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Introduction
The purpose of this essay is to explore the implications of #metoo and #aidtoo for understanding nonprofit/nongovernmental organization (NPO/NGO) theory and practice.1 The #metoo movement started in the U.S.
more than a decade ago as a grassroots effort to show support for survivors of sexual violence, principally for
young women of color from low wealth communities, but has recently gained prominence when the #metoo
hashtag went viral (Me Too Movement 2018). After the news broke of Oxfam workers paying for sex in Haiti,
as well as additional examples of sexual violence coming to light at other NGOs (Bacchi 2018), women in the
global aid sector promoted their own version of #metoo, using the hashtag #aidtoo, to bring attention to sexual violence in the humanitarian aid sector.2 NPO/NGOs – especially humanitarian aid organizations – are
expected to protect the most vulnerable in society, yet some (perhaps many) clearly fail as we have seen with
#metoo/#aidtoo stories.
The response to such situations in the past has been to call for stronger organizational accountability and
bureaucratic reforms (Berdahl and Raver 2011; Garrie 2011) and in more recent cases, improving codes of ethics
(Carolei 2019). Organizations such as Oxfam are tightening up their “safeguarding” procedures (Carolei 2019;
Oxfam 2018). However, feminist theorists have argued sexual violence persists not due merely to lax rules,
ethical codes, or lack of reporting, but because these organizations exist within a larger context that oppresses
women, people of color, and other marginalized groups (Crenshaw 1990; Hunnicutt 2009; Jasinski 2001; Kalra
and Bhugra 2013). Approaching sexual violence merely through a set of organizational reforms or tightening
up ethical codes is inadequate. #metoo/#aidtoo show the need for broader systemic change in our thinking,
culture, and practice. Research on violence against women suggests the broader context and social structures
must be changed to address violence against women (Sokoloff 2004; Yodanis 2004). A feminist theory lens
highlights the context that enables violence to persist and potential avenues for creating change to end such
violence.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows: First, we provide an overview of how women have suffered
violence in the context of NPOs/NGOs, particularly humanitarian aid organizations, and why this seems to
persist. Next, we discuss an intersectional feminist approach for addressing these conditions and provide suggestions for what this might look like in theory and practice. We end with a brief summary and conclusion.
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Sexual Violence Against Women in the Context of NPOs/NGOs
Sexual violence in the NPO/NGO sector, especially in the humanitarian aid industry, has been well documented
(Ather 2013; Danyi 2019; House of Commons 2018; Kunwar et al. 2015; Shapiro 2018). The exact number of
individuals in the sector who have been sexually violated is difficult to quantify, as many agencies are unable or
unwilling to provide figures. A recent Harris poll conducted in the U.S. and Canada found that approximately
one in two fundraising professionals have had some sort of personal exposure to sexual harassment in the
workplace, either witnessing, hearing about, or experiencing sexual harassment themselves (Harris Insights
& Analytics 2018). In addition, a survey of humanitarian aid workers conducted by Humanitarian Women’s
Network (2016) found 48 percent of female humanitarian workers reported being touched in an unwanted way.
Further, 55 percent reported being subjected to “persistent romantic or sexual advances from a male colleague”
(2). On Twitter, the hashtag #aidtoo details countless stories of humanitarian aid workers and beneficiaries who
have been abused or assaulted by aid workers in the field. Thus, although Oxfam and other recent scandals have
brought the issue to the fore, violence against women in the NPO/NGO sector – both workers and beneficiaries
– has been going on for a long time and is perhaps much more pervasive than many realize.
Such sexual violence continues despite the reporting, monitoring, and public attention to the issue. For
example, Oxfam, an organization highlighted as having the best practice for addressing sexual harassment
and abuse (Mazurana and Mazurana 2017, 52), was still unable to prevent continued violence against women.
Why does sexual violence persist despite these efforts? Drawing on feminist perspectives, we suggest several
intersecting social and cultural reasons to consider, including: institutional power disparities, a misogynist
culture, gender mainstreaming, a focus on the individual victim and perpetrator, and the capitalist system.
We discuss each of these in turn.
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Institutional Power Disparities
Institutional power disparities engrained in bureaucratic organizations enable one person in an institution (a
supervisor) to control the fate of another (a subordinate) based on their roles in the institutions (Ferguson 1984;
Leong 2019). Women are underrepresented in positions of power within bureaucratic organizations (Tremblay
1999, 75), including in nonprofit leadership positions (Hallock 2002; Nozawa 2010; Sampson and Moore 2008;
Teasdale et al. 2011) even though the majority of employees in the nonprofit sector are women (Lanfranchi
and Narcy 2015; Renock 2017). Such uneven power dynamics create structural inequalities for women employees and beneficiaries alike, putting them at greater risk of sexual violence (Sandoval 2018). Tremblay (1999)
also maintains that the “universalizing and homogenizing concepts of administration” are centered on “nonpolitical, neutral, technical, scientific and efficient” (75) rhetoric that underpin patriarchal structures and foster
bias and discrimination against women (see also Stivers 1993).

A Misogynist Culture
Even though there are an abundance of policies related to sexual violence, research suggests these cannot adequately protect women in misogynist cultures that are strongly prejudiced against women (Becker 1999; Kalra
and Bhugra 2013). Carline and Easteal (2014) argue the supposed neutral and objective outlook used in legal
approaches to ending violence against women actually overlooks gender, which only serves to perpetuate a
culture and system that fails to account for women’s lived experiences. Research suggests the success of legal and bureaucratic approaches rests on believing what a woman says is true; misogyny works against this
(Gilbert 2002; Lakeman 2000). As we see repeatedly in sexual abuse cases, there must be a preponderance of
evidence for a woman’s account to be believed, because the value of the man outweighs the “sexualized worthlessness” of the woman in a misogynist cultural context (MacKinnon 2018). The result is a system of unequal
power dynamics “in which the more power a man has, the more sexual access he can get away with” (MacKinnon 2018). Women are thus taught any “opposition to power will produce retaliation” (MacKinnon 2018).
A fear of retaliation might contribute to underreporting of sexual violence. A 2018 study on gender inequalities in the workplace found less than 3 percent of sexually harassed and assaulted women in the U.S. confront
the perpetrator and just over 10 percent of women file official complaints or reports to an authority figure;
yet, 65 % of U.S. adults think sexual harassment of women in the workplace is a serious problem and 27 % of
women report being “very concerned” about whether the #metoo movement will cause women to be “denied
professional opportunities because men are reluctant to work with them” (Deggans 2018, 47).
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Gender Mainstreaming
Despite this, the aid industry has embraced a “neutral” orientation of gender that ignores the prevailing structures of patriarchy. According to Lerner (1986), patriarchy has been the dominant social structure for all of human history. It oppresses women by creating and sustaining systems and structures that subordinate women
to men resulting in social, political, and economic barriers to gender equality and sustains the acceptability of
violence against women (Namy et al. 2017; Tong 2013). Feminists are skeptical of this neutral approach, which
they refer to as the “gender mainstreaming” of women’s rights (Eveline and Bacchi 2006; Winter 2012). Research
on gender mainstreaming, including the UN Women’s (2014) report on gender mainstreaming in development
programs, indicates that attempts at gender mainstreaming in the aid community have primarily focused on
technical aspects of gender and inclusion, such as focusing on number of women served. Here, gender is largely
reduced to understanding abstracted differences as reported to funders by NGOs in their numeric targets, with
little if any attention paid to underlying power structures and relationships in the everyday lives of women
(Wallace, Bornstein, and Chapman 2007). Gender mainstreaming ignores that sexual violence is often a “direct
result of economic inequality, colonization, and other forms of state violence, and of patriarchal and heterosexual norms” (Kivel 2007, 143).

A Focus on the Individual
Another factor in continued violence against women is the privatization of the offense (Miller 2004). Undergirded by a neoliberal and western emphasis on individual responsibility, the focus on violence against women
has become “more and more a behavioral, criminal, and medical phenomenon, rather than a social justice issue”(Durazo 2007, 117). With the proliferation of international aid agencies came the application of Western
understandings of rape and violence in the international arena, including referring to sexual violence within
a human rights discourse as compatible with the individualism of market discourse (Alcoff 2009; Miller 2004).
This frame of prosecuting and punishing those accused of sexual violence became the norm (St. Germain and
Dewey 2012) and has now become “best practice” in the aid industry, referred to as the “consensus model”
(Herzog 2010, 6). When violence against women is seen as a human rights violation, it establishes a tension
between rights and the broader cultural context. As Merry (2011) notes, interpersonal gender violence cannot
“be tackled without simultaneous efforts to deal with global conflict, economic inequality, and a lack of social
justice” (186).
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The Capitalist System
Finally, the capitalist context in which NPOs/NGOs exist functions as a tool for violence as it gives power to
a very few at the expense of the majority (Allen 2016). Together, patriarchy and capitalism prevent the most
marginalized, especially low-income and/or women of color, from accessing power and resources (Harnois
2012). Although Marx rightly recognized the alienation of laborers from the fruits of their production through
capitalism, he failed to take into account the gendered nature of work with an entire class of workers – women
– systematically alienated from the fruits of their labor as a result of their labor being deemed “wage-less”
(Federici 2018). As Federici (2018) notes: “One consequence of Marx’s under-theorization of domestic work is
that his account of capitalist exploitation and his conception of communism ignore the largest activity on this
planet and a major ground of divisions within the working class” (471). Scholars, such as MacKinnon (1989),
have argued that Marx privileged paid labor over unpaid labor and technological production over natural
production rendering women’s work far less valuable than that of men’s work and set up a power imbalance
between technical production and natural production, wage labor and reproductive labor. Valuing the work of
men over that of women established a power imbalance between men and women both in the marketplace and
in the family. Weldon (2019) opines that within this context, the removal of a few powerful men through the
#metoo movement will do little to advance equality for women or remove this gender imbalance. This will only
occur through changes in larger “social norms and practices” (233).

Intersectional Feminist Praxis & Ending Sexual Violence in NPOs/NGOs
Broadly, feminist scholars describe feminism as seeking to identify, critique, and challenge systems of injustice,
oppression, and abuse supported by a patriarchal system (Becker 1999; Tong 2013). We have argued above
that working within existing legal and bureaucratic structures is inadequate for challenging the conditions that
3
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enable sexual violence to persist in the context of NPOs/NGOs. Praxis3 must address the male dominance
of power positions, a misogynist culture, “neutral” approaches to gender, a focus on the individual, and the
capitalist, patriarchal system.
Radical feminists contend the patriarchy cannot be reformed; rather, it must be “ripped out root and branch”
(Tong 2013, vii). As such, a radical feminist approach to end violence against women would demand an end to
misogynist cultures and systems. A socialist/Marxist approach would focus on challenging the capitalist system that privileges patriarchy and eliminating both systems. A liberal feminist approach emphasizes women’s
full autonomy and freedom through welfare reforms and changes within existing legal and bureaucratic structures to change this system (Tong 2013). Carastathis (2014) suggests, an intersectional approach to ending violence and fashioning a feminist NPO/NGO sector might incorporate elements of all three perspectives. Originally coined by Crenshaw (1989), intersectionality incorporates “recognition of the multiplicity” of oppressive
systems and challenges the role oppressive systems play in the “production and reproduction of social inequalities” (Bilge 2010, 58). For example, black feminists have pushed back against the white feminist narrative of
linking abuse solely to the patriarchy, arguing that inequality can only be erased through “attention to the
complex, interlocking structures of oppression” (Hall 2015, 395) that are characteristic of racist, imperialist,
and capitalist systems (Collins 2002). A feminist theory of nonprofit organizations “ought to be directed at the
elimination of the conditions under which all forms of marginalization are sustained” (Nickel and Eikenberry
2006, 363–64).
Feminism is made up of diverse ideas and practices (Tong 2013; Schwabenland et al. 2016) and, as a whole,
tends to not ascribe to universalisms (Anderson 2019). In the context of a multifaceted understanding of feminism, a feminist NPO/NGO sector would be heterogeneous in its theories and practices, or praxis (McAfee
2018). Feminist theories on bureaucratic organizations, power and gender, as an example, differ among scholars. For example, Ferguson believes women must challenge bureaucratic domination through the development
of alternative organizations based on the diverse experiences of women. Conversely, Stivers supports seeking out places within current structures where creating change is possible (Tremblay 1999). Liberal feminist
approaches might adopt Stivers’ view and look for opportunities within current structures to create change,
whereas radical feminist approaches may align more with Ferguson and the establishment of new organizational types and practices to address the inadequacies of a male-dominated culture. NPOs/NGOs worldwide
already address women’s empowerment and emancipation through a spectrum of approaches from individual empowerment to emancipation on a political level (Phillips 2016). NPOs/NGOs advocate formally through
the state and “informally through public voice, protest and social media” (Phillips 2016, 23). They have succeeded in getting women’s issues onto political agendas while also providing services to women in need (Cho,
Crenshaw, and McCall 2013). An intersectional feminist NPO/NGO sector might embrace the use of different
approaches towards a shared purpose of ending sexual violence against women.
We outline here several tentative suggestions about what “intersectional feminist NGOs/NPOs” might look
like in practice. Specifically, they would seek to: address institutional power disparities by creating more feminist and democratic organizations; challenge misogynist culture by raising up the powerful voices of women;
acknowledge and treat organizations as gendered and value-laden; locate the individual in context; and work
toward a care-centered economic system.

Create Feminist and Democratic Organizations
Feminist theories place an emphasis on the fundamental relational aspects of the world and the self, one that is
non-oppositional, nonhierarchical, and non-dualistic (Nickel and Eikenberry 2006). From this, feminist organization should be “based on … eliminating false dichotomies or artificial separations, empowering women, democratizing organizational structures, valuing process, and linking the personal and the political” (Chernesky
1995, 73). It should embody notions of equality, caring, and nurturance over hierarchy, inequality, and impersonality (Ferguson 1984) and can be exemplified in a relational leadership approach that assumes the “intrinsic
value of all persons” (Beck cited in Burnier 2003). An early example of such a conception of feminist democratic
organization during the Progressive Era was practiced by Jane Addams at Hull House, where “Addams created an organizational culture and structure that encouraged individual initiative and self-governance” (Knight
1991, 125).

Raise Up the Powerful Voices of Women
Changing misogynist culture requires in part raising up the powerful voices of women. In particular, bringing
an end to violence against women demands that their voices be heard and their experiences validated and used
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to inform decisions and practices. The scene envisioned by Burgess (2018) and other feminists theorizes gender
towards a new understanding of power that “makes possible the conditions for a kind of political action that
might value women [and others] differently, altering the very norms of recognizability that sanction women’s
speech and renders it both intelligible and believable” (Burgess 2018, 352). A feminist perspective of structural
dominance contends that understanding the lived experiences of women is an important step towards changing
the power structures and relationships that subject women to continued violence (Einspahr 2010). Specifically,
Stivers (2000) argues that greater inclusion of women in positions of leadership/power can prompt an alternative to the male-dominated model. An example of this in practice is the French feminist group, La Barbe, which
brings attention to lack of women in leadership positions. One way they do this is by physically disrupting
board meetings where members are all men to bring attention to the underrepresentation of women on boards
(Hildwein 2016).

Treat Organizations as Gendered and Value-Laden
As feminist scholars suggest, NPOs/NGOs must also acknowledge and treat organizations as gendered and
value-laden (O’Neil and Hopkins 2015; Williams, Muller, and Kilanski 2012). Specifically, in the aid sector,
ChangingAid (2018), a group of feminist women working in the sector, recommends that humanitarian agencies should, among other things, acknowledge that international development and humanitarian sectors are
patriarchal and therefore systemically perpetrate and excuse violence against women and girls. They call for
organizations to commit to changing norms and practices to empower women – particularly women who experience multiple forms of discrimination and oppression (including oppression based on race, ethnicity, gender
identity, sexual orientation, class, etc.) – to change and challenge gender inequality, power differentiation based
on other axis of oppression, and to promote safety for all. As Stivers (2000) and Sandberg and Elliott (2019) suggest, a feminist NPO/NGO sector would be motivated by care for the oppressed and driven by a culture of
active engagement. Broader goals of the sector, such as justice and equality, they argue should be just as significant, or more so, than procedural efficiency. According to Crenshaw (1989), ending violence is grounded in
knowledge about the structures that promote gender, racial, and class-based inequalities. Thus, the evolution
of a feminist NPO/NGO can also be built upon research and the act of educating others about oppressive and
violent gendered structures, so as to be able to develop new ideas, systems, and cultural norms.
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Locate the Individual in Context
A feminist NPO/NGO would also locate the individual in context; seeing the personal as political. This aligns
with Oxfam America’s report on feminist leadership for women’s rights, which draws on the work of feminist scholars (Wakefield 2017). When the personal becomes political, it is no longer “natural” for women, or
any other group exploited outside the official realm of value, to be subjugated (Nickel and Eikenberry 2006).
Ozkazanc-Pan (2019) asserts that both the “individual and collective dimensions of agency are worth considering simultaneously … to recognize the possibilities for gender system change” (2). Hooks (1984) encourages a
feminist movement against all types of violence through radical consciousness-raising to eliminate male domination. Consciousness-raising is an individual and group process of seeking and increasing access to knowledge and power. The process involves direct engagement with patriarchal systems and institutions supported
by “collective dialogue and social action” (Summerson Carr 2003, 18–19). Consciousness-raising advances one’s
understanding of how “the ideology that legitimizes male domination” perpetuates oppression (Batliwala 1994,
132), which is pivotal to eliciting social action. Authors in the 2016 book, Women’s Emancipation and Civil Society
Organisations (Schwabenland et al. 2016) suggest that individual emancipation can be advanced through shared
solidarity, which in turn challenges structures of patriarchal ideology.

Work Toward a Care-Centered Economic System
Finally, intersectional feminist NGOs/NPOs might work toward a care-centered economic system that “values
care, makes care work visible, and places care values and practices at the center of [nonprofit] scholarship and
practice” (Burnier 2009 cited in Sandberg and Elliott 2019, 2). Research on intersectional dynamics in organizations suggests giving attention to issues of power and intersectionality (Atewologun, Sealy, and Vinnicombe
2015). Hall (2015) reminds us that anti-violence work will be limited until it includes “an analysis of imperialism,
racism, homophobia, and capitalism,” thus expanding, not contracting, feminist understandings of violence to
insure the survival and care of all peoples (410). A discourse focused on care minimizes the significance given
5
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efficiency and neutrality and increases “values of empathy, sympathy, and responsiveness” (Sandberg and Elliott 2019, 5). Moreover, a care-centered feminist economic system acknowledges the social responsibility put
upon women to care and provide “basic services” to children and families (Wright 1995, 867), which is often
seen as less of a contribution as it occurs outside of the market (Kuiper et al., 1995). Wright (1995) suggests a
care-focused system must be flexible and inclusive, resources have to be reallocated, and power redistributed
more evenly across different populations. Importantly, this should lead to the prevention of violence against
women because violence is a “symptom of economic and political power disparities” (Wright 1995, 886). An
example of an NPO/NGO working in this direction is the Association for Women’s Rights in Development
(AWID), an international feminist NGO whose stated strategies include advancing “feminist agendas through
work with policy makers, funders, and activists in regional and global spaces” and the creation of several
partnership initiatives (AWID 2019, 5). One initiative, Building Feminist Economies, works on “tax justice and
corporate accountability,” and a women’s economic empowerment approach described as “interconnected and
intersectional” (AWID 2019, 7).

Conclusion
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The purpose of this essay was to explore the implications of #metoo and #aidtoo for understanding NPO/NGO
theory and practice. We provided an overview of how women have been subject to sexual violence in the context
of NPOs/NGOs and why this violence seems to persist, discussing in particular institutional power disparities;
a misogynist culture; gender mainstreaming; a focus on the individual victim and perpetrator; and the capitalist
system. We also presented an intersectional feminist approach to theory and practice – or praxis – for addressing
these conditions.
An intersectional feminist approach suggests multiple activities for NPOs/NGOs, including: creating more
feminist and democratic organizations; changing a misogynist culture by raising up the powerful voices of
women; acknowledging and treating organizations as gendered and value-laden; locating the individual in
context; and working toward a more care-centered economic system. An intersectional approach is about confronting the sources of male domination and women’s oppression from multiple angles. It means using a variety
of approaches that are informed by diverse voices and experiences and supported by a collective movement
of individuals brought together by their oppressed status so as to build more equitable and accountable social
structures and institutions. Key to this approach is emancipation that embraces collective action and inclusive
practices to create space for discourse that makes achieving systemic changes possible through people working
together in solidarity.

Notes
1 Nonprofit organizations (NPOs) in the U. S. are institutions designated by state governments as nonprofit corporations and often by
the U.S. Internal Revenue Service as tax-exempt. The term nonprofit, then, designates a legal and regulatory status for an organization
that typically does work related to the arts, education, health care, and social welfare. Nongovernmental organization (NGO) is the term
typically used for nonprofit-like organizations operating in countries outside of the U.S. While we refer to the larger sector as NPO/NGO,
our particular focus in this paper is on NPO/NGO humanitarian aid organizations.
2 We use the term sexual violence throughout the paper as an all-encompassing, non-legal term that can refer to sexual assault, rape, or
sexual abuse, exploitation or harassment.
3 Following McLaren et al. (2010), we define praxis as: “the union of action and reflection and of theory and practice” (p. 151).
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