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Abstract: Background: Globally, women’s responsibility for unpaid care work (UCW) remains a
barrier to gender equality and women’s empowerment. Rwanda, a low-income country, has a legal
and policy framework for promoting gender equality but remains a patriarchal society with women
responsible for UCW. Reseaux des Femmes, a local NGO, has been delivering a programme targeted
at reducing and redistributing the UCW of women with the objective of gender transformational
change. However, there has been no impact evaluation of their intervention to date. Methods/Design:
The impact evaluation will be a proof-of-concept critical realist cluster control trial (CRcCT) to
evaluate for which women, how and under what circumstances the intervention reduces and
redistributes women’s UCW, promote gender equality and women’s empowerment, and improves
women'’s quality of life. Four clusters of villages in each of five districts in Rwanda will be randomly
allocated to the intervention or control arms, and all eligible households, those headed by a couple
with at least one child under 12 years, will be recruited. This will yield a sample of around 550
intervention households and 550 control. Discussion: This protocol describes the design of mixed-
methods research to evaluate an intervention in Rwanda aimed at reducing and redistributing the
time women spend on UCW, thereby promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment. This
paper will contribute to our understanding of interventions for transforming gender relations from a
scholarly perspective. From a policy perspective, it will act as a proof of concept of Reseaux des
Femmes’ Programme.

Keywords: Rwanda; Unpaid care work; Critical realism; Cluster randomised control trial; Gender
transformative change; Gender equality and women’s empowerment

1. Background

The aim is to conduct a proof-of-concept mixed-methods evaluation of Reseaux des Femmes’ (R

des F) programme to reduce and redistribute unpaid care work (UCW)! through homegrown solutions.
We will do this using a critical realist cluster randomised control trial (CRcRCT) (Porter et al., 2017;

Danermark et al., 2019)!. In Rwanda, as is the case globally, women and girls are responsible for UCW,
which is indispensable in contributing to the wellbeing of individuals and society that goes
unrecognised (Budlender, 2010; Ferrant et al., 2014; Ferrant and Thim, 2019). It is work essential for the
reproduction of (male) labour-power, the maintenance of the workforce and the future workforce, yet
limits the paid work women can do, making them dependent on men for their maintenance (Vogel,
1983; Mies, 1986). Furthermore, women still do the bulk of UCW even when they have paid
employment (Ferrant and Thim, 2019). The problem is not an individual one for individual households
to solve but a social one that requires collective interventions to reduce the burden of reproductive
work on women and households.

© 2023 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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However, UCW is often dismissed as just women'’s work, arising from their ‘maternal” and caring
‘instincts and carried out as a labour of love (Chopra et al., 2013). It is not included in countries’
calculation of GDP, although the International Labour Office (ILO) estimates, using an hourly
minimum wage, that globally UCW contributes 9% of GDP. The unequal distribution of UCW is an
infringement of women’s rights (Septulveda, 2013), harms their physical and mental wellbeing and
quality of life, and is an impediment to their economic empowerment (Ferrant et al., 2014; Seedat and
Rondon, 2021), and is a barrier to gender equality and the empowerment of women. For women to
claim and exercise their rights, it is necessary to recognise, reduce, and redistribute UCW to enable
women to challenge the patriarchal social norms (structural relationships) and culture which have
assigned them an inferior status to men so that there is a society-wide shift in gender norms, and a
move towards a more equitable society in which women are able to exercise strategic life choices
(Kabeer, 2012; Bilfield et al., 2020).

There is a lack of evidence of what works in reducing and redistributing UCW, especially of
interventions that have been evaluated using rigorous impact evaluation. We have found none
informed by a critical realist approach. The impact research that has been carried out generally finds
that interventions to reduce UCW and provide childcare have a positive impact but that there is little
evidence of changes in men’s behaviour or culture. A review of studies in low-and-middle-income
countries found that the provision of child care had a positive impact on mothers' labour force
participation (Halim et al., 2021). The findings from RCTs of interventions to promote positive
masculinity mainly aimed at reducing domestic violence and engaging men and boys in sexual and
reproductive health have been mixed, but have generally found that there has been little sustained
change (Ruane-McAtee et al., 2019; Nicholas et al., 2020). However, one meta-analysis of 19 RCTs
assessing the impact of women’s economic empowerment on intimate partner violence (IPV) found an
overall significant reduction and tentative evidence that the impact was amplified when gender
sensitisation was included (Eggers del Campo and Steinert, 2020). However, there were mixed results
across the studies. An RCT of a home-visiting parenting programme in Rwanda found a reduction in
IPV and increased father engagement with their children (Jensen et al., 2021). An RCT of an intervention
to promote male engagement in reproductive and maternal health and IPV prevention found a
reduction in women’s experience of IPV, in men’s dominance in the household, and improvements in
the household division of labour at 21 months (Doyle et al., 2018).

2. The Rwanda Context and Unpaid Care Work

Rwanda is an aid-dependent least developed country with over 70% of the population living in
rural areas and dependent on mainly subsistence farming (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda,
2018). In 2017 57% (WDIs) of the population lived on less than $1.9 a day, but due to the impact of
COVID-19, the poverty headcount is likely to have increased by five percentage points, threatening the
human capital gains made in recent years (World Bank, 2022). There is a shortage of attractive
employment, with most women in rural areas cultivating the family farm. Women from landless
households do poorly paid casual, day farm labouring (National Institute of Statistics, 2020a, 2020b).
Women have limited access to and control over resources, which has been exacerbated by the COVID-
19 Pandemic (Katabarwa, 2020). Despite a progressive gender legal and policy framework, Rwanda
remains a profoundly patriarchal society with reproductive work feminised (Abbott and Malunda,
2016; Rohwerder et al., 2017; Action Aid, 2020; Chopra, 2021). There is limited policy support for
women’s economic empowerment, no specific policy promoting it, inadequate financing of
programmes, poor coordination across sectors, and a lack of clarity among policymakers and funders
on who has overall responsibility (IDRC, 2020). There is little prenursery, nursery school, or other
provision to support working mothers, especially in rural areas (Abbott and D’ Ambruoso, 2019; World
Bank, 2020). However, the main barriers (mechanisms that lie behind the problem) to gender equality
and women’s empowerment are patriarchal institutional structures and a culture of patriarchy.

Women do the bulk of UCW. The burden is highest for married women with dependent children,
especially preschool children (Abbott et al., 2012; Action Aid, 2020; National Institute of Statistics,
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2020b). In 70% of households, men and boys do not contribute to UCW, and in rural areas, women
spend, on average, 6 hours a day on UCW compared to five hours in suburban areas and two hours in
urban areas (Action Aid, 2020). Men, by comparison, do an average of two hours UCW a day in rural
areas and one hour a day in suburban and urban areas. Women find it difficult to balance reproductive
and productive work; they find UCW and the paid work available physically demanding and
exhausting and have little time for leisure and personal care (Action Aid, 2020). Women argue that they
need funded childcare, labour-saving devices such as water tanks and improved cookstoves, combined
with the availability of decent work (Kennedy and Roelen, 2017; Rohwerder et al., 2017; Action Aid,
2020).

3. Methodology/Methods/Design

3.1. Study Design

The study design is a three-armed (two intervention arms and a control arm) CRcRCT using
quantitative and qualitative methods. It takes a critical realist stance that acknowledges the complexity
of the social world - the overall interaction of a given culture and its current institutions with individual
agents' experiences and reactions. It aims not just to provide a yes/no answer to the question of whether
the intervention 'works', but to look at for whom it works or does not work, how the success or failure
is produced in the light of personal biography and current context and what kind of explanation is
needed for making sense of these results. A CRcRCT overcomes the main weakness of RCTs, the
conception of causality as the regular succession of events in the form of stimulus and response
(Pawson, 2013). It does so by recognising that context matters, that social evaluation takes place in an
open system and that human agency matters. The cRCT can enumerate the outcome patterns and help
us assess the relative contribution of the intervention mechanisms to the outcome (Bonell et al., 2018).
A CRcRCT, in addition, enables us to open the ‘black box” and identify the mechanisms embedded in
the intervention and the social context and uncover the experiences, interpretations, and responses of
the participants in the trial, both positive and negative (Archer, 1996, Danermark et al., 2019). This
enables us to build theoretical explanations for what works for whom under what circumstances taking
account of the intervention being introduced in an open system, where the context influences the
outcomes and may affect sustained effectiveness. Policy actors can be given information about what it
is about the intervention mechanisms that work and what conditions need to be in place for them to
work.

The goal of R des F’s intervention is to bring about gender transformative change through cost-
effective homegrown interventions resulting in the redistribution of reproductive and productive
labour, a reduction in the UCW that women do, the mutual recognition of the equal status of men and
women and the work they do, and the creation of an inclusive social and political environment that
supports expanded choices for men and women. It is predicated on the assumption that the changes
will tackle the patriarchal barriers to gender equality and women’s empowerment (Figure 1).

R des F programme is designed to recognise, reduce, and redistribute women’s UCW and consists
of the following intervention mechanisms:

1.  water tanks for rainwater harvesting to reduce the time women spend collecting water;

2. atraining session on positive masculinities aimed at increasing the UCW men do, reducing IPV
and more generally leading to women’s empowerment;

3. two training sessions on entrepreneurship for women to enable them to set up household
enterprises and become economically empowered;

4. two training sessions on sexual and reproductive health rights to couples to encourage family
planning, use of modern contraception, and respect for women'’s right to bodily integrity;

5. Regular home visits by trained workers and monitoring for the six months of project
implementation.

Half the intervention clusters will have all the interventions, and the other half will have all the
interventions except positive masculinities. This will enable us to see if it has added value beyond the
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other interventions. In addition, adolescents will be sensitised to positive masculinity in the
intervention clusters and a series of three participatory action research workshops to agree on
homegrown solutions to providing ECEC at the community level'. We will also develop a costing of
the intervention (Long et al., 2015).

The aims of our research are to:
1. Enumerate the outcome patterns - what mechanisms worked for what women in what

circumstances in reducing and redistributing UCW;
2. Toshow what impact the mechanisms had on gender relations, women’s empowerment, and their

quality of life;

3. To uncover how the interventions tackled the barriers to reducing and redistributing women’s

UCW and gender equality and women’s empowerment;
4. To explain how and why the interventions worked how they overcame the barriers to gender

equality and women’s empowerment in the intervention clusters.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202305.1448.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 19 May 2023

d0i:10.20944/preprints202305.1448.v1

Figure 1: Simplified Project Theory of Change
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Women have been
trained in
entrepreneurship.
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Assumptions and External Factors — Pilot
e  The funders remain committed to the project for the life of the project.

¢ Women and men are willing and able to participate in the project.
e  That financial institutions are willing to give women loans to invest in enterprises.
e That health centres have stocks of contraceptives.

e There are opportunities for women get productive employment.
e The community supports the provision of community-based child-care facilities.
e  Stakeholders are committed to gender transformative change.

A programme revised in
the light of the findings
from the evaluation ready
for upscaling across

Rwanda.

A transformation in
gender relations and
gender equity across

Rwanda

A

ssumptions — Scale Up

That there is political commitment to a
transformation in gender relations and gender

equity at the national level.

That there is political will to find funding for

upscaling the project.

That it is possible to get funding to upscale the
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3.2. Participants and Sample Size

The intervention will be delivered in five rural districts in Rwanda (see Map 1).

Given the nature of the intervention, which is to be at the community level, we opted for a
cRCT. In each District, four sectors were randomly selected and randomly allocated to either
treatment or control on a ratio of 1:1. Subsequently, two clusters of villages were randomly
selected within each sector, resulting in an overall study frame of ten intervention and ten
control clusters in total. The target group is households headed by a married/cohabiting couple
with at least one dependent child younger than 12 years old, as women in such households have
the greatest burden of unpaid care work. All households that met the inclusion criteria were
invited by R des F to participate - approximately 55 households in each cluster. The total
sample is 1,100 households (550 intervention and 550 control) with 2,200 participants
(husband and wife in each household).
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Map 1: Intervention and Control Clusters

3.3. Intervention and Research Implementation

Figure 2 shows the intervention cycle and how, by studying the interplay between the pre-existing
context (structural and cultural), the interventions and agency, and outcomes (CAIMO), we can move
from what makes the intervention work to understand why it works and for whom under what
circumstances. To do this, we will use mixed methods research with a baseline, midterm, and end of
line survey and collection of 7-day time diaries in control and interventions clusters, FGDs, key
informant interviews and household case studies in the intervention clusters. The participants in FGDs
and household case studies will be selected to reflect the range of household structures. Local leaders
will be interviewed, and FGDs facilitated with community members, including adolescents not living
in households benefitting from the project, to explore if there had been any change in the community
context. The survey and 7-day time diaries will measure what has changed, and the qualitative research
will enable us to understand what changed to enable it to work and theorise why it worked. An
essential element of our sampling for the qualitative research will be the sampling of ‘extreme cases’,
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households with the least and most change in the reduction and redistribution of UCW, among the
intervention households based on the findings from the midterm survey/ 7-day time diaries. This will
assist us in explaining how, for whom and under what conditions the intervention works (Danermark
et al., 2019).

Figure 2: Intervention Cycle Showing CAIMO Configuration

Time - Months —>

B - [ [ [ 6 B (v [0 [0 [v

Structural Conditioning

Socio-cultural Conditioning

(context)

Social Interaction
Socio-cultural Interaction

(Programme Mechanisms Introduced)

Structural Elaboration
Socio-cultural Elaboration

(Contextual Mechanisms + Programme Interventions)

Social Interaction
Socio-cultural Interaction

(Interpretation and Behavioural Outcomes)

- > . . -
Morphogenetic/Static Cycle

(Archer, 2008)
(Key 0 = baseline, 1-6 = intervention including positive masculinities for adolescents, 4=3 PAR on
homegrown solutions for ECEC, 6, 9, 12 = case studies, 7 = mid-term evaluation, 12 = end of line

evaluation).

To capture the complex processes of transforming gender relations, change will be measured at
the community level and the individual and household levels (Morgan, 2014; Hillenbrand et al., 2015).
We will measure changes in structure, culture, and agency. Structures are informal and formal
institutional rules and norms embedded within relationships and govern individual and collective
lives. Culture is ‘a historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols’ (Geertz, 1975,
89). Agency includes the skills actors use, their attitudes, the assets they possess, and the services they
access. Changes in power will be measured at four levels: the power within (personal sense of self-
worth, aspirations); power over (control over people and resources); power to (act to realise one’s
aspirations); and power with (collaborative and collective power with others). The project’s theory of
change is: access to assets and opportunities, social inclusion (removal of the multidimensional
constraints women face) and non-discrimination (women as a group NOT being denied opportunities
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and access) will counter the mechanisms that deny women gender equality result in gender
transformation and women’s the empowerment. Table 1 provides examples of how the different types
of data will enable us to answer our research questions.
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and behaviour to gender

equality and the
empowerment of women? (As
reported by husbands and

wives)

economic resources
Bodily integrity and
domestic violence

(women only)

that it is OK to abuse
their wives? How can
domestic violence be

prevented?

. Survey Data | 7-day Time Diaries FGDs & Key Informant | Case Study Households Participatory Action | Cost Analysis
Research Questions ’ .
Questions Interviews Research - ECEC
For which women and under Time spent collecting Tell me about how the time
what circumstances, and how water by all members of members of your household spent
does providing households the household collecting water has changed
with labour-saving devices since you started using a water
(water tanks) reduce the tank? Why has this change
burden of UCW for women? occurred?
. Employment, Time spent running an | Please tell me about any | What changes have occurred in
For which women and under . . . .
borrowing, enterprise by women changes in women’s | your  household’s  income-
what circumstances, and how | contribution to income-generating generating strategy in the last 3
does training in | household cash strategies in your village | months?
) income in the last 6 months. Why and how have these changes
entrepreneurship enable Why and how have these | occurred?
women to set up productive changes taken place. What would have to change for
. . What are the barriers to | you/your wife to set up an
micro-enterprises?
women  setting  up | enterprise?
enterprises?
. Economic Time  spent  doing | Please tell me about any | Have there been any changes in
For which men under what . . . . .
empowerment income-generating work. | changes in men’s | the relationship between you and
circumstances and how does | Political Time spent on leisure | behaviour in the last 6 | your husband(wife) in the last 3
taking part in positive | €Mpowerment and personal care. months. Why do you | months?
N ) Decision making in think these changes have | Why  have these changes
masculinity dialogues lead to the household. taken place? occurred?
positive changes in attitudes | Control over Why do some men think

For which men, under what

circumstances and how does

Gender roles

Time spent doing UCW

Tell me about men’s

attitudes to care

Have there been any changes in

who is responsible for your
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Gendered division of

and domestic work?

household's care or domestic

taking part in positive . . .

labour in the Why do you think that | work in the last 3 months?
masculinity dialogues lead to | household men have these | What would have to change for
them taking on  more attitudes? your husband/you to take on

more responsibility for it?

responsibility for UCW? (As
reported by women and men.

Kessler Psychological What makes women | Tell me about any changes in how

For which women and under

what circumstances have the

Distress Scale
Quality of life scale

dissatisfied with their
lives and why?

you feel about your life in general
over the last 3 months.

interventions positively Domestic  violence What changes would | What changes in your daily life
) ) ) questions (wives make women more | would be necessary for you to
impacted their wellbeing and only). satisfied with their lives | enjoy life more?
quality of life? and why?
. How much of the | Time spent on a different | What are the | What are the main tasks you are
For which couples, under what . . . . . . .
unpaid care work do | activity across the day | expectations in your | responsible for in looking after

circumstances, and why has
there been a redistribution of
reproductive and productive
labour?

(As reported by

husbands and wives).

you do? If these 20
beans represented all
the UCW done in
your household, how
many would

represent your share?

and week

village of what women
and men are responsible
for in your village?

What would have to
change for the division of
labour between men and

women to change

your household, and what are
your partner's responsibilities?
Why is this the case?

How cost-effective is the
programme, and how can it be

scaled -up?

Cost analysis of

interventions.

What is the feasibility,
desirability, and practicability
of introducing Homebased
ECD Facilities?

Time spent caring for

children under 7-years.

Tell me about policies
that could be introduced
to enable women to have

more time to do paid

What difference would it make to
your household if there was
ECEC for infants and young

children? How would it make this

asked,

over a series of three

Participants

workshops, to agree

on homegrown

work? difference? solutions that would
work for them.
What are the key lessons from Acceptability of the | Acceptability of the | Recommendations
the research findings for recommendations from | recommendations from  the | from
programming and  policy participatory workshops.

10
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formulation for women'’s the participatory participatory
empowerment in Rwanda? workshops. workshops.
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3.4. Data analysis

The survey data will be entered into SPSS version 26 and analysed using descriptive statistics,
regression, matched pairs t-test and independent t-test. For the qualitative data, we will use NVivo
to manage the data and use qualitative thematic analysis guided by abduction and retroduction to
move the analysis of the data beyond the original research premise to develop novel theoretical
explanations for how the interventions worked, for whom and under what circumstances (Meyer and
Lunnay, 2013). The analysis will identify the most complete and logically compelling explanation of
how and why R des R programme, in the specific context of the intervention clusters, modifyed
gender relationships with the potential to transform them.

3.5. Ethical Considerations and Safequarding

The project has been given ethical approval through the IPAR-Rwanda’s ethics review
procedures. Enrolment in the project will depend on giving informed consent. Informed consent will
also be obtained from participants for each survey round, the 7-day diaries, and the qualitative
research. Key informants will also be asked to give informed consent each time they are interviewed.
Adolescents will be asked to give informed consent, and for those under 18 years, parental consent
will also be required. Participants will be given a project information sheet in non-technical
Kinyarwanda explaining the purpose, approach, and dissemination strategy, their rights to withdraw
from the research and how anonymity and confidentiality will be afforded. This will be read aloud
to participants before they are asked to give informed consent. Researchers will provide women who
report that they have experienced domestic violence with information on the help available to them
and leave an information sheet where they agree that it is safe to have it. Measures will be taken to
safeguard participants and researchers during fieldwork, including measures to mitigate COVID-
19vv. Fieldwork will only be undertaken with the permission of the Rwandan government and, when
undertaken, comply with the government requirements. All data will be stored securely following
IPAR’s data management policy to prevent data linkage and unauthorised access to data.

4. Discussion

This protocol describes mixed-methods research designed to evaluate an intervention in
Rwanda to reduce and redistribute the time women spend on UCW and promote gender equality
and women’s empowerment. From a scholarly perspective, this paper will contribute to our
understanding of what interventions can work under what circumstances to transform gender
relations and empower women. From a policy perspective, it will act as a proof of concept of the
Reseaux des Femmes programme and provide policymakers with details of what needs to be in place
to enable interventions to redistribute and reduce women’s UCW to transform women'’s lives so that
they are recognised as equal to men and empowered to take control of their lives individually and
collectively. It will also advance our understanding of how a CRcRCT can provide an understanding
of how interventions work in open systems where it is not possible to control all the institutional and
culture mechanisms constraining and enabling agency, and where the complexity of the social world
means that we can only ever have an incomplete and fallible understanding of it.
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i The main characteristics of UCW are that it is: unpaid, the individual performing the work is not paid in cash
and/or in kind; care, the activity provides for the health, wellbeing and maintenance of members of the
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of time (Ferrant et al., 2014).
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Safeguarding in International Development. There are four safeguarding issues relating to the project, the risks
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