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About this toolkit 

These guides are designed to support researchers and implementing organizations in conduct-

ing rigorous, in-depth qualitative research on women's voice, agency, and leadership and its im-

pacts on households and communities. 

Purpose and Audience 

This toolkit is intended for social scientists, research teams, and program staff who want a struc-

tured, validated approach to understanding how women experience and exercise voice and 

agency and how collectives, social movements, and programmatic interventions shape those 

experiences. It is designed to be used when the objective is to understand current conditions, to 

reconstruct the process of change that produced those conditions, and the consequences on 

communities and community groups of women’s leadership over time.  

The toolkit takes a multi-level approach, comprising five instruments that together capture indi-

vidual, household, collective, and organizational perspectives on women’s leadership. Commu-

nity- and individual-level instruments capture individual and collective experience from the per-

spective of male and female group members and non-members, leaders, and household mem-

bers. An organizational-level instrument captures the programmatic perspective — what condi-

tions preceded program entry, how decisions were made about where to start programming, 

and how organizations understand their own contribution to change. Together the instruments 

enable a more complete account of how women's voice and leadership environments develop 

than any single data source could provide.  

Relationship to Prior Work 

These guides build directly on the methodological note on qualitative research on women’s 

leadership in relation to natural resources by Morgan et al. (2023). That note introduced two 

core tools — a Focus Group Discussion tool on women's leadership and a Leader Profile Inter-

view tool — developed and piloted across 15 villages in four Indian states (Madhya Pradesh, 

Rajasthan, Karnataka, and Odisha) in the context of the Promise of Commons Initiative. It also 

provided conceptual guidance on studying women's leadership, including the drawing out the 

distinction between formal and informal leadership, the relationship between participation and 

leadership, and the use of a participation ladder to anchor discussions of women's decision-

making roles. The guides included here retain several core elements from that foundation: the 

participation ladder exercise, the conceptual framing of formal versus informal leadership, and 

the life-history approach to tracing leadership trajectories.  

These guides are also responsive to the shared research agenda on women’s leadership in 

agrifood systems laid out in Elias et al. (2025). That agenda identifies three interconnected gaps 

in the current evidence base: the tendency to measure leadership through counts of women in 

formal positions, overlooking quality and influence; the invisibility of collective and informal 

forms of women's leadership in most measurement frameworks; and the lack of evidence on 

leadership pathways, enabling conditions, and downstream effects. The agenda calls for a port-

folio of qualitative and mixed-methods case studies built around a common set of research 



4 
 

questions, shared measurement tools, and a synthesis strategy designed to generate cumula-

tive learning across geographies and organizational types. The instruments presented here are 

designed as open-access contributions to that shared methodological backbone that can be 

used and adapted by researchers contributing to the evidence base across contexts. 

These guides extend the prior methodological work in three important directions. 

Emphasizing consequences of women’s leadership for households and communities 

These guides contribute a structured before/after arc in the measurement tools designed to 

trace the changes that women’s leadership can produce in households and communities. Re-

spondents characterize what conditions were like before a collective / programming / group was 

active, trace the process of change, and connect shifts in women's status to material outcomes 

in households and the broader community. Mechanism-focused questions (what specifically 

drove change?) and material impact questions (what has changed for better or worse in peo-

ple’s lives and in communities?) generate process-tracing evidence on how changes in 

women’s leadership translate into tangible community-level outcomes over time – an area the 

shared research agenda identifies as a priority for the field.  

Isolating programmatic contributions to change 

For organizations and programs seeking to support women’s leadership, understanding whether 

observed changes in women’s voice and leadership reflect programmatic impact or pre-existing 

questions is essential and requires additional evidence. This toolkit addresses that through two 

complementary instruments. The frontline staff FGD (Tool D) captures the ground-level pro-

grammatic view — how groups were formed, what conditions staff observed when entering 

communities, and how staff perceive the collective's broader impact on women's voice and com-

munity life. The Program Leader Key Informant Interview (Tool E) operates at the organizational 

level, asking how expansion decisions were made, whether women's pre-existing economic ac-

tivity shaped where programs went, and how senior leaders understand their organization's 

causal contribution to change. If programs systematically expand into communities where 

women were already more economically active or gender norms more permissive, community-

level evidence of change may reflect initial conditions rather than intervention. The organiza-

tional instrument is designed to surface that selection logic and make it available for analysis 

alongside community-level findings.   

Including household member perspectives 

Changes in women's voice and agency do not occur in isolation from household relationships — 

they are frequently negotiated within them, and their sustainability depends in part on whether 

husbands and mothers-in-law accommodate, support, or resist them. This toolkit adds semi-

structured interviews with husbands and mothers-in-law of women group members (Tool C), 

capturing how those closest to women leaders and members perceive changes in women's 

skills, intra-household dynamics, and the household's standing in the community. This perspec-
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tive is important both for understanding whether gains in women's agency are reinforced or con-

strained at home, and for assessing second-order effects of collective membership on house-

hold relationships and well-being. 

Piloting and Validation 

The community-level instruments were piloted as part of a qualitative case study series on wom-

en's voice and agency conducted by the CGIAR Accelerator on Gender Equality and Inclusion. 

Data collection took place in Rajasthan and Bihar in September through November 2025, in 

partnership with two organizations at very different stages of growth and development.   

SPSS – BIHAR  
 
The Samaj Parivartan Shakti Sangathan 
(SPSS) is a collective formed mainly of landless 
laborers agitating for their rights under the Ma-
hatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA). The organization 
had been formed around 10 years prior to field-
work and was actively growing. Questions 
about leadership and governance of the collec-
tive were ongoing challenges while the collec-
tive was in the process of consolidating and ex-
panding membership. Communities in Bihar 
tend to be hierarchical, gender-unequal, and 
caste-based.   

 PRADAN – CHHATTISGARH 
 
The Professional Assistance for Development 
Action (PRADAN) is a large NGO operating 
across 9 states of the central belt in India. 
Founded in 1983, PRADAN works toward ena-
bling marginalized and vulnerable people, es-
pecially rural women, to earn a decent living 
and increase agency, with a vision of creating 
a just and equitable society where everyone 
can live and work with dignity. It does so by or-
ganizing rural communities into collectives like 
savings and credit focused self-help groups 
(SHGs) and broader federations compromised 
of multiple SHGs. In contrast with SPSS, 
groups organized by PRADAN are well-estab-
lished with governance principles and guide-
lines for leadership. Fieldwork was conducted 
in Chhattisgarh, a state with a high proportion 
of scheduled castes and tribes, which are gen-
erally less hierarchical and more gender egali-
tarian.  

 

The Samaj Parivartan Shakti Sangathan (SPSS) in Bihar and PRADAN in Chhattisgarh both 

work with marginalized communities and with women in states with high poverty rates and large 

informal labor sectors. Two communities per state were purposively selected for depth of organ-

izational presence. Interviews were conducted in Hindi and local languages and transcribed into 

English for analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the location of the piloting and validation within India.  
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Figure 1: Fieldwork Locations  

 

Note: The zoomed in maps illustrate districts within the primary fieldwork sites where the instruments were piloted.  

 

The organizational interview guide was developed in parallel for use with NGO leadership in 

contexts where organizations have expanded programming over an extended period and is de-

signed to complement the community-level findings by providing an organizational account of 

the conditions preceding program entry and the impacts of programming on women’s leader-

ship. It was piloted in Bangladesh with several prominent NGOs. 

Instruments in this toolkit 

The toolkit comprises five instruments used together to build a multi-perspective picture of wom-

en's voice, agency, and leadership. The first four are designed for use at the community level, 

capturing the perspectives of group members, non-members, individual women, and their 

household members, as well as the frontline staff who work directly with them. The fifth operates 

at the organizational level, targeting senior program leaders with institutional memory of how 

and why programs expanded into particular communities. 
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FIVE INSTRUMENTS 
 Tool A – FGD with women and men members and non-members. Group-level participatory dis-

cussion using the participation ladder to assess collective perceptions of women's voice and how 
they have changed over time. Conducted in separate single-gender groups, with both members 
and non-members of the focal collective. 

 Tool B – Individual interview with women (leaders and non-leaders). Semi-structured interview 
exploring personal histories, transitions in voice and agency, material and relational impacts, gen-
der norms, and the role of the collective — with individual women identified as leaders and those 
not identified as leaders. 

 Tool C – Individual interviews with husbands and mothers-in-law of women group members 
and leaders. Semi-structured interview exploring how women's membership in a group or collec-
tive has changed her skills, intra-household relationships, and the household's position in the com-
munity, and how household members perceive the broader impact of the group on community life. 

 Tool D – FGD with frontline program staff. Group-level discussion with staff working directly with 
the focal group, exploring initial conditions in the community before the group was formed, the pro-
cess of group formation, formal leadership structure and decision-making processes within the 
group, and staff perceptions of the group's broader impact on women and the community. 

 Tool E – Individual interviews with NGO leaders. Individual interview with senior program lead-
ers about organizational decisions to expand programming into new communities, the conditions 
staff observed on entry, and how the organization understands its own contribution to changes in 
women's leadership over time. 

 

How to use these guides 

Community and individual-level instruments (Tools A-C) are designed to capture the per-

spectives of women, their household members, and the broader community. They should be ad-

ministered by a trained interviewer or facilitator working with a note-taker and should not be 

read verbatim — they provide a structured framework for conversation rather than a fixed script. 

The frontline staff instrument (Tool D) follows a similar facilitated discussion format but tar-

gets program staff rather than community members. Facilitators should be attentive to the or-

ganizational context and probe beyond official accounts of group formation and impact.  

The Program leader interview instrument (Tool E) is administered differently. It targets senior 

staff with institutional memory of programmatic expansion decisions and requires a different rap-

port-building approach. The site selection question is the most analytically critical and is de-

signed to move respondents past official narratives toward candid descriptions of actual deci-

sion factors. Interviewers should review available organizational documents on expansion his-

tory before conducting the interview so that follow-up questions can be grounded in specific de-

cisions or time periods. 

For all instruments, voluntary consent is required from all persons being interviewed.  
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Tool A: Focus Group Discussion Guide with Women Members and 
Non-Members of the Focal Group / Collective 

Tool description 

The following is a guide to conducting a focus group discussion with women affiliated with the 

focal group, as well as women who are non-members. A separate FGD should also be con-

ducted with men. Prior to beginning the interview, you must first obtain voluntary consent from 

the people you are interviewing. If consent is not granted, you may not proceed with the inter-

view. Additional instructions for the administration of the guide will be noted in enumerator in-

structions in bold, which should not be read aloud. It is very important that you avoid yes/no re-

sponses and probe for in-depth answers.   

Note that some questions are phrased for specific types of people depending on the composi-

tion of the FGD you are convening (e.g. some questions are designed for FGD with men, and 

then within all-female FGD, some questions are designed for members of groups and others 

for non-members.  

Throughout this guide, the placeholder [group] is used to refer to the focal collective, group, or 

organization. Enumerators should replace this with the actual name of the group before use. 

Similarly, references to specific leadership roles – such as sarpanch – reflect common usage in 

India where the guide was piloted and should be adapted as needed for other country contexts. 

 

Introduction [Fill out prior to beginning interview] 

Name of revenue village  

Name of Gram Panchayat  

Name of district  

Date of Interview (dd,mm,yyyy)  

Name of facilitator  

Name of note taker  
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Respondent Characteristics 

Code Age Caste Marital sta-

tus 

# of children Highest level of 

education 

Primary occupa-

tion 

       

       

       

       

       

       

1. Tell us a bit about yourselves. What kind of work do you do, how do you earn your income? 

Do you own land (if so, how much)? What kinds of crops of you grow? Does anyone in your 

household work outside for an income (if so, where)? 

2. [For women group members] How long have you been affiliated with [group name]? How 

did you first hear about the [group], what motivated you to join? 

 What does your [group] do? When you meet, what kinds of things do you discuss? 

3. [For women non-members] Have you heard of the [group] that are active in this area? 

What do you think these [groups] do?  

 Why have you not joined [group]?  

4. [For men] Have you heard of the [group] that are active in this area? What do you think 

these [groups] do? 

 Has someone in your household joined the [group]? Why or why not? 

5. [For all] What is the kind of work that these SHGs have been involved in in this community? 

6. We want to understand leadership and voice and agency, and what this means in your com-

munity. We want you to think about what a leader in your village or someone who has voice 

and agency might look like or what they might do.  

Remember: leaders can be people in formal leadership positions, like a sarpanch, gram 

Rozgar sewak and so on, but also those who do not have formal positions, like a village el-

der. And sometimes people can be in formal positions but they do not have voice and 

agency and are not leaders.  

 When you first thought of a leader, did you think of a man or a woman? Why? 
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 What are the qualities of leaders, according to you? 

 Are there any women leaders or women with voice and agency in your community? Can 

you give some examples? 

 When you think of women who are leaders or who have voice and agency – Are the 

qualities or skills that women leaders have different from those of men leaders? How so? 

 How are such women leaders perceived by the community? 

Figure 2: Participation ladder 

 
Source: Reproduced from Morgan et al. (2023).   

 

7. Now we will ask you some questions about 
women’s voice and agency in your community. 
Think about a recent meeting in your commu-
nity, like a gram sabha.  

 
 [Show the first step (bottom) of the ten-

step ladder.] Do you think women in this 
community are allowed to join meetings?  

 [If most participants say yes] Do many 
women actually attend meetings?  

 [If most participants say yes] Are women 
able to speak up? All women or only some 
women?  

 [If most participants say yes] Are women 
listened to when they speak up? All women 
or only some women? 

 [If most participants say yes] Are women 
able to influence decisions? All women or 
only some women? 

 [If most participants say yes] Are women 
able to make decisions? 

 [If most participants say yes] Are women 
involved in setting the rules in these meet-
ings? 

 [Group places a stone on the step of the 
ladder where they agree that most 
women in the village are.] Are all women 
in the village at this step? Are there some 
women who are not on the ladder at all? 
Who and why? 

 Are there some women who are high up the 
ladder? Who are these women? What is dif-
ferent about them? [Probe: caste affiliations, 
education, family connections, group mem-
bership etc] 
 

 

8. [How has the collective helped] Now let’s think back to before [group] was set up in this 

community. Were most women in your village still at this step of the ladder? If not, which 

step were they at? 



11 
 

 What has changed in this time? 

 How did this change come about? [Probe: What were the first things to change? What 

types of change took a long time to happen] 

9. What role would you say [group] had to play in this change? If they had not been present, do 

you think this change would have occurred? Why or why not? 

10. Has anyone else helped women improve their voice and agency? Who and what roles did 

they play? 

11. What would you say are the main results of this change in women’s voice and agency or 

their leadership, both within households and in the community? [Probe: Are there some is-

sues that women leaders raise that men leaders do not? Have discussions in the gram sa-

bha meetings changed, and how? Does having women participate more actively help other 

women in the community do the same? What changes have you seen within households? 

What changes within the broader community?] 

12. [Gender norms and community perception] In your community, are there some things 

men can do but women can’t? Can you give us some examples? [Probe: are there certain 

types of work that women can’t do? Can women leave the home at night freely? What about 

if they want to travel, or sell crops at the market?] 

 What about women leaders as compared to men leaders? Are there some things men 

leaders are able to do or achieve that women leaders can’t? Can you give us some ex-

amples? 

 Is there anything that women or women leaders can do that men or male leaders cannot 

do? 

 To what extent do you think community perceptions or norms around gender affect 

women in your community, and the roles they take on? Please elaborate. [Probe: Are 

there restrictions on women’s mobility? Women talking to men who are not family mem-

bers? Women handling money or conducting business in public? Are women expected 

to listen to men and elders, or not have opinions etc?] 

 In your opinion, what are the most important things that would need to change in your 

community so that women could be more empowered, or have more voice and agency? 

13. Finally, we want to understand your relationship with nature and how that has changed. 

Could you describe for us the different ways in which you depend on nature for your lives? 

[Probe: do you rely on the forests for food or other resources? What about rivers and water-

bodies?] 

 Has your relationship with nature, with forests and waterbodies and the land, changed in 

the last ten years or so? Could you elaborate? 
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 In what ways has this change affected the way you live your life? [Probe: have things 

improved? Does this change make you happy or unhappy? How often would you say 

you thought about this?] 

 Has this changed relationship with nature had any impact on your sense of empower-

ment? What about your sense of place in the world? 
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Tool B: Individual Interview with Women and Women Leaders of Focal 
Group / Collective 

 

Tool description 

The following is a guide to conducting a semi-structured interview with women affiliated with 

the focal group, including those in leadership positions. Prior to beginning the interview, you 

must first obtain voluntary consent from the people you are interviewing. If consent is not 

granted, you may not proceed with the interview. Additional instructions for the administration 

of the guide will be noted in enumerator instructions in bold, which should not be read aloud. It 

is very important that you avoid yes/no responses and probe for in-depth answers.   

Throughout this guide, the placeholder [group] is used to refer to the focal collective, group, or 

organization. Enumerators should replace this with the actual name of the group before use. 

Similarly, references to specific leadership roles – such as sarpanch – reflect common usage in 

India where the guide was piloted and should be adapted as needed for other country contexts. 

 

Introduction [Fill out prior to beginning interview] 

Name of revenue village  

Name of Gram Panchayat  

Name of district  

Date of Interview (dd,mm,yyyy)  

Name of facilitator  

Name of note taker  

 

Respondent Characteristics 

Name of respondent  

Respondent sex  

Respondent caste / ethnicity  

Marital status (never married, married, sepa-
rated, divorced, widowed) 

 

Age  

Number of years as part of the [group]  
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1. Background 

 Did you grow up in this community? If not, where did you grow up and why did you move 

here? How long have you lived here? 

 What work do you do to earn money? [If agriculture] What kinds of crops do you grow? 

[If non-agriculture] Where do you go to work? 

 Who else is a member of your household? What work do they do? [For children] Do 

they go to school, what class are they in? 

 How long have you been a member of the [group]? How did you join? Are you in any 

leadership position? 

 Are you in any kind of leadership role in your community (not related to [group])? What 

role is that? This could be a formal or informal role. 

2. Understanding of women’s voice, agency, and leadership.  

We want to understand leadership and voice and agency, and what this means in your com-

munity. We want you to think about what a leader in your village or someone who has voice 

and agency might look like or what they might do. 

 Can you describe this person for me? [Probe: is this person a man or a woman? Of a 

certain caste/class group? Of a certain occupation? Why? What kinds of characteristics 

does this person have?] 

 Are there any women leaders or women with voice and agency in your community? Can 

you give some examples? 

 When you think of women who are leaders or who have voice and agency – what are 

the different qualities these women have? 

 Are the qualities or skills that women leaders have different from those of men leaders? 

How so? 

 How are such women perceived by the community? 

3. Transitions to current state 

In the previous question, you mentioned that a woman leader possesses qualities like [__, 

__; complete based on previous answer].  

 Do you think you have these qualities at present? Have you always had them? [Probe: 

Think back to when you were living with your parents as a child. Do you think you had 

these qualities then? Why or why not? What about when you got married? How about 

after you had children?] 
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 [If always had them] What do you think helped you develop these qualities? [Probe: 

family support, strong women leaders or women role models in the community, progres-

sive social movements] 

 [If she did not always had these qualities, try to pinpoint “inflection points” where 

an event happened that changed her trajectory] Thinking back, at what point do you 

think you began to acquire these qualities? What happened that helped you acquire 

them? 

 [If she still does not have these qualities] What about your circumstances—at your 

current or paternal home, in your friend circle, in the large community—is holding you 

back from acquiring these qualities? 

 [Aspirations] Do you want to be a leader or develop voice and agency? If yes, why? If 

no, why not? 

4. Material impacts of women’s voice and agency 

 [If she reports having these qualities now] What are the biggest changes or improve-

ments you see in your life as a result of having these qualities?  

▪ [Probe: how has it changed your personal relationships? How has it changed your 

material circumstances? How has it changed your health, or your children’s wellbe-

ing? How has it changed outcomes outside your household?] 

▪ Have you been able to make a change in your community as a result of having these 

qualities? For example, demanding benefits under a government scheme, or improv-

ing the functioning of a community service etc. Can you give some examples? 

▪ Do you feel like you are treated differently as a result of having these qualities? 

 [If she reports not having these qualities now] When you think of women in your 

community who do have these qualities, what aspects of their lives seem different to 

yours? 

▪ [Probe: how has it changed their relationships? What about their material circum-

stances, health, or children’s wellbeing? How has it changed outcomes outside their 

household? ] 

▪ Are they able to speak up in the communities? Has that changed any outcomes for 

them or their community members? 

▪ Do you feel these women are treated differently as a result of having these qualities? 

5. The role of [group]  

 Think back to before [group] was set up in this community. What was the status of 

women in your community at that time? [Probe: What role did women play within the 

household? Could women move freely outside the household? Did they participate in 

meetings? Did they speak freely in front of men? What about government officials?] 
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 Now compare that time to the current time. What do you think has changed about the 

status of women in your community? 

 How did this change come about? [Probe: What were the first things to change? What 

types of change took a long time to happen] 

 What role would you say [group] had to play in this change? If they had not been pre-

sent, do you think this change would have occurred? Why or why not? 

 Has anyone else helped women improve their voice and agency? Who and what roles 

did they play? 

 What would you say are the main results of this change in women’s voice and agency or 

their leadership, both within households and in the community? [Probe: Are there some 

issues that women leaders raise that men leaders do not? Have discussions in the gram 

sabha meetings changed, and how? Does having women participate more actively help 

other women in the community do the same? What changes have you seen within 

households? What changes within the broader community?] 

6. Leadership roles: tradeoffs and aspirations (to be asked if the woman is in a leadership 

role of any kind) 

You are considered to be a leader – either as a role model for other women, or in a formal 

position within the collective or another organization. 

 What are some of the benefits or advantages of being a woman leader? [Probe: has it 

changed outcomes within the household? Outside the household? Has it changed their 

relationship with other women? With village officials? Are you treated differently by ser-

vice providers or other key community figures?] 

 What are some of the risks or disadvantages to being a woman leader? [Probe: have 

you experienced any backlash from men in your household? What about men outside 

the household? What about any resentment or ill feeling from other women in the com-

munity? Are you treated differently by service providers or other key community figures?] 

 [If not mentioned above] How has taking on leadership roles affected your time and 

workload? Is the change manageable or not? 

 [For those in formal leadership positions] What kind of leadership arrangement exists 

in the organizations you have a role in? [Probe: Is there a strict hierarchy? Is there a 

group/council of women who make decisions? If you disagree, do others listen? Does 

any one person have veto power or the power to override others’ decisions?] 

 What kinds of leadership arrangements do you think work well? [Probe: flatter or more 

hierarchical ones? Ones with women at the top or men? Ones that work on consensus 

or majority? Etc] 

7. Gender norms and community perception 
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 In your community, are there some things men can do but women can’t? Can you give 

us some examples? [Probe: are there certain types of work that women can’t do? Can 

women leave the home at night freely? What about if they want to travel, or sell crops at 

the market?] 

 What about women leaders as compared to men leaders? Are there some things men 

leaders are able to do or achieve that women leaders can’t? Can you give us some ex-

amples? 

 Is there anything that women or women leaders can do that men or male leaders cannot 

do? 

 To what extent do you think community perceptions or norms around gender affect 

women in your community, and the roles they take on? Please elaborate. [Probe: Are 

there restrictions on women’s mobility? Women talking to men who are not family mem-

bers? Women handling money or conducting business in public? Are women expected 

to listen to men and elders, or not have opinions etc?] 

 In your opinion, what are the most important things that would need to change in your 

community so that women could be more empowered, or have more voice and agency? 

8. Finally, we want to understand your relationship with nature and how that has changed. 

Could you describe for us the different ways in which you depend on nature for your lives? 

[Probe: do you rely on the forests for food or other resources? What about rivers and water-

bodies?] 

 Has your relationship with nature, with forests and waterbodies and the land, changed in 

the last ten years or so? Could you elaborate? 

 In what ways has this change affected the way you live your life? [Probe: have things 

improved? Does this change make you happy or unhappy? How often would you say 

you thought about this?] 

 Has this changed relationship with nature had any impact on your sense of empower-

ment? What about your sense of place in the world? 
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Tool C: Individual Interview with Husbands and Mothers-in-Law 

 

Tool description 

The following is a guide to conducting a semi-structured interview with the husbands and/or 

mothers-in-law of women affiliated with the focal group, including those in leadership positions. 

Prior to beginning the interview, you must first obtain voluntary consent from the people you 

are interviewing. If consent is not granted, you may not proceed with the interview. Additional 

instructions for the administration of the guide will be noted in enumerator instructions in bold, 

which should not be read aloud. It is very important that you avoid yes/no responses and probe 

for in-depth answers.   

Throughout this guide, the placeholder [group] is used to refer to the focal collective, group, or 

organization. Enumerators should replace this with the actual name of the group before use. 

Similarly, references to specific leadership roles – such as sarpanch – reflect common usage in 

India where the guide was piloted and should be adapted as needed for other country contexts. 

 

Introduction [Fill out prior to beginning interview] 

Name of revenue village  

Name of Gram Panchayat  

Name of district  

Date of Interview (dd,mm,yyyy)  

Name of facilitator  

Name of note taker  

 

Respondent Characteristics 

Name of respondent  

Respondent sex  

Respondent caste / ethnicity  

Marital status (never married, married, sepa-
rated, divorced, widowed) 

 

Age  
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Household has woman member of the [group] 
Y/N 

 

Number of years woman was part of the [group]  

 

1. Background 

 Did you grow up in this community? If not, where did you grow up and why did you move 

here? How long have you lived here? 

 What work do you do to earn money? [If agriculture] What kinds of crops do you go? [If 

non-agriculture] Where do you go to work? 

 Who else is a member of your household? What work do they do? [For children] Do 

they go to school, what class are they in? 

2. Understanding of women’s voice and agency, women’s leadership 

We want to understand leadership and voice and agency, and what this means in your 

community. We want you to think about what a leader in your village or someone who 

has voice and agency might look like or what they might do. 

 Can you describe this person for me? [Probe: is this person a man or a woman? Of a 

certain caste/class group? Of a certain occupation? Why? What kinds of characteristics 

does this person have?] 

 Are there any women leaders or women with voice and agency in your community? Can 

you give some examples? 

 When you think of women who are leaders or who have voice and agency – what are 

the different qualities these women have? 

 Are the qualities or skills that women leaders have different from those of men leaders? 

How so? 

 How are such women perceived by the community? 

3. Position in the household  

 There is a woman in your household who is a member of a [group] – who is this person 

and what is their relationship to you? 

 How long has this women been a member of [group]? 

 How did you feel when she first joined the [group]?  

 Does she possess these qualities of a woman leader you described earlier? Could you 

elaborate? Did she always have these qualities, or did they come from her association 

with [group]? 
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 How has her association with [group] changed your relationship within the household? 

[Probe: has it caused any disagreements at home? Has it changed how much time she 

spends at home? Has it changed who does what within the household? have you bene-

fitted materially from her membership? In what way?] 

 How has her association with [group] changed your household’s relationship with the 

community? [Probe: Do people view your household differently because she is a mem-

ber? How so? Are you able to reach government officials and other community leaders 

more easily? Has it changed your confidence or ability to voice your opinion on commu-

nity matters?] 

4. The role of the collective 

 Think back to before this [group] was set up in this community. What was the status of 

women in your community at that time? [Probe: What role did women play within the 

household? Could women move freely outside the household? Did they participate in 

meetings? Did they speak freely in front of men? What about government officials?] 

 Now compare that time to the current time. What do you think has changed about the 

status of women in your community? 

 How did this change come about? [Probe: What were the first things to change? What 

types of change took a long time to happen] 

 What role would you say [group] had to play in this change? If they had not been pre-

sent, do you think this change would have occurred? Why or why not? 

 Has anyone else helped women improve their voice and agency? Who and what roles 

did they play? 

 What would you say are the main results of changes in women’s voice and agency or 

their leadership, both within households and in the community? [Probe: Are there some 

issues that women leaders raise that men leaders do not? Have discussions in the gram 

sabha meetings changed, and how? Does having women participate more actively help 

other women in the community do the same? What changes have you seen within 

households? What changes within the broader community?] 

 What are the biggest changes or improvements you could see or have seen once 

women in your HH acquire voice and agency? 

 Do you feel like women are treated differently as a result of acquiring voice and agency? 

How so? 

5. Gender norms and community perception 

 In your community, are there some things men can do but women can’t? Can you give 

us some examples? [Probe: are there certain types of work that women can’t do? Can 

women leave the home at night freely? What about if they want to travel, or sell crops at 

the market?] 



21 
 

 What about women leaders as compared to men leaders? Are there some things men 

leaders are able to do or achieve that women leaders can’t? Can you give us some ex-

amples? 

 Is there anything that women or women leaders can do that men or male leaders cannot 

do? 

 To what extent do you think community perceptions or norms around gender affect 

women in your community, and the roles they take on? Please elaborate. [Probe: Are 

there restrictions on women’s mobility? Women talking to men who are not family mem-

bers? Women handling money or conducting business in public? Are women expected 

to listen to men and elders, or not have opinions etc?]  

 In your opinion, what are the most important things that would need to change in your 

community so that women could be more empowered, or have more voice and agency? 

6. Finally, we want to understand your relationship with nature and how that has changed. 

Could you describe for us the different ways in which you depend on nature for your lives? 

[Probe: do you rely on the forests for food or other resources? What about rivers and water-

bodies?] 

 Has your relationship with nature, with forests and waterbodies and the land, changed in 

the last ten years or so? Could you elaborate? 

 In what ways has this change affected the way you live your life? [Probe: have things 

improved? Does this change make you happy or unhappy? How often would you say 

you thought about this?] 

 Has this changed relationship with nature had any impact on your sense of empower-

ment? What about your sense of place in the world? 
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Tool D: Focus Group Discussion Guide with Frontline Program Staff 

 

Tool description 

The following is a guide to conducting a focus group discussion with select frontline program 

staff who are working with the focal group. Prior to beginning the interview, you must first ob-

tain voluntary consent from the people you are interviewing. If consent is not granted, you may 

not proceed with the interview. Additional instructions for the administration of the guide will be 

noted in enumerator instructions in bold, which should not be read aloud. It is very important 

that you avoid yes/no responses and probe for in-depth answers.   

Throughout this guide, the placeholder [group] is used to refer to the focal collective, group, or 

organization. Enumerators should replace this with the actual name of the group before use. 

Similarly, references to specific leadership roles – such as sarpanch – reflect common usage in 

India where the guide was piloted and should be adapted as needed for other country contexts. 

 

Introduction [Fill out prior to beginning interview] 

Name of revenue village  

Name of Gram Panchayat  

Name of district  

Date of Interview (dd,mm,yyyy)  

Name of facilitator  

Name of note taker  

 

Respondent Characteristics 

Code Name Sex Caste Age Role in the or-
ganization 
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1. Background of the organization 

 Tell us a bit about how [group] started working in this area [Probe: when did [group] set up of-

fices here? What was the motivation?] 

 When [group] first started working in this area, what were the main challenges that you faced? 

[Probe: ask about forest rights and land rights related issues, incomes and livelihoods, govern-

ment entitlement schemes etc] 

 What was the status of women when [group] first started working here? What were the main 

challenges in that aspect? 

 What were the goals you set for yourself at the beginning? How have those changed or ex-

panded over time? Why? [Probe: has there been a change in economic conditions – worsening 

unemployment, increasing youth unemployment etc, what happened during COVID, has migra-

tion increased or decreased etc] 

 How has the community responded to [group’s] work in this region? How has this changed over 

time? 

2. Current membership and scale of operations  

 Who is eligible to join [group]? 

 At present, what is the spread of [group’s] operations? How many blocks? Is there full saturation 

within those blocks? Approximately how many women in the [group]? 

 What is the caste composition of [group’s] members? 

 Has the type of women associated with [group] changed since you first started working [Probe: 

has the age or caste composition changed, has the occupation of members changed?] 

 How do people hear about and join your organization? 

3. Engaging women 

 What have been the main challenges in getting women involved? [Probe: family permission, 

women’s own reluctance to leave the household, suspicion about the movement’s goals, pres-

sure from the community etc – how have these changed over time] 

 If yes, how have these challenges changed over time? 

 Overall, how has your movement/organization overcome these challenges to engaging women? 

Can you give us an example of a conflict that arose and how you handled it? 

4. Women’s voice and agency in the community (this question will refer to the participation ladder 

included in Figure 2 in Tool A) 

 Think about a recent meeting in this area, like a gram sabha. [Show the first step (bottom) of 

the ten-step ladder.] Are women in this community allowed to join meetings?  

 [If most participants say yes] Do many women actually attend meetings?  

 [If most participants say yes] Are women able to speak up? All women or only some women? 
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 [If most participants say yes] Are women listened to when they speak up? All women or only 

some women? 

 [If most participants say yes] Are women able to influence decisions? All women or only some 

women? 

 [If most participants say yes] Are women able to make decisions? 

 [If most participants say yes] Are women involved in setting the rules for these meetings? 

 [Group places a stone on the step of the ladder where they agree that most women in the 

village are.] Are all women in the village on this step? Are there some women who are not on 

the ladder at all? Who and why?  

 Are there some women who are high up the ladder? Who are these women? What is different 

about them? [Probe: caste affiliations, education, family connections, group membership, etc.] 

 What changes have you observed since your group started working? Please explain. 

5. Leadership structure and decision making processes  

 Can you describe the leadership structure in [group]? What are the leadership positions? How 

are women selected to these positions? 

 How are decisions taken? Do all members vote? 

 How are decisions taken communicated to the members? 

 How often are meetings held? What is discussed at these meetings? 

 Who usually speaks up at meetings? Do all women speak up?  

 How has this changed since your organization first began working here? 

 Can you give us some examples of issues that were raised at group meetings and how those 

were resolved? 

6. Successes and future direction  

 What do you see as the broad successes of your movement/organization so far?  

 What are your goals over the next 5 years? Or what do you think should be the goals? 
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Tool E: Key Informant Interview with Program Leaders 

 

Tool description 

The following is a guide to conduct a key informant interview with select leaders within an NGO 

or other program leadership positions. Prior to beginning the interview, you must first obtain 

voluntary consent from the people you are interviewing. If consent is not granted, you may not 

proceed with the interview. Additional instructions for the administration of the guide will be 

noted in enumerator instructions in bold, which should not be read aloud. It is very important 

that you avoid yes/no responses and probe for in-depth answers.   

Throughout this guide, the placeholder [group] is used to refer to the focal collective, group, or 

organization. Enumerators should replace this with the actual name of the group before use.  

 

Introduction [Fill out prior to beginning interview] 

Name of program  

Name of interviewee  

Interviewee position within program / organization  

Interview location  

Date of Interview (dd,mm,yyyy)  

Name of facilitator  

Name of note taker  

 

1. When your organization decided to open a new branch or expand into a new area, what drove that 

decision? Walk me through the process as concretely as you can for a specific expansion you re-

member well.  

 Can you recall when this expansion happened (which year or period)? Thinking back to that 

time, what factors influenced the decision — for example poverty levels, population need, prox-

imity to existing branches, or donor/geographic priorities?  

 Were women’s economic participation or empowerment conditions part of the discussion or con-

sideration in any way?  

 Did these considerations differ across periods such as the 1980s, 1990s, or 2000s? 
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2. Think about the communities where you first began working. How would you describe women's 

roles in economic life and in community decision-making at that time — before your programs 

started?  

 Was this similar across communities, or did it vary? Were there places where women were al-

ready more active?  

 Were women already participating in savings groups, market activities, or community meetings? 

Were they attending community meetings?  

 Did you notice differences in gender norms or women’s participation across the communities 

where you first worked?  

3. Some organizations deliberately seek out communities with more restrictive gender norms because 

they see greater potential for change; others prefer communities where there's already some open-

ness because programming is easier to implement. Which described your approach, and did it 

change over time?  

 Did you ever turn down a community or delay entry because gender norms were seen as too 

restrictive? Did donor requirements shape this?  

 Did you have a view on whether women needed to already be somewhat economically active 

for microloan programs to work? 

4. When you were deciding where to expand, did you think about whether women in a given area 

would actually be able to take out and use loans, given local norms around women handling money 

or conducting business publicly?  

 Did you need women to already have some economic role or mobility for the program to be via-

ble?  

 Were there communities you entered where you had to do significant prior work on gender 

norms before loans were feasible?  

 Did you work with male household members or community leaders to create conditions for 

women's participation?  

 Did you observe any differences in these issues across the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s during the 

organization’s expansion? 

5. In communities where you've been working for 10, 15, or 20+ years, what changes have you ob-

served in women's roles beyond economic outcomes — in community meetings, local governance, 

household decision-making?  

 In your view, what drove those changes: was it the economic programs themselves, or were 

other factors — schools, mobile phones, political changes — equally important?  

 Did women's participation in groups lead to participation in community meetings? Were there 

"spillover" effects to women not in the program? Did you see backlash, and if so, how was it 

managed? 
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