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MAKING PEOPLE VISIBLE 
National offices of statistics as well as monitoring systems of development agencies tend to inform at household, farmer 
or family level, but often don’t go any further. To allocate resources, specifically to women, men, girls and boys, in a 
meaningful way, it is essential to make people visible by using gender and age group sensitive language and by describing 
the conditions and context under which these different groups of people are living.

By Felix Fellmann, Sophie Hirsig and Ueli Mauderli

Poverty reduction is at the core of sustain-
able development. Almost half of the world 

population – more than three billion people – 
still live in poverty. In order to make pro-gress 
towards global justice, security and sustainabili-
ty, decent income and employment for 1.3 bil-
lion extreme poor need to be created, and 800 
million people suffering from hunger need to 
reach food security. An analogue challenge was 
recognised already in 2000, when the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDG) process of 
2000-2015 defined the eradication of extreme 
poverty as its first goal. Efforts to reach MDG 
1 are relatively successful, because of robust re-
sults from countries like China, Vietnam, and 
Brazil. Finally, in September 2015, with the 
Sustainable Development Agenda 2030, the 
United Nations agreed to meet SDG 1 “to 
end poverty in all its forms” and SDG 2 “to 
end hunger (and all forms of malnutrition)’’ by 
2030.

Multilateral and bilateral development agen-
cies as well as many civil society organisations 
continue to focus on improving the economic 
and social situation of women, men and chil-
dren living in poverty. But what do we really 
know about these people? To what extent do 
development agencies know the living condi-
tions of their target groups? And what is the 
quality of solid gender and age sensitive data 
that development agencies generate? It is diffi-
cult to gain access to such knowledge-effective 
resource allocation for poverty reduction.

WHY VISIBILITY MATTERS

Information generated by National Statistics 
Offices often focus on household (HH) and 
estimate the average number of people living 
in a household or their overall household in-
come. Such generic information ignores the 
most salient issues such as: 

 �The political economy: To what so-
cio-economic strata the household be-
longs to?
 �Social data: Who exactly is living in a 
household?

 �HH economy: How is the income 
stream distributed during the year?
 �Power relations and gender equity 
within the HH: How (process) and by 
whom (men, women) is the household 
income generated, allocated and used?

Solid data (statistics, large-scale studies) on 
these questions is difficult to find in spite of 
the fact that above questions are at the core of 
human social and economic development. Of-
ten, data is scattered, comprises small samples 
of men and women and lacks triangulation.

Aggregation of such sensitive and vital data is 
hardly possible, which is a reason why devel-
opment policy discussions are often insuffi-
ciently informed. However if the real people 
hidden behind our beneficiary numbers or 
households remain invisible, developmen-
tal change will remain slow, and women and 
men, boys and girls will be left behind.

A LOOK AT PRACTICE

In development co-operation, the quality of 
Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) data de-
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fines the degree to which people have been 
made visible as women, men, boys and girls 
living in specific social, economic and ecologic 
contexts or the degree to which those same 
people are hidden in unspecified households. 
But what does it look like in practice?

Precisely in order to examine this, the Swiss 
Agency for Development and Cooperation 
(SDC) conducted applied research on M&E 
in Country and Regional Programmes in Af-
rica, Latin America and Asia. Language and 
formulation of outcomes and indicators were 
analysed and compared with the annual result 
reporting. One aim of the study was to identify 
areas for improvement in order to be able to 
produce reports with strong content for com-
munication to the Swiss public and to the Gov-
ernment. A second aim was to generate lessons 
and best practices from the monitoring process, 
fostering in-house learning. But whereas M&E 
covers many aspects, the study concentrated on 
the degree to which people and target groups 
were made visible and distinct. 

21 Country- and Regional Strategies with a 
strong focus on agriculture and food security 
as well as the corresponding annual reporting 
were analysed for the period 2013 to 2016. 
The Table below shows the areas of obser-
vation. It demonstrates that only in a third 
of all cases were the outcomes formulated in 
gender-sensitive language. Just a fifth of each 
indicator was formulated in an explicitly gen-
der-sensitive manner or with an explicit pov-
erty/inclusion focus.

WHAT DOES INVISIBILITY, 
RESPECTIVELY VISIBILITY MEAN IN 
PRACTICE?

Statistics at national level often estimate in-
dicators at household level. Words such as 
“person”, “family”, “herder”, “farmer”, “en-
trepreneur”, etc. are used. These terms are 
also often observed in reports of development 
projects. However, they are too unspecific to 
really make qualified assessments regarding the 
outcomes for the beneficiaries. The Table on 
page 20 shows the terms with which different 
degrees of visibility can be reached.

CHALLENGES FOR M&E

In multiple discussions with practitioners in 
the context of the studies, a number of chal-
lenges have been identified for M&E that are 
closely linked to the above problem. The most 
frequent ones concerned the following areas:

Complexity: Development processes are in-
deed complex, and this is even more the case 
in contexts that foreigners are not familiar 
with. It is demanding and requires the cour-
age to deal with uncertainties and to reduce 
complexity to feasible and practical interven-
tions. In principle, there is no alternative to 
reducing complexity and to tackling these is-
sues, which offer highest development bene-
fits (leverage). For development co-operation 
actors – foreign to the context of intervention 
– ensuring broad participation of different 
groups of a local population is the best way 
to integrate formerly invisible social dynamics 
and has a higher chance to generate sustainable 
improvements.

Result chains (outcome level): The most 
intense discussion in intercultural teams arises 

in debates over outcomes and indicators. To 
make people visible, gender differentiation and 
context qualifiers need to be integrated in the 
entire result chain, i.e. in the:

1. theory of change,
2. impact hypothesis,
3. outcome,
4. indicators.

The extensive study of the 21 SDC Country/
Regional Strategies revealed a high potential 
and a high willingness of teams to improve 
quickly in the area of monitoring and report-
ing.

Monitoring systems: Project interventions 
are frequently planned without adequate mon-
itoring systems to observe change. To make 

Gender and age group-sensitive language is essential to make people visible in M&E.

Photo: Joao Costa/Zwela/InovAgro Mozambique

Areas of observation and statistical findings

Number of country/regional programmes in agriculture and food security 21

Number of strategies analysed 32

Number of annual reports analysed 84

Number of outcomes for agriculture & food security investments defined 84

Proportion of outcomes explicitly formulated in a gender-sensitive language 33 %

Proportion of outcomes dealing only with one indicator 40 %

Number of indicators serving the 84 outcomes 284

Proportion of indicators with explicit gender-sensitive formulation 21 %

Proportion of indicators with explicit poverty/inclusion focus 20 %
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sure solid observations are being made, moni-
toring systems need to be relatively simple and 
require to be tested before being put into op-
eration.

The integration of visibility language and qual-
ifiers (see Table) was tested in a number of 
programmes and is functioning. Observations 
have shown that agreed parameters such as in-
dicators or baselines are either used for a longer 
period of time (time series), are used not at all 
or only partly. The latter is rather common. 
Hence, we are confronted with the paradox 
of wanting to capture complexity on the one 
hand and of being exposed to the practical lim-
itations of monitoring practices on the other 
hand.

The baseline: Change is difficult to observe 
without a baseline (counterfactual). Quan-
titative changes in particular need points of 
reference or control groups. However, devel-
opment projects are designed with a devel-
opment ambition and rarely follow rigorous 
scientific designs. On the other hand, there is 
a legitimate expectation of taxpayers and de-
cision-makers to receive high-quality progress 
reports. In the absence of baselines and control 
groups, qualitative sample interviews or focus 
group discussions – if well done – are produc-
ing good evidence on the results of activities 
as well. But in order to assess stringently the 
cause and effect of the intervention, a scien-
tific design with control groups is needed. 
To observe a trend – often required in de-
velopment co-operation – baselines fulfil the 
purpose. However, in situations with poten-
tial strong externalities like income and crop 
yields, baselines have strong limitations. Focus 

group discussions with men, women, girls and 
boys on aspirations and changes complement 
the picture and add to a high quality of result 
observations and reporting.

Finally, to make people visible in the four 
challenges mentioned above, gender-sensitive 
language as well as context qualifiers need to 
be integrated into all four areas – development 
interventions, result chains, monitoring sys-
tems and counterfactual/baseline.
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FOUR PRACTICAL STEPS TO MAKE PEOPLE VISIBLE

1. Give leadership to those men and women who benefit from the intervention. Design-
ing and implementing a development intervention that fits the context of people living 
in this given environment and gives them a role is the most empowering investment 
with a high visibility.

2. Apply the four elements:
1. Theory of Change for a chosen topic,
2. impact hypothesis,
3. outcomes,
4. indicators; counterfactuals/baselines for quantitative indicators.

3. Apply the “magic words”: “visibility language” and “context qualifiers”. This is a must 
in any project design and monitoring system (see Table on top of page).

4. Involve women and men in monitoring and make it an empowering and learning pro-
cess. Build a monitoring system that fits the context, uses the four elements as well 
as the “magic words” and links to the realities of men and women wanting to improve 
their life situation.

From invisibility to visibility

a) Invisibility language b) Visibility language c) Context qualifiers

Household Women Age

Farmer Men Handicapped

Family Boy Living in poverty

Herder Girl Living with hunger

Entrepreneur Elderly Unemployed

The highest visibility is achieved if gender-sensitive language (b) is combined with strong context qualifi-
ers (c). Given the mandate to reduce poverty and improve governance, a high gender and context visibility 
should be standard in development co-operation and M&E.
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