

UNILAG Sociological Review (USR), Vol. XIV, December 2018 (Pp. 93-118)

Incorporation of Gender into Communication Strategy Design and Implementation: A Study of Two NGOs in Accra-Ghana.

Samson Obed APPIAH P.hD
 and Irene OFOSU-ENNIN2
Abstract

Communication Strategy is a key component of the development process since it serves as the guideline for relating with stakeholders in executing projects. It is through this component that stakeholders are mapped, specifically targeted; appropriate channels of communication selected and messages developed together with stakeholders to meet their communication needs. However, over the years, many projects have been implemented with less than average impact being made due to the absence of underlying gender issues. This paper assessed the level of gender incorporation into communication strategy design and implementation by purposively selecting two NGOs namely Action Aid Ghana (AAG) and Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA). The paper combined the in-depth and key informant interview approaches in the data collection process. In all, five respondents made up of four communication team members from the two NGOs and a gender advocate were interviewed. Data were thematically analyzed based on the main objective of the paper.  The study revealed that gender was highly considered in both organizations and was a key aspect of activity implementation. However, its incorporation into communication strategy design was poor and based on organizational factors and the capacity of the Communication officer to facilitate it. The paper recommended the need for proper stakeholder involvement in the design process as well training of communication personnel on gender issues.
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Introduction

“….communicating from a gender perspective is essential for addressing the challenges of combating poverty and promoting the economic empowerment of women”. Marcela Villarreal- Director, (GERED-ESWD) Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO, 2011)
The above statement by Marcela Villarreal, a Director at the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) explains the importance of promoting gender responsive communication as part of project implementation processes among Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). As gathered from the statement, communication and gender are both very critical in the development process. The inclusion of gender into the communication process makes it more efficient leading to the achievement of better and more sustainable project results. It promotes effectiveness in overcoming the issues being addressed by NGOs such as poverty alleviation, economic empowerment, and empowerment of women. In effect, we realize that taking the gender perspective into account in designing and implementing projects and programmes, can ensure that the objectives and contents of activities are better advanced to meet the different needs of targeted stakeholders. This, in agreement with Haataja, Leinonen and Mustakallio (2011) therefore represents one way of improving the quality and impact of development activities.
According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2015 MDGs Report on Ghana, out of the three indicators set under Goal three of the MDGs, only indicator 3.1 showed a high rate of achievement. Primary education achieved gender parity in enrolment with an indicator of 1.01 against 0.99 parity for boys and girls respectively. Other indicators such as 3.2: Share of women in wage employment in non-agricultural sectors and 3.3: proportion of seats held by women in national parliament were not achieved.
This seemingly high gender activity is somehow at odds with Ghana’s achievements regarding MDGs Goal 3 (To promote Gender Equality and Empower Women). The Sustainable Development Goals are a call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure peace and prosperity everywhere. MDG Goal 3 has one target- to eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary schools and in all levels of education. This means that though the country put in much effort in that regard, the state as well as civil society organizations could not communicate the ideas well enough to ensure the achievement of the desired change. Some of the challenges mentioned by the UNDP (2015) report as causes for the low national performance of MDG Goal 3 are low participation of women’s groups and NGOs in local level planning as well as inadequate funds for gender work at all levels. 
This is mostly due to the fact that development organizations do not integrate gender issues into the communication aspects of the project from the onset. In the introduction to the manual on communicating gender, the FAO (2011) gives the following reasons for lack of gender mainstreaming in communication. In their estimation: 
… few communication initiatives take the issue of gender into account. No doubt this is because gender is poorly understood, seen as complicated and labelled ‘a women’s issue’. Moreover, there is a tendency to forget that people’s livelihoods and their socioeconomic situation have a huge bearing on their ability to receive and transmit information. Lastly, commonly used methods of communication are supposedly gender-neutral. With gender seen as a ‘women’s issue’ and communication dressed in ‘unisex clothing’, it is hardly surprising that communication for development initiatives reach and engage more men than women, especially in rural areas (FAO, 2011:9). 

With the realization of this need, it has become imperative for development communicators to adopt gender principles in designing and implementing communication strategies. Furthermore, with the development of the National Gender and Children Policy (2004) and the current National Gender Policy (2015) of Ghana, development projects are required to “mainstream gender and children’s concerns into the national development process in order to improve the social, legal/civic, political, economic and cultural conditions of the people of Ghana, particularly women and children (Ministry of Women and Children, MOWAC, 2004: 11)” as well as to facilitate the mainstreaming of Gender Equality and Women‘s Empowerment into Ghana‘s Development Efforts at all tiers of governance (Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Protection, MoGCSP, 2015). 
Whereas extensive research has been carried out on the mainstreaming of gender into development work, there is little knowledge on how this mainstreaming is affecting the communication component of development. Moreover, empirically, not much is known about how gender influences communication in the development sector especially in Ghana. Against this background, the paper examines how gender is incorporated into the process of development communication from the strategy design to implementation on the field among two selected Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in Accra. The paper explored the processes used by the organizations in mainstreaming gender into communication strategy design and implementation. Significantly, the paper contributes to the literature on gender mainstreaming in communication strategy design and implementation. This is because, adopting a gender lens in designing and implementing the communication strategies of development projects and organizations goes to say that activities are drafted and carried out in a more gender responsive and participatory manner. This would promote the attainment of the SDGs and MDGs in particular goal 3.

Methodology

The paper employed a qualitative design which allows for the exploration and in-depth understanding of the issue of incorporating gender into communication strategy design and implementation by the two NGOs. It combined an in-depth interview with four communications managers and team members of the two organizations and a key informant interview with one Gender Expert summing up a total of five participants. The primary data were gathered from in-depth and key informant interviews conducted during six months’ fieldwork from January to June 2016 in Osu, a suburb of Accra. The interviews were conducted by the second author of the paper with interviews lasting between 30 minutes and an hour depending on the willingness of the respondent. Questions asked in the interview were structured around: Is gender incorporated into communication strategy design of the organization? What are the processes and approaches used in mainstreaming gender into communication strategy design? What effect does the mainstreaming of gender into communication design have on achievement of projects implemented? Interviews stopped when the interviewer had exhausted all the questions and saturation reached with the key questions answered. A gender expert was also interviewed to gather some information on the current situation of gender in Ghana as well as the importance of incorporating gender in development projects.
Three major reasons informed the purposive selection of the NGOs. First, they must be active Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) located within the Greater Accra Region. Secondly, they must be registered with the Department of Social Welfare and the Registrar General of Ghana operating in the agriculture, water and education sectors. Finally, they must be known for their extensive experience in community interaction in various parts of the country. 
They were examined for their communication strategy processes and how they incorporated gender into the implementation of their activities. The selected organizations were subjected to critical examination in the area of gender and how this influenced their communications strategy design and its implementation. Based on the above, two NGOs were selected namely;
I. Action Aid Ghana (AAG) 

Action Aid Ghana (AAG), then Action Aid International Ghana, began operating in Ghana in 1990 and works with people living in 279 communities in the Upper East, Upper West, Northern, Brong Ahafo, Volta and Greater Accra regions. The organization uses a rights based approach to i) support the basic needs and rights of the poor and ii) work with government, community groups, and partners to make policies. 
II. Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) 
Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) is an independent African-led and Africa-based organization committed to putting farmers at the center of the continent’s growing economies. With headquarters in Nairobi and offices in Ghana, Tanzania, Mali and Mozambique, they have worked across 18 countries with partners to serve millions of farmers and thousands of local agriculture businesses.
The secondary data came from official publications, communication strategies, gender policies, strategy papers and other relevant documents of the two NGOs. In all, four Communication persons were interviewed, from the two organizations. These two Communicators were the Communications officer and the Manager for Action Aid Ghana and the Communications Manager and communication team member for AGRA. Here, the focus was to find out how the two NGOs incorporated gender into their communication strategy design and implementation by seeking the views of those in charge of doing so.
Purposive sampling method was used in the selection of sampled respondents based on the criteria that they should have worked with the organization for at least one (1) year in their capacity as communications persons. In addition, the Communications Officers or members of the Communications Teams of the selected NGOs were purposefully targeted because they worked directly together to meet the communication needs of the organizations and were therefore the most informed in relation to issues pertaining to that area. The instrument used for data collection during the in-depth and key informant interviews was a semi-structured interview schedule. Data from the field were in the form of notes and sound bites on recorders. While the notes were carefully read through to confirm information provided by the respondents, the interviews captured on recorder were played and transcribed and coding was then carried out. This involved organization of raw data into categorized themes or concepts. Further, data was re-categorized into subsections under the various themes which were represented in the interview questions. Finally, the data were sorted into comparative themes and concepts based on the objectives of the study. According to Creswell (2007), data analysis in qualitative research consists of preparing and organizing the data that is text data as in transcripts, or images as in photographs for analysis, then reducing the data into themes through a process of coding and condensing the codes, and finally representing the data in figures, tables or a discussion.

Theoretical Framework: Gender Mainstreaming Model

In order to understand the importance of how communication strategies are developed as part of gender mainstreaming into the development process, the paper applied the FAO’s models. Mainstreaming is an aspect of the development planning process which looks at how issues or current thoughts can be prioritized. It is also defined as the principal dominant course in any area of discourse. The concept has been used in the development sector for many years to bring to the fore, critical issues which were otherwise left at the peripheral level. It is aimed at ensuring that issues which are deemed critical are emphasized and brought to the forefront in the development planning process. It is therefore not surprising that the issue of gender mainstreaming is being discussed because it is a critical development issue (Coles et. al; 2015).
 According to the FAO (2011), promoting a gender dimension in development communication is very important since:
the underlying principles of communication for development require the communication to be aimed at everybody, both men and women, to take all points of view into account and to respond to a variety of expectations (FAO, 2011:48).

By extension, this means that without a gender responsive communication strategy, the organization will not be able to involve all stakeholders. Also, even if stakeholders are involved, the appropriate stakeholders must be interacted with to prevent project failure which often results, not because the project team did not put in the required efforts, but because the lack of consideration of gender in the communication prevented interaction with the appropriate stakeholders. It is therefore clear that some designed projects fail because the stakeholders were not well involved and interacted with within the gender responsive communication. This explains why the incorporation of gender in communication strategy design is central to the successful implementation of development projects since development is gendered. This is further explained by the picture below:

As in the picture below:
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Figure 1: Picture depicting the implications of gender neutral communication on project objectives. Source: Kaiser (2012:8)

Due to the lack of a gender responsive communication, the water pump that is supposed to be used by women was tested by a man. The result of that is the inability of the woman to draw water from the borehole because the pump is too heavy for her to pull down. This prevents the objective of the project- providing water close to the community for women or providing access to portable drinking water- from being achieved. Consequently, it is important to incorporate gender into the planning, design and implementation of development projects through communication strategy designs that take into consideration gender mainstreaming.
Gender mainstreaming is therefore concerned with improving the relevance of development agenda by including gender issues and addressing the “how” element of development (Cataran and Naz, 2015). This can be done at all levels of development: international, national, local, non-governmental and sectorial levels (Moser, 1993; Cataran and Naz, 2015). Ahmed (2012) describes gender mainstreaming as the concept that deals with NGOs intentionally coming out with plans and strategies which facilitate the inclusion and prioritization of gender in the development of their projects and initiatives. Coming out with a gender sensitive responsive communication strategy will imply that the organization has to do a bit more in the process used in designing their communication strategy. As a result, this paper makes a case for gender mainstreaming by using gender sensitive responsive communication strategies, hence contributing to the general literature and theory.

Major Findings

The thematic areas underpinning the findings focus on the extent of gender involvement in communication strategy planning, and processes used in mainstreaming gender into communication strategy design. An additional thematic area is approaches used in implementing strategies and benefits of incorporating gender into communication strategy design and implementation. 
Incorporation of Gender in Communication Strategy Design
AGRA is an alliance led by Africans with roots in farming communities across the continent. They understand that African farmers need uniquely African solutions designed to meet their specific environmental and agricultural needs so they can sustainably boost production and gain access to rapidly growing agriculture markets. The mission of Action Aid is to work with poor and marginalized people to eradicate poverty and injustice in the society. The question was posed as to whether both NGOs involve gender in their communication strategy and how they have used it in the design and implementation of their communications. Responding, the Communication Director for AGRA said:
“Yeah, we have a gender policy. We have a whole gender unit. How it is used is the issue. We hardly apply it in designing our communication designs and implementation”

The situation with Action Aid is not too different from AGRA. At Action Aid, it was considered an error to have a gender policy because it is a gender focused organization. According to the Communication Director for Action Aid, “The organization developed a Gender Policy in 2000 but it was not implemented”. 

This was based on the belief that as a gender focused organization, whatever communication strategy undertaken would gender responsive.  
In terms of designing their communication strategies however, the Communications Director for AGRA indicated that, they do not factor in gender.  According to him:
At the design level (Communication strategy), we don’t use gender. I mean they have their own strategy; the gender unit has its gender strategy. In communications we don’t use any of those in our design. But in our communications based on the overarching strategy of the organization, where we want to really project our work, I mean respecting gender, bringing on board the youth, women and stuff like that. That is where we place focus on what we are doing to promote women or gender in our work but we don’t include it in the design.  
In response to the question on the depth of his knowledge on gender, the Communication Director of AGRA indicated that though he had some idea about gender, his knowledge is a bit shallow. The response of the Communications Officer for Action Aid to this question was however, different. The organization, as part of its orientation, trains staff in gender matters necessary for them to carry out their duties. He intimated that:
When I came to AAG, I got to really understand the concept …, I was taken through gender training that was relevant to my work 
Regarding the gender sensitivity of their communications strategy, the AAG officer added thus:
Within the Communications Strategy, we have some aspects which denote gender sensitivity and are led by women. For instance, when we were making contributions during the June 3rd flooding, most of the items were gender sensitive. A man and a woman will undergo flooding. They will both lose everything. But there are little things that when not available strips away from the woman dignity such as feeding her children, having sanitary materials and being able to pay her children’s school fees. Also, we use women as the focal point for our activities.  
This goes to support what the key informant said in relation to why NGOs may not incorporate gender into their communications strategies.  The key informant who is also a gender advocate and expert indicated that:
If you consider communication as the responsibility of the Communications officer, the person is coming in as a communication expert or officer so it is only the tools and principles that they understand in terms of communication that they will deliver on. If the person has been sensitized and trained on how to make communications strategy responsive to the gender needs of their target groups, that’s a different level. So, if they don’t understand how you would expect them to carry [it out] and again it’s about holistic programming. 
Holistically, data gathered from both NGOs show that there is some degree of gender sensitivity in their daily activities. During their field activities and their dealing with societies, they implement gender sensitive communication to ensure that they get the best outcome even though they have different objectives. They both exist and work for the benefit of women, either by the fact that they form the majority of their beneficiaries or participants in relation to “AGRA” or by purposefully targeting them as we see in the case of Action Aid.  As asserted by the gender expert: 
Having a Policy in itself doesn’t translate into programming. It’s the mandated sector which should take the policy and be able to draft programmes to respond to the implementation of the policy…. I mean having a policy and a strategy will definitely not just translate into programmes until somebody pushes it.” 
As it was pointed out by Haajira et al. (2011), gender mainstreaming is a conscious effort by organizations to ensure their programmes become gender sensitive. As such, organizations must put in place the necessary structures to ensure their staff have the capacity that will allow them to effectively and efficiently come out with gender responsive documents including communications strategies.  However, the hierarchical approach used in designing strategies in AGRA results in a top down flow which prevents the involvement of their external stakeholders such as project participants, grantees and the members of the Farmer Based Organizations. The whole strategy is focused on the organization as the gender and communications efforts are considered as separate aspects of programming which only meet during the implementation of activities and not in the planning. 
With Action Aid, though the communication strategy takes insight from the international strategy, the process used is a bottom-up one which focuses on the needs of stakeholders especially at the community level. The entire strategy is focused on communicating for change. It looks at how it can guide the process towards bringing change to the people (women and girls). It was also revealed through the interview that the organization sees itself as one with gender focus where it is central in all its documents and processes, but the implementation was problematic. Based on the assertion by the FAO (2011), the communication strategy that seeks to promote ownership and empower community stakeholders is gender responsive. This then implies that the Action Aid strategy can be said to be a gender responsive one.  It is therefore possible to conclude that the availability of a gender policy in an organization does not necessarily imply its translation into all aspects of their programmes. Neither does it depict the competence of the staff to use it. There is the need for some relevant training to ensure the capacity of the staff to use the guidelines.  

Processes used in Mainstreaming Gender into Communication Strategy Design
In AGRA, communication strategy design is an annual activity based on the organizational goals and targets for that specific year. As part of the process, the strategy looks at the structure that emanates right from the global office to the country. This is done in three stages; Global, Regional and Countrywide in descending order. The strategy design is also carried out in the same order with each communications strategy feeding into the one above it to ensure the achievement of the overarching goal for that specific year and complete alignment. According to the Communication Director of AGRA, the main step is to make sure that the communications strategy aligns with that of the organizations. The whole idea is about how communication can help the achievement of the organizational goals for that year and increase the visibility of the organization on the national, regional and global platforms. In response to the question on the processes employed in designing communication strategies in their organizations, the Communications Director for AGRA responded as follows:
So we look at what the organization seeks to do for that year and then, based on that we design the communication strategy to promote, help the organization achieve its overarching goal. That is the first step we do. And then we now come out to look at the various targets we want to reach in the objectives and then we go. So, the main step is to make sure that the communications strategy aligns with that of the organization. 
Although the incorporation of gender is not done during the design phase, the communication activities are implemented based on the organization’s gender guidelines. This ensures a focus on women and youth, the role they play in promoting transformational agriculture and the benefits that accrue from the programmes, projects and initiatives rolled out by the organization. In relation to Action Aid Ghana, the communication strategy is a five-year document which is derived from the Country Strategy Paper (CSP) of the organization. By way of alignment to the parent body, the CSP is derived from the International Strategy developed by Action Aid International. The process indicated that:
… Communication strategy design for this organization is a participatory one that involves all stakeholders from the national, community, local and international levels. Communications strategy is actually developed using a bottom-up Approach, where our communities as well as our partners and our regional offices all put into this development because the communication, the kind of strategy you need at the national level is different from the strategy you will need at the regional level as well as the local level. 
The use of this strategy by the organization is towards ensuring that the strategy meets the needs and aspirations of all stakeholders which include, implementing partners, beneficiaries, government ministries and institutions, children, community members and leaders. In relation to gender mainstreaming, the organization sees it as an essential aspect of their work. They identify it as the DNA of their organization which makes it a necessary aspect of all their interactions with stakeholders at all levels. To Action Aid, the involvement of women in the interactions towards the design of their communications strategy is a step towards rising above the general use of language and literacy as a bridge to limit the participation of women in these processes. It was posited by the Communication officer that:   
[i]n all our processes, we are very conscious about not just women’s representation but their effective participation. 

This implies that they are not just interested in getting the numbers of gender representation at these interactions but also putting in place the necessary structures and measures to facilitate their effective participation in the plan implementation as well.  

The situation of the two organizations and their varying strengths when it comes to gender responsive communication in Ghana was explained by the key informant/gender expert in the following words:  
In fact most of the organizations are still struggling to come out with clear communications strategies not to talk of including gender into their strategies.  Nevertheless, though the policies and strategies may not be there we look at what guidelines they have been pursuing as nongovernmental organizations. A lot of these organizations are targeting females in terms of their development work and approaches. In which case we can say, that they are also still very much WID” 
With this difference, though AGRA doesn’t incorporate gender into the strategy design, it features in the implementation plans it uses. This is because the activities are towards promoting the organizational goals, which are gender sensitive. The goals have specific gender focused targets that the communication plan must adhere to. With Action Aid, gender is a big issue. The organization uses the Human Rights Based Approach to promote its gender-sensitive activities. 
The conscious efforts by both organizations to incorporate gender into their activities go to support the position of Moser (1993); Ahmed (2012) and Cataran and Naz (2015) when they opined that incorporating gender into a process does not just happen but it must come with some deliberate actions. Both organizations have taken steps to make their processes and activities gender responsive.  

Approaches used in implementing Communication Strategies of Selected NGOs

In consonance with previous responses by the communication specialists of the two NGOs, it was emphatically clear that both NGOs design a communication strategy from the day to day execution of organizational mission and goals. In view of this, it was important to find the approaches used by the two NGOs in implementing their communication strategies. The Communication Director of AGRA said:  
I mean well… some of the activities for instance, if we are organizing a workshop or a training programme, we try to be sensitive to gender issues so that we are not considered as chauvinists… We try to balance as much as possible but we don’t also compromise on quality and stuff like that. So, when we are planning activities because of the overarching goal of the organization, the focus is on women, the focus is on youth as we roll out other programmatic areas. In planning activities, we try to make sure that if you are inviting participants you consider gender, if you are organizing a training programme you consider gender and stuff like that.

In response to the same question of how the issue of gender is incorporated in planning of NGO activities, the Communication Manager of Action Aid Ghana responded:
… our whole existence is based on it (gender). So the kind of interventions we’re rolling, the kind of programmes we are rolling are women focused. So, 100% of the time, all of our interventions (activities) are women-focused. They are targeted at women and children who fall within the same scope. Even with children, you are looking at the girl-child because when it comes to education, she’s the one who’s most marginalized. When it comes to child marriage, forced marriage, domestic violence, abuses …” 
Due to the nature of activities and the individuals involved (mostly women), it’s widely believed that to be able to adequately communicate plans or increase the level of participation from a particular group of persons, one needs to consider the gender of the facilitator. It was unequivocally clear that Action Aid Ghana always ensures that a vocal individual within the community or a partner is always prepared to facilitate such an activity at the community level. They however, use the most qualified for the job when it comes to interaction with policy makers and other high level stakeholders. Both organizations asserted that in planning their activities, gender is incorporated one way or the other, but the only difference is that AGRA mostly depends on experts to facilitate activities while Action Aid Ghana selects facilitators based on the level of the interaction to be held. According to the Communications Officer for Action Aid:
In terms of facilitation, you want to take the person who is most equipped, who fits the context. So, when issues like that come up, it depends on the level where you are meeting stakeholders. Facilitators are selected as partners. You use the partners as facilitators for a meeting  
AGRA has a different view in terms of choosing a facilitator for an activity. They mostly believe that the choice of a facilitator for an activity should be based on merit in order not to compromise quality.  According to the communication officer of AGRA;
I think in choosing facilitators, the first thing is the expertise of the facilitator. If it’s a woman, I mean, we scout around to see who the best is. If it’s a woman we pick the woman, if it’s the man we pick the man. We will not have a man who is better than a woman and we will say because this is a woman… because we want to deliver quality products. It’s on merit.
However, they leave the community interactions to be handled by the Farmer Based Organizations without any interference from the organization.  As confirmed by the communication officer of AGRA;

… at the community level, we also support Farmer Based Organizations. The women are more than men in these organizations. So, well, they do their own thing. If we have an activity, we leave them to do their own thing. Sometimes, they identify women who are very, very good and the women lead the process but we don’t impose that it has to be a woman. But anything that we can do to promote the women organization we do it. Because we know they (women) are down there meanwhile they are the backbone of Africa’s agriculture so we do everything possible to ensure that the huddles that are in their way are cleared or at least reduced, drastically.  
This in some way can be a major setback to their main goal. This is because it might not always be prudent to let the community based organizations select facilitators based on the patriarchal system without challenging the structure in anyway. From the above, it is clear that both NGOs have different approaches in implementing their communication strategies and this is mainly based on their goals. Action Aid Ghana uses more of a feminist approach in implementing their communication strategy but at some level, they are open to the use of experts who can really engage stakeholders on the issues. AGRA on the other hand, is not a gender based organization but happens to work with more women than men. The organization relies mainly on experts in the implementation of its communication strategies. 
As posited by Servaes (2008), for the necessary structural changes to be effected with respect to gender, there is the need for development organizations to adopt new ways of engagement. It can be readily agreed that based on the analysis from the two organizations, power shifts and empowerment can be achieved when organizations carry out gender-responsive activities which challenge the status quo. This challenge does not imply a head-on collision with the structure but rather a subtle approach that causes the structure to accept the change unconsciously. 

The Influence of Gender Mainstreaming on the achievement of Project or Communication Objectives

The Communications Director of AGRA made reference to one of the programmes the organization is successfully implementing. This programme has long term benefits and cross-cutting reach in the agriculture sector towards promoting their objective to facilitate transformational agriculture for small holder farmers through the use of gender mainstreaming. 
With regards to what can be done by the organizations to improve gender mainstreaming in their communication planning, both organizations spoke of the need for collaboration among stakeholders. Specifically, AGRA spoke of their drive towards increased women and youth participation in their current strategy which will lead to an improved communication strategy. 
The communication officer indicated that;

In our new strategy 2016/ 2020 strategy, we have already indicated to promote youth in agriculture, women in agriculture. So it’s a strategy that we will be launching very soon. So already we have taken care of women in our new strategy so definitely once this new strategy is finalized and launched, then communications strategy will also pick that and we will improve. We, because we are grant making, don’t implement ourselves. So, if we think there is something gender that we want to do, we throw it out there for people to apply for funding and then we give the money for it to be done. Else, looking at our overall strategy, we are focusing on the youth as well so that’s going to inform our communications strategy. 
Action Aid looked at how to ensure collaboration in order to avoid carrying out repetitive programmes. The Director of Communications indicated that:
It’s like collaboration between all key partners to ensure that we avoid repetitive activities. With the focus now on progressive activities, if you are dealing with alleged witches, it is not about trying to develop a whole map of alleged witches; it’s about building on what has been done. And that is what we are talking about… 
The importance of gender mainstreaming in communication planning was re-enforced by the Gender expert with these words;
It’s important because it is only through communication strategies involving gender mainstreaming that an organization will be able to position its intent in achieving its set goals and objectives. That is what communication strategy is to do. This is us, this is what we stand for and this is how we achieve what we stand for …communications strategy should be able to set out the priorities, be able to tell us what, how, when, why with whom. That is what the communication is. It specifically tells us how an objective of the organization is going to be achieved. So for me, it is very, very important for us to be clear and for any organization to be clear about what it has to do, it must set out communications  strategy which underlays everything.
Based on this assertion, the most effective tool for an organization to clearly bring out what they stand for is the communication strategy. It should therefore be designed and implemented with all that the organization believes in and aims to achieve.  

Conclusion
Communication strategy design is very important to the effective existence of any NGO. Both organizations were aware of the importance of involving gender in their activities due to the higher percentage of female participants in project implementation activities as well as the need to meet organizational goals. Based on the data gathered, it was found that a gender responsive communication strategy promotes the drive towards gender equality and women empowerment and promotes the achievement of the gender goals in the SDGs.  The paper indicates that there is a level of gender responsiveness in the implementation practices of the two NGOs due to the organizational commitment to increase women participation. There is however less involvement of gender principles in the designing of communication strategies mostly due to the disconnection between communication and gender in most organizations.  This is a major setback for the two NGOs studied and by extension a problem for the incorporation of gender into the communication strategies of these NGOs. As a result, more effort needs to be put into the area of gender mainstreaming and incorporation of gender into communication strategies for NGOs in development. This is because communication is seen as the basic component of any development project and developing and implementing communication strategies with a gender lens will ensure a gender responsive development (Porter and Sweetman, 2005). Deliberate efforts to promote gender mainstreaming and incorporation of gender into communication strategies and designs will also contribute towards meeting the unachieved Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) goal three indicators of promoting gender equality and empowering women as well as those stated in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) four and five  (Quality Education and Gender Equality respectively). This can be achieved through the high involvement of both male and female in the implementation of communication activities. Adopting such a strategy will also ensure the development of equitable social change that favours both men and women (Tiessen, 2007; Razavi and Miller, 2015). The process will also empower women to be more proactive in the development of their communities. It will also contribute towards overcoming the challenges mentioned by the UNDP report as the mitigating factors against Ghana’s drive towards gender equality and empowerment. 

Limitation of Study
The limitation of this study is that it relied on the views of four respondents (Communication managers of two NGOs) and one Gender Expert to examine the incorporation of gender into communication strategy design and implementation of development projects. This does not allow the generalization of its conclusion though it provides a useful insight into the issue of gender mainstreaming into the design and implementation of development projects.
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