, 

particularly in culturally sensitive contexts. 

As one staff member (KII 9) noted: “You need staff to recognise this (GDI) to be able 

to integrate it.” Similarly, another respondent (KII 13) emphasised: “We need to put that topic 

in our ZOA staff mind.” These statements reflect a broader concern: while the importance of 

GDI may be acknowledged at an abstract level, it is not always sufficiently embedded in the 

daily practices or mindset of staff. The underlying message in these quotes is that recognition 

and internalisation of GDI principles among staff are essential for meaningful implementation. 

When staff understand the relevance and value of GDI, they are more likely to actively 

incorporate it into their work. Conversely, when this understanding is lacking, it is less likely to 

be prioritised or translated into practice. 

 This concern is further illustrated by current practices within the organisation. In some 

cases, GDI is only mentioned in project proposals or data is collected solely when explicitly 

requested by donors. This suggests that GDI is sometimes treated as a compliance 

requirement rather than an intrinsic part of program design and implementation. Interestingly, 

ZOA’s own strategic priorities acknowledge the role of external pressure in this area, stating: 

“Institutional donors have made numerous commitments to advance (gender) inequality and 

promote inclusive societies through their official development assistance (ODA) (ZOA, 

2024a).” While this confirms that donors are indeed driving the GDI agenda, it raises the 

question of whether ZOA staff themselves consistently share this commitment and translate it 

into practice. 

Survey results provide a more optimistic perspective. As discussed in an earlier 

chapter, the vast majority of ZOA staff agreed with the statement that GDI is relevant in the 

context of their work. However, several respondents also pointed out that financial resources 

are a key enabling factor. As one staff member noted: “If I don’t have the budget for it, it would 

not be possible to implement it (KII 7).” This highlights a critical tension: while awareness and 

willingness may be present, the practical ability to implement GDI initiatives often depends on 

the availability of dedicated funding. 

 

In the survey, staff working in programmatic roles were asked about the practical 

application of GDI in their daily work. Statements such as “All proposals include a GDI 

assessment” and “GDI criteria are always included in the selection criteria for project 

participants” received strong agreement from most respondents. However, translating this 
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agreement into verifiable practice remains a challenge. As part of her internship, the 

researcher contributed to a review of country plans in relation to ZOA’s strategic GDI priority. 

In several cases, countries reported that GDI assessments were conducted within projects, 

but these assessments were not always traceable in the documentation. Whether these 

assessments were not conducted or simply not documented remains unclear. It is possible 

that Western documentation standards create barriers, and that more context-sensitive 

approaches to recording and reporting GDI efforts are needed. 

 

Another relevant survey 

item addressed the monitoring of 

power dynamics: “Differences in 

power dynamics are reviewed 

during monitoring.” Interestingly, 

as shown in figure 6, staff working 

in MEAL (Monitoring, Evaluation, 

Accountability, and Learning) 

roles were more likely to disagree 

with this statement than other 

programmatic staff, despite this 

being a core component of their 

responsibilities. This 

discrepancy may suggest that 

while program staff assume such monitoring is taking place, MEAL staff may be more aware 

of the practical limitations or inconsistencies in its implementation.  

7.4 Conclusion 

To conclude, this chapter has examined how GDI is understood and applied within ZOA. This 

conclusion is, once again, be divided in knowledge, attitude and practice.  

 Knowledge of GDI among ZOA staff appears to be relatively strong. Survey responses 

and internal reflections indicate that most staff are familiar with key GDI concepts and 

recognise their relevance. Even in challenging contexts like Yemen, internal surveys suggest 

that staff possess a solid conceptual understanding, despite external limitations on 

implementation. 

 Secondly, the attitudes toward GDI are generally positive. Staff widely agree on its 

importance, and initiatives like the We Are Able! programme have helped raise awareness. 

Figure 6: “Differences in power dynamics are reviewed 

during monitoring.” 
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However, there are concerns that this awareness may fade once specific programmes end, 

especially if GDI is not embedded more deeply into organisational culture. 

 In terms of practice, however, most significant gaps are revealed. While staff report 

that GDI assessments and criteria are included in proposals, these are not always traceable 

in documentation. In some cases, GDI is only addressed when required by donors, suggesting 

it may be treated as a compliance issue rather than a core value. Monitoring practices also 

show inconsistencies, particularly among MEAL staff. Moreover, financial constraints are a 

recurring barrier to implementation. 

 

In summary, while ZOA has made meaningful progress in building knowledge and fostering 

positive attitudes toward GDI in the area of programmatic implementation, the organisation 

must strengthen its internal systems, ensure consistent documentation, and allocate sufficient 

resources to close the gap between intention and practice. Only then can GDI become a 

sustainable and integrated part of ZOA’s work across all contexts. 
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8. Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations 

In this concluding chapter, all the foregoing chapters are coming together. First, the theories 

of the theoretical chapter are linked to the results from the finding chapters. This is followed 

by the conclusion of this research inquiry. Lastly, the researcher reflects on the limitations of 

this research, which leads to recommendations for further research, together with 

recommendations for organisations like ZOA. 

8.1 Discussion 

This research explores how staff from an international developmental or humanitarian 

organisation, like ZOA, perceive and engage with GDI and how these perceptions align with 

developmental interventions, in this case ZOA’s strategic vision. By applying the KAP 

framework, this research has illuminated the complex interplay between these two. The 

insights from this discussion are divided in the three elements of KAP and are explained in 

this order. 

 

Knowledge 

The findings of this research reveal that ZOA staff generally demonstrated a solid 

understanding of GDI principles, but there were notable gaps. The biggest gap was identified 

in the concept of diversity. Many respondents referred in their definitions solely to gender 

(diversity) or ethnicity, while this does not reflect ZOA’s broader definitions, which includes 

age, ability, religion, and background. This suggests that the full meaning of ‘GDI’ is not 

consistently internalised across the organisation.  

 This discrepancy can be understood through the lens of organisational culture theory 

(Schein, 2010). This theory makes a distinction between espoused values and underlying 

assumptions. ZOA’s strategic documents (ZOA, 2024a) articulate a comprehensive vision and 

definitions of GDI, which corresponds with definitions of other scholars (Sweetman, 2004). 

The survey responses, on the other hand, indicate that these values have not yet fully be 

initialised in all the cultural layers of the organisation. According to one of the participants of 

the second CoP, in which the results of the survey were discussed, this also requires ZOA to 

engage in more conversation or provide training.  

Moreover, localisation theory (Campbell, 2018; Escobar, 1995) helps explain why staff 

in different regions interpret GDI differently. The perception that GDI concepts originate from 

the Global North was particularly strong among Dutch/Western staff. This could mean that 

they are more aware of the Western roots of these frameworks. However, staff in other regions 

were more neutral, which could also mean that they do not identify GDI as ideological 
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constructs from the North, but more as a set of operational tools. One of the participants of 

the CoP from ZOA Sudan mentioned that he sees some Europeans coming and wanting to 

change their community in one day with these concepts, but for him it is not about the origin 

of the concepts, but the question is how to do it.  

 

Attitude  

Attitudes toward GDI were generally positive across the organisation. Most of the staff 

expressed agreement with gender equality, diversity, and inclusion in principle. However, 

there were some tensions and sensitivities underlying the data, particularly to do with gender 

equality and leadership. For instance, even though a majority of male and female respondents 

agreed that it would be good to have a woman in a leadership position. Several Nigerian, 

Ethiopian, and Yemeni female interviewees were not comfortable with this idea. This 

contradicts the findings that resistance to female leadership is predominantly male based. It 

might also relate to a certain fear of enduring instability and even new conflict in societies after 

the introduction of explicit major changes. In such contexts, the preference might be for a 

quieter ‘evolution’ of GDI ideas, rather than a disruptive shift. This highlights the importance 

of culturally sensitive approaches that allow for gradual transformation while still upholding the 

core values of inclusion and equality.  

These findings underscore the importance of postcolonial and intersectional analyses 

(White, 2005; Istratii, 2017). These analyses try to acknowledge local religious and cultural 

systems, instead of imposing universalist gender norms. Flood et al. (2020) advises that where 

religious or traditional beliefs are strong in gender roles, efforts to promote gender equality 

must be contextualised carefully not to cause resistance or backlash. 

 The perceptions that GDI is a ‘women’s issue’ was also evident. Notably more men 

agreed that the GDI focal points should be women. This reflects a form of passive support, 

where men acknowledge the importance of GDI but do not see themselves as active 

participants (Wittenberg-Cox, 2015). This highlight the need for awareness that GDI is a 

shared responsibility, not a delegated task. 

 Moreover, the findings of this study reveal different ways of thinking about ZOA's 

Christian background. This identity can create conflicts when negotiating inclusion in 

religiously and culturally diverse environments, but it also provides an ethical compass. 

According to research on faith-based organisations (FBOs), it can be difficult to balance 

religious identity with inclusive, secular humanitarian principles, especially in multicultural 

countries (Olsson, 2024). This conflict is evident, for example, in ZOA's employment 

procedures. 
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Practice 

The most significant gaps between the developmental interventions and staff emerged in the 

area of practice. In ZOA’s strategic planning and program design they presented their goals 

to integrate GDI, but in practice, the implementation remains inconsistent. Survey responses 

indicated that GDI assessments and criteria are often included in proposals, but these are not 

always traceable in documentation. Besides, some HR country policies indicated to actively 

work on attracting more female employees, but in practice this is not happening. Practice 

theory (Landau-Donnely, 2023) offers valuable insights, because it emphasises that policies 

are not simply implemented, but they are interpreted and enacted through everyday actions. 

These gaps show that it can be challenging to translate abstract principles into practices that 

are sensitive to the contexts. 

The donors' role also has its share. Many staff said GDI only appears in proposals 

when donors have specifically made it compulsory. This is in line with institutional theory, 

where organisations will adopt some practices more because they are seeking legitimacy than 

intrinsic commitment (Putnam et al., 2013). Though survey results also showed high internal 

commitment to GDI regardless of donor pressure, such a commitment must be supplemented 

with structural investment in capacity, training, and resources. At the same time, there are 

doubts whether this will actually be put into practice, because it became clear in the first 

discussions about the new policy that they want to narrow GDI down. Eventually, the outcome 

shows whether GDI is really a core commitment from intrinsic motivation, or if it is largely 

determined by donors, or other contexts that influence policy. 

The findings also point to deeper issues within ZOA’s organisational culture. The 

gender and racial imbalance in leadership, the dominance of Dutch language and norms at 

HQ, and the limited representation of staff with disabilities all suggest that inclusion is not yet 

fully embedded in the organisation’s internal systems. These patterns reflect what Schein 

(2010) describes as the “basic underlying assumptions” that shape organisational behaviour 

and often in an unconscious way. The dominance of Dutch in communication at HQ, for 

example, can unintentionally exclude non-Dutch speakers. Similarly, how GDI ideas are 

presented and interpreted in various settings might affect how others perceive and understand 

them. This emphasised how crucial it is to use language that is accessible, inclusive, and 

responsive to context in both policy and practice (Bonacker et al., 2016). 
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8.2 Conclusion 

This study examined how the knowledge, attitudes, and practices of staff regarding gender, 

diversity, and inclusion correspond to an organisation’s vision and strategy. With the use of a 

mixed methods approach the research provides insights into how GDI is enacted in an 

international NGO, who is active in different cultural contexts. To examine this relation, the 

study was conducted using the INGO ZOA as a case study.  

 The findings show that staff from ZOA generally possess a comprehensive 

understanding of GDI principles, and what these principles entails in the context of their work. 

A lot of staff link GDI principles with gender equality and disability inclusion, which are 

important topics to work on in the humanitarian and development context. On the other hand, 

the concept of diversity is often interpreted in a narrow way, suggesting that the organisational 

meaning of the concepts have not been fully internalised. This reflects a broader challenge for 

organisations like ZOA: bridging the gap between strategic intent and everyday understanding. 

It highlights how formal values may not always align with underlying assumptions or practices. 

 When we looked at the attitudes toward GDI within ZOA, the overall findings were 

supportive, because staff across regions affirmed the relevance of GDI, even when donors no 

longer ask for it. At the same time tensions persist, particularly around gender roles and 

leadership, in the perceptions if GDI is originating from the global North, and if it is seen as a 

“women’s issue”. Therefore, it is of great importance for INGO’s like ZOA, to be sensitive to 

local cultural and social norms when implementing an overall strategy. The perception that 

GDI is externally imposed can hinder genuine engagement, especially in contexts where 

traditional or religious values are deeply embedded. 

 The most significant gaps emerged in the area of practice. While ZOA’s strategic 

documents articulate a strong commitment to GDI, implementation is uneven. GDI 

assessments are not always documented, monitoring of power dynamics is sometimes 

inconsistent, and internal structures, for example leadership diversity and accessibility, do not 

always reflect the organisation’s goals which are stated in ZOA’s policy. Again, this means 

that policies are not simply adopted but are interpreted and enacted through contextual 

realities. 

 Although this research is conducted in the specific context of ZOA, its findings have 

broader relevance. For other INGOs, like ZOA, this study highlights the importance of aligning 

internal culture with strategic commitments. If they focus on topics like gender, diversity and 

inclusion, it should be a lived organisational value, otherwise you can put it on paper, but 

nothing is happening in practice. In relation to the relevance of this research for other scholars, 

specifically human geographers, this research contributes to the ongoing debates about 

localisation, and the operationalisation of inclusion in development and humanitarian settings. 
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The KAP framework, in particular, proves to be a valuable tool for diagnosing gaps between 

knowledge, belief and action. It would be a good model for future research in similar 

organisational settings, which is further discussed in the recommendations.  

 Ultimately, supporting inclusive and equitable development requires more than written 

strategies. It demands continuous reflection, context-sensitive implementation, and a 

willingness to engage with complexity, both within organisations and in the communities they 

serve. 

8.3 Recommendations 

Just like other studies, this research is not perfect, it comes with limitations. Some of those 

limitations are discussed in the methodology, but I also want to mention the limitations here, 

because they lead to recommendations. The concepts, gender, diversity and inclusion, that 

were studies in this research were very important, yet sensitive and dependent on context. 

The past couple of months in which I was conducting this research, I tried to reflect the 

nuances to justify the sensitivity. There are always two sides of the same coin, and I’ve tried 

to show that complexity in the findings. This has its downsides; you risk nuancing your own 

arguments. In the coming paragraphs my reflection on this research is described. First, based 

on the limitations of this research, recommendations for future studies are discussed. This is 

followed by recommendations for the broader sector – specifically for organisations similar to 

ZOA. Lastly, a set of recommendations are presented that apply specifically to ZOA as an 

organisation. 

 

 Firstly, in this research I made use of some contested words like ‘development’, ‘global 

North’, ‘global south’ and ‘headquarters’. These terms can be interpreted in different ways, 

and for some it has a post-colonial connotation. By using these terms, I do not aim to 

perpetuate it, but both in literature that was used for this research and in the conversations 

with staff from ZOA, it was widely used. For example, both ZOA staff in the countries as ZOA 

staff in Apeldoorn use the term ‘headquarters’ to describe their office in Apeldoorn. This could 

perpetuate power imbalances – as it implies that ZOA Apeldoorn has more power than the 

other offices. While ZOA Apeldoorn has in practice more decision-making power, because of 

the structure of the organisation, this is not how they want to position themselves. They strive 

for equitable partnerships, both with the ZOA countries as with other partners in the regions 

where they work. So, due to the reason that these terms are widely used, making use of them 

in this research contributes to a better understanding of the findings. 

 Secondly, a related limitation is that the researcher was not in a position to travel to 

one of the ZOA countries to conduct ethnographic or participatory research. All interactions 
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took place through online methods, which – as discussed in the methodology chapter – can 

influence how openly people are willing to share their thoughts. Besides, there can be bias in 

the data, because you expect them to work with Western standards in the information they 

share online. For instance, while I was doing the evaluation on GDI of the countries annual 

report, I couldn’t find some of the documents they were referring to. Perhaps it was not there, 

but it could also be the case that they documented it in a different way. If you are present as 

a researcher in the research area, it’s easier to prevent miscommunication. Therefore, 

recommendation for future research in this context, would be valuable to incorporate at least 

some form of ethnographic fieldwork. This would contribute to a better understanding of the 

participants from a different context. The local cultural, religious and political influences on 

staff’s attitudes toward GDI could be examined. Besides, the researcher would then be able 

to investigate how staff navigate tensions between organisational policies and local norms. 

The findings of this study can serve as a strong starting point for such follow-up research. 

 This research is intended to reflect current practices within an organisation. It is 

valuable to understand where an organisation – ZOA in this case – currently stands in relation 

to GDI and its policies. However, due to the limited timeframe in which this research was 

conducted, any changes that may occur over time could not be captured. Future research 

could focus more on the long-term impact of these policies or on changes that take place over 

time. It could also explore whether increased awareness actually leads to sustained 

behavioural change or improved program outcomes. 

 In addition, this research was conducted during a period in which the policy of the case 

study organisation was already established and in progress. The research was therefore 

shaped around that existing policy. However, it does not take into account how that policy 

came to be, or to what extent power dynamics played a role in its development. For future 

research, it would be very interesting to explore and analyse how such a process unfolds 

within an INGO, and which factors have the most influence. Is it the staff in the countries who 

shape the direction, or does the changing donor landscape play a bigger role? How are these 

decisions ultimately made? 

At the same time, a policy development phase is also a valuable moment to analyse 

how an organisation ensures that everyone’s voice is heard. At ZOA, these conversations are 

slowly starting to take place now that this research is coming to an end. So, specifically for 

ZOA, I would recommend using the outcomes of this research as input for those discussions 

and to actively follow up on them. Perhaps even by conducting internal follow-up research to 

support that process. Because from initial conversations about this new policy, it seems that 

they want to narrow it down and they want to focus primarily on gender and inclusion. All the 

more reason to investigate what is the reason for this. 
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Since ZOA was used as a case study, the findings of this research are also relevant for similar 

organisations. For INGOs working in the same sector and aiming to strengthen their focus on 

gender and inclusion in their policies, the following lessons are important to take into account: 

 First, there is a need to move beyond a compliance-based approach to GDI. Too often, 

inclusion efforts are driven by donor requirements or external pressure, resulting in checklists 

and policies that lack real transformative power. Instead, organisations should aim for cultural 

change – embedding GDI into their values, leadership, and everyday practices. This means 

investing in long-term strategies that go beyond training sessions and policy documents. 

 Second, GDI frameworks must be localised. Many of the concepts and language used 

in GDI originate from Western contexts and may not resonate in other cultural or religious 

settings. Therefore, it is essential to co-create GDI frameworks or policies. Then, you don’t 

have to convince others, but it becomes a shared value. A condition to realise this is adapting 

the concepts, language and the examples you use to the local context.  

 Another recommendation related on how to incorporate GDI in the humanitarian of 

development sector is embracing intersectionality. Too often, as shown in this research, 

people refer GDI narrowly on gender, but it includes so much more. Applying an intersectional 

lens that considers race, class, disability, age, religion and sexual orientation reflects GDI in a 

better way (Al-Faham et al., 2019). Therefore, it is key to collect disaggregated data to 

strengthen monitoring and evaluation systems. In addition, it is important to design programs 

that address multiple forms of marginalisation.  

 Finally, dialogue is of great importance – both within organisations and with other 

actors in the sector. Transformation cannot be achieved alone. In the humanitarian and 

development sector, organisations often operate in isolation and don’t always share their 

lessons learned or best practices with others, partly due to a certain level of competition. 

However, collaboration is a powerful driver for advancing GDI efforts. These dialogues also 

need to happen internally. Organisations must create safe spaces where staff feel comfortable 

expressing concerns, asking questions, and engaging in honest conversations. Psychological 

safety is a key condition for this. So, encouraging dialogue is therefore essential – not only to 

surface underlying assumptions, but also to create the conditions for meaningful change. 

 

Lastly, some specific recommendations are discussed that apply for the organisation ZOA, as 

it is the place where the research was conducted. Although the recommendations are based 

on the specific findings from ZOA, they are also relevant for similar organisations that 

recognise themselves in certain situations. The results of this research highlight encouraging 

progress, but it also identifies areas that require more attention. The organisation has a strong 

vision for GDI and a committed workforce, but there are still gaps between intention and 

implementation. 
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 To begin with, ZOA should deepen internal understanding of GDI. While many staff 

are familiar with the basic concepts, the broader definition of ‘diversity’ is not yet fully 

understood. If ZOA would introduce specific trainings on GDI, using real-life examples from 

within ZOA, it can help bridge this gap.  

 Next, ZOA should foster more open dialogue, while taking into account the diverse 

backgrounds of staff. This research has provided valuable insights into the general 

perceptions of ZOA staff regarding GDI. At the same time, it became clear during the process 

that follow-up steps are needed to either implement the findings or explore them further. 

During the second CoP, where some of the results were shared, I noticed that in a meeting 

with nearly 40 participants, staff didn’t always feel confident to share their own input, or 

assumed someone else would do so. After the session, I spoke with a few Dutch colleagues 

who had also attended, and we reflected on how it could be valuable for ZOA to organise 

internal focus group discussions around this topic. These could help continue the conversation 

and allow for a deeper understanding. As mentioned earlier, creating a safe space is essential 

– especially when discussing sensitive topics such as gender identity, the role of faith, and 

cultural norms. These discussions can help staff navigate these complexities and foster mutual 

understanding. 

 Thirdly, leadership plays a critical role in shaping organisational culture. ZOA should 

take deliberate steps to address imbalances in leadership, related to gender, race, disability, 

or background, particularly at headquarters and senior management levels. While this 

intention is reflected in several HR policies across different countries, it is not always translated 

into practice. Therefore, ZOA should take a more proactive approach and critically reassess 

its current recruitment and employment strategies. Besides, leaders should also be equipped 

with the interpersonal skills to foster inclusive teams and respond to exclusion when it arises.  

 Another important element to implement GDI effectively are resources and capacity. 

At the moment both are sometimes lacking, which hinders the implementation of GDI. ZOA 

should ensure that every country office has a dedicated GDI focal point whose role is clearly 

defined and supported by leadership. These focal points should also maintain a strong 

connection with the GDI advisor – who, in turn, needs to be available and accessible to support 

them. In Dutch we have the saying “priority is time8”, so if GDI is a priority enough time should 

be allocated to achieve this. Additionally, GDI should be integrated into project budgets and 

planning processes. Specific funding should be allocated for inclusion-related activities to 

achieve sustainable change in practice – not just on paper.  

 The fifth recommendation is mentioned to ensure accountability and learning on GDI 

within ZOA. There should be clear and standardised tools for GDI assessments that are 

 
8 “Prioriteit is tijd” 
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consistently used across all programs to gain insights in what is happening in practice. MEAL-

staff should receive training on how to assess inclusion and power dynamics – not just 

participation rates. The findings should be documented in a structured way, and used to inform 

program design and it can contribute to formulate the organisational strategy. Then GDI will 

not only be a conceptual priority, but also a measurable reality.  

 Finally, one of the key insights from this research is that GDI must be adapted to local 

contexts. ZOA operates in diverse political, religious, and cultural settings, and a standard 

approach towards implementing GDI is unlikely to succeed. It is therefore very important that 

country teams are provided with the power to adapt GDI strategies according to their 

circumstances. This entails involving local workers in policy making, tools, and training 

materials, and giving them an opportunity to be heard in organisational priorities. 

By deepening local ownership and bridging internal gaps, ZOA has the capacity to 

create a more cohesive, fair, and accountable organisational culture – a culture where GDI is 

not merely an organisational goal but a shared and experienced commitment across all 

organisational levels. 

 

All these recommendations are not meant to be implemented all at once, but rather to guide 

organisations in the humanitarian and development sector with the ongoing journey to become 

a more inclusive, equitable, and responsive organisation. By taking the above-mentioned 

steps, they can ensure that its commitment to GDI is not only reflected in its strategic 

documents but also embedded in its daily operations, relationships, and impact. Still, the 

question remains: when can we stop talking about GDI because it has become fully integrated 

into the programmes of INGOs – or more notably – into broader societal engagements? The 

recommendations outlined in this thesis certainly move us in that direction, but they also 

prompt a deeper reflection: what comes after GDI? 
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Appendices 

Annex 1 - KII 

In the table the key informant interviewees are presented by their ZOA country they 

represent and their sex. Due to anonymity reasons no further characteristics are presented.  

 

KII ZOA Country Sex 

KII 1 Netherlands Woman 

KII 2 Netherlands Woman 

KII 3 Netherlands Woman 

KII 4 Yemen Woman 

KII 5 Netherlands Man 

KII 6 Netherlands Woman 

KII 7 South Sudan Man 

KII 8 Congo Woman 

KII 9  Syria Woman 

KII 10 Syria Woman 

KII 11 External Woman 

KII 12 Netherlands Woman 

KII 13 Colombia Woman 

KII 14 Myanmar Woman 

KII 15 Netherlands Woman 

KII 16 Netherlands Woman 

KII 17  Netherlands Woman 

KII 18 Netherlands Man 
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Annex 2 – Survey  

SURVEY GDI 

Introduction in the survey: 

This survey focuses on Gender, Diversity, and Inclusion (GDI), which is a key strategic 

priority in ZOA’s 2023–2026 Strategic Plan: "Towards Peace and Resilience." At ZOA, 

we recognize that diversity, inclusion, and equal opportunities are fundamental to our identity 

and the way we work. Our commitment to gender equality, disability inclusion, and valuing 

diversity is embedded in our strategic approach and informs both our programs and internal 

policies. 

In the coming years, ZOA aims to further integrate GDI principles across the organization – 

both within the organization and in program implementation. It is important that ZOA staff 

have a good understanding of GDI principles and can apply them effectively to implement 

these principles in programs. Your input is essential in shaping this process. This survey 

provides an opportunity for you to share: 

1. Areas where you feel confident in understanding and applying GDI principles, as well 

as areas where you may need additional support. 

2. Insights on what ZOA is doing well and where improvements can be made to 

strengthen inclusivity, equality, and respect for all. 

Your responses will help identify key focus areas for future initiatives and ensure that GDI 

remains a meaningful and effective part of our work. 

This survey is open to all ZOA staff and is completely anonymous. We encourage you to 

answer all questions honestly and provide details where applicable. The survey should take 

approximately 10 – 15 minutes to complete and will be live from April 15 until May 6. While 

most questions are relevant to all staff (Parts 1, 2, 3, and 5), some questions specifically 

apply to programmatic teams (Part 4) and are marked accordingly. 

We greatly appreciate your time and insights and we thank you in advance. 

 

Personal Information: 

In this section, we ask for some basic personal information to help us better understand the 

diverse backgrounds and perspectives of our staff. Please be assured that your responses 

are completely anonymous. 

1. What is your age? 

- <25  

- 25-34 

- 35-44 

- 45-54 

- 55> 

- I prefer not to say 

2. What is your sex?  

- Male 

- Female 

- I prefer not to say 

3. What is your nationality? OPEN 

4. What is your religious background? OPEN 

5. For which ZOA country do you work? 

- Burundi 

- Colombia 
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- DR Congo 

- Ethiopia 

- Yemen 

- Ukraine 

- Myanmar 

- Netherlands 

- Nigeria 

- South Sudan 

- Sudan 

- Syria 

- Uganda 

6. My work is best described by (not for ZOA NL):  

- Programs 

- Program Quality / MEAL 

- Support / Operations (Finance, Procurement, Logistics, HR, Admin, IT) 

- Other, specify.. 

7. In what kind of office are you based?  

- Country Office 

- Field Office 

8. My work is best described by (for ZOA NL): 

- Disaster Response Team 

- Finance & Control 

- Programme Development & Support 

- Human Resources 

- Quality unit 

- Security 

- Fundraising & Communications 

- Institutional Relations 

- IT 

- Other .. 

9. Are you a member of CMT/SMT? 

- Yes  

- No 

10. Which statement best describes your situation? 

- I do not have a disability or impairment 

- I have a disability or impairment that affects some aspects of my daily life 

- I have a disability or impairment that significantly affects my daily life 

- I consider myself to have a disability or impairment, but it does not impact my 

daily activities 

- I have a temporary or short-term disability or condition 

- I prefer not to say 

11. Which statement best describes your situation? 

- I have a refugee background 

- I have an internally displaced person (IDP) background 

- I do not have a refugee or IDP background  

- I prefer not to say 

 

Part 1 – Understanding GDI 
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This section explores your awareness and understanding of the way how ZOA interprets 

GDI. Your responses will help us identify areas where further clarification or support may be 

needed. 

1. What does Gender equality mean to you? OPEN  

2. What does Diversity mean to you? OPEN 

3. What does Inclusion mean to you? OPEN 

4. In your opinion, what does GDI mean for ZOA’s work? And can you provide an 

example?  OPEN 

 

Part 2 – Individual Perspective on GDI 

This section aims to gather your personal views and experiences related to GDI. Your 

responses will help us understand individual perceptions and attitudes towards GDI 

principles. 

In this section, you are going to read different statements. Please answer on the scale how 

you feel about each statement. There are no right or wrong answers.  

1. I think that the participation of the father is important in raising children. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

2. In my culture, men are traditionally expected to be the head of the household. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

3. From my perspective, women and girls encounter more significant challenges as a 

result of climate impacts. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

4. I would not be happy if my direct supervisor was a woman. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

5. I feel that I understand the challenges that people with disabilities face to participate 

in society. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

6. I feel comfortable in terms of working with people with disabilities to help realize their 

rights. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

7. I feel I understand issues relating to equality between different ethnic groups well. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

8. I feel comfortable in terms of working with individuals and groups from different 

ethnicities in an equitable and respectful manner. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 
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9. I feel that I understand issues relating to equality between different religious groups 

well. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

10. I feel comfortable in terms of working with individuals and groups from different 

religions in an equitable and respectful manner. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

11. I feel comfortable talking about my social and cultural background in the workplace. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

12. I feel comfortable when working with people from different social and cultural 

backgrounds. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

13. I actively consider the different needs and capacities of different groups of people in 

my daily work.  

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

14. In my country the GDI focal point should be a woman. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

15. I believe that concepts of GDI are often seen as originating from the Global North. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

16. Even if GDI would no longer be a priority for donors, I think ZOA should still invest 

time and resources into the GDI agenda. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

17. Which areas do you feel you need more support with to understand related issues 

(rank from 1 to 7, with 1 being the area you need the most support and 7 the area 

where you feel you need the least)  

- Gender  

- Disability  

- Older people  

- Children and young people  

- Ethnic minorities  

- Religious minorities  

- Refugees  

 

Part 3 – Institutional Practices 

This section examines the institutional practices and support related to GDI within ZOA. Your 

responses will provide insights into how well GDI principles are integrated and supported at 

the organizational level. 
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In this section, you are going to read different statements. Please answer on the scale how 

you feel about each statement. There are no right or wrong answers.  

1. ZOA is a diverse organization in terms of gender in my country.  

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

2. ZOA is a diverse organization in terms of age in my country. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

3. ZOA is a diverse organization in terms of disability in my country. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

4. ZOA is a diverse organization in terms of ethnicity in my country. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

5. ZOA is a diverse organization in terms of religion in my country. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

6. ZOA is a diverse organization in terms of nationality in my country. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

7. The management in my country is supporting to the needs of the colleagues with 

disabilities. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

8. In my country, young staff have an equal voice to senior staff in ZOA. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

9. In my country, female staff have an equal voice to male staff in ZOA. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

10. ZOA has an inclusive approach when it comes to creating new policies, proposal 

development and making major decisions. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

11. ZOA encourages gender sensitive and inclusive behaviour, for example in terms of 

language used. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

12. ZOA takes active steps to address gender inequality. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 
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13. Policies on gender diversity and inclusion are easily accessible, and they are 

communicated to employees. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

14. For ZOA’s credibility in implementation of GDI in projects, ZOA itself should be a 

diverse organization. 

 

The following questions are meant only for those working on the programmatic side, does 

that apply to you? 

- Yes 

- No → part 5 

Part 4 – Programmatic Implementation of GDI (only for programmatic) 

Only if you work for ZOA on a programmatic level you can respond to these statements. If 

not, you should skip to part 5 of the survey. 

This section focuses on the implementation of GDI principles in ZOA’s programs. Your 

responses will help us understand how GDI is perceived and applied in program 

development and execution. 

In this section, you are going to read different statements. Please answer on the scale how 

you feel about each statement. There are no right or wrong answers. 

1. In the context of my country it is relevant to actively work on GDI. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

2. The current strategies in ZOA to work on GDI are effective. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

3. GDI criteria are always included in the selection criteria for project participants.  

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

4. All proposals include a GDI assessment.  

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

5. Differences in power dynamics are reviewed during monitoring. 

OPTIONS: Strongly Agree – Agree – Neither Agree or Disagree – Disagree- Strongly 

Disagree 

6. Which groups do you consider to be the most vulnerable in your country? OPEN 

7. What are the biggest challenges in implementing GDI principles in projects? OPEN 

 

Part 5 – Open questions and additional feedback (optional): 

This section provides an opportunity for you to share any additional thoughts or comments 

related to GDI. Your feedback will be invaluable in shaping future initiatives and improving 

our approach to GDI.  

1. How can ZOA strengthen its approach to Gender, Diversity, and Inclusion (GDI) both 

internally and in its programmes? OPEN 
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2. Which topics related to Gender, Diversity, and Inclusion (GDI) do you think need 

more attention within ZOA? OPEN 

3. Do you have any additional comments or thoughts you’d like to share? Feel free to 

leave them here! OPEN 

 

You’re all done!               Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey – your input is 

invaluable in strengthening GDI at ZOA. If you have anything else you want to share with the 

researcher, you can contact -mail- (anonymity of further questions/inputs is guaranteed). 
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Annex 3 – Analytical matrix 
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