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Understanding the global and regional geopolitical landscape is essential for shaping GL’s strategic direction over the next five years. The period between 2024 and 2026 has been characterised by profound instability, democratic regression, and an unprecedented rollback of human rights—including the erosion of women’s rights and protections for marginalised communities. These trends are not peripheral; they will shape the funding environment, partnerships, operational risks, and advocacy priorities that define the organisation’s work from 2026 to 2031.
A Shifting Global Context: Rising instability and rights regression
Across the world, political systems are undergoing marked shifts. Rising authoritarianism and shrinking civic space have intensified pressures on civil society organisations, particularly those working on gender justice and human rights. Media freedom and judicial independence continue to erode, contributing to an environment where rights-based advocacy is met with hostility or criminalisation. For organisations working to advance gender equity, this constricted civic space directly affects the ability to operate, mobilise, and influence policy.

Global insecurity has also escalated. With more active conflicts than at any point in recent history, communities face heightened violence, displacement, and the collapse of essential systems such as healthcare, education, and justice services. In these conflict environments, women and marginalised groups disproportionately bear the burden of instability, experiencing increased rates of sexual‑ and gender‑based violence (SGBV) and intensified social and economic marginalisation.

Simultaneously, rollbacks in climate justice and broader environmental protections are exacerbating inequalities. Climate-induced disasters are creating new displacement patterns and threatening livelihoods—particularly for rural women, Indigenous communities, and people living in poverty. The intersection of climate vulnerability and rights regression creates a compounding effect that will continue to shape global inequities well into the next decade.
Donor retrenchment and the reshaping of the funding landscape
Funding for gender equality, SRHR, and human rights continues to shrink. The landscape became even more constrained following the USAID cuts to global SRHR programmes, effectively rolling back gains in reproductive health infrastructure and limiting access to essential services for women worldwide. Critical donors—including the UK’s FCDO—have followed suit, reducing funding allocations, affecting frontline organisations and movements working at the intersection of gender and social justice. 
As a result, competition for remaining resources has intensified. Organisations must now demonstrate greater adaptability, innovation, and impact measurement to secure funds. For many regions—including parts of Africa—this shift risks widening gaps in service provision and slowing progress on gender‑justice objectives.
Regional Dynamics: South Africa’s emerging role
Amid these global pressures, South Africa is entering a period of geopolitical prominence. As a growing regional power and recent host of a successful G20, the country’s influence within BRICS+, the African Union, and global south policy platforms is expanding. This presents strategic opportunities for rights-based organisations to leverage South Africa’s diplomatic standing to advance progressive agendas on women’s rights, inclusive governance, and climate justice.

However, the region is not insulated from broader challenges. Many African states continue to face democratic backsliding, economic instability, and increasingly restrictive legislation that targets gender‑equity actors and LGBTQ+ communities. South Africa’s leadership role, therefore, exists alongside regional instability, making partnership‑building, advocacy, and movement‑strengthening critical elements of strategic engagement over the next five years.

Impact on Women’s Rights: Deepening Inequalities
Over the next five years, women’s rights are expected to face significant pressure. Restrictions on reproductive healthcare and abortion access are projected to continue or intensify as conservative and populist movements gain influence. In both stable and conflict-affected settings, SGBV is likely to rise, while weakened justice systems and limited legal protections will make accountability even more difficult to achieve.

Economically, women will face increased vulnerability. Rising unpaid care burdens, reduced access to employment, and widening wage inequality will further constrain their economic independence and resilience. Without targeted interventions, these barriers will deepen gendered inequalities across generations.

Impact on Marginalised Groups: Heightened vulnerabilities
For marginalised groups—including LGBTQ+ individuals, ethnic and religious minorities, migrants, refugees, stateless persons, and people with disabilities—the next five years are likely to bring increased precarity.

LGBTQ+ communities may experience continued criminalisation, health‑service denial, and reduced civic space. Minorities face ongoing discrimination, state violence, and forced displacement. Migrants and refugees will encounter hardened border regimes and growing xenophobia worldwide, placing them at heightened risk of exploitation, violence and displacement.

People with disabilities are at particular risk as service systems—healthcare, education, social protection—come under strain or collapse due to economic or environmental crises, further limiting their access and inclusion.

Geographical positioning 
Gender Links promotes gender equality and justice in the sixteen countries of the Southern African Development Community (SADC). GL has its headquarters in Johannesburg, and offices in five registered SADC countries, including a Francophone base in Mauritius. GL’s Botswana office also serves as a liaison office with the Southern African Development Community (SADC). 

[image: ]This vast region, from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in the north to South Africa in the south, confronts a myriad of challenges, including deep poverty, widespread inequality, persistent human rights violations, environmental degradation, and systemic gender disparities that continue to undermine the well-being and opportunities of women and girls. SADC’s greatest challenge is transforming the region so its people can live free from poverty, disease, human rights violations, environmental degradation, and entrenched gender inequality. 

SADC’s major focus is on infrastructure, trade and economic integration. However, the regional body, which is headquartered in Gaborone, Botswana, also tackles many cross-cutting social concerns such as migration, health, HIV and AIDS, climate change and gender equality. SADC has spawned several Regional NGOs (RNGOs) working across a variety of social justice themes, including gender, which GL leads.         

Within SADC, there are pronounced disparities between states in progress towards achieving equality and justice. Laws and policies toward women’s SRHR and LGBTQI+ people vary dramatically across the 16 SADC countries, ranging from very progressive to highly repressive.
(I could insert a table with 4/5 indicators, eg. WPP, same sex union, abortion, GBV as an illustration for the areas GL works in.)
These differences between countries also represent possibilities for a “push me, pull you” regional approach in which progress in one country can be used to nudge neighbours forward.   The Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance has actively engaged at the SADC level by revitalising regional advocacy spaces, strengthening partnerships, and ensuring feminist voices influence decision-making. Through its presence at the SADC Heads of State and Civil Society Forums, high‑level gender day events, and coordinated submissions to SADC structures, the Alliance has created meaningful entry points for policy dialogue and accountability. Its work has helped foreground issues such as women’s political participation, GBV, SRHR, LGBTQI inclusion, and climate justice, while building stronger connections with SADC Gender Ministers and the SADC Parliamentary Forum. These engagements have contributed to a more unified, intersectional regional movement advancing gender equality across the SADC region.
Beyond SADC 
Gender Links’ reach has extended across the continent and into the Global South. Through the Women of the South Speak Out (WOSSO) programme, GL has supported young women advocates to champion the voices of young women and women’s rights organisations from the Global South, ensuring they are heard in spaces where policies and decisions are made.

Through the WOSSO programme, GL has created opportunities for advocacy engagement at the highest levels, including the UN Commission on the Status of Women, SADC Heads of State Summits, COP, and the G20. This ensures that lived experiences from grassroots communities directly shape policies, laws, and programmes. By providing support with access, travel, and capacity building, WOSSO ensures that women leaders are not only present but also influential in driving change.
GL’S THEORY OF CHANGE 
GL's Theory of Change has evolved through various cycles. GL's work began with a focus on gender and the media. This grew into a campaign for the adoption of the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) Protocol on Gender and Development in August 2008. Our slogan has evolved from "Gender equality in and through the media" to "Gender Links for equality and justice."

In 2015, the SADC Gender Protocol Alliance, which GL leads, campaigned to align the Gender Protocol with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). We are now in a better position to see our programmes as a spider's web rather than silos, and to articulate the cumulative change that we seek by 2030.

[image: ]GL’s Theory of Change recognises that gender is the most cross-cutting form of inequality and exclusion. Reinforced in formal and informal ways, gender inequality begins in the home; it is perpetuated by the family, schools, workplace, community, custom, culture, religion and tradition as well as structures within society more broadly–the media, new media, popular culture, advertising, laws, law enforcement agencies, the judiciary and state. While society readily identifies other forms of inequality, gender discrimination is so normalised that it often goes unnoticed, including by women who have been socialised to accept their inferior status. Gender inequality follows the life cycle of most women from cradle to grave.

Several other forms of exclusion intersect with gender to compound the misogyny associated with patriarchal norms. These include race, class, the rural/ urban divide, age, disability, occupation (especially sex work), sexual orientation and gender identity. These multiple burdens of exclusion result in even higher levels of violence for certain categories of women. Women from marginalised groups, e.g. women with disabilities, indigenous women and LGBTI persons, experience multiple and intersecting layers of discrimination, violence, stigma and exclusion. Social gender norms that see SGBV as acceptable persist. Women and girls with disabilities form a critical category of women facing multiple forms of discrimination based on their multiple identities. 

Behaviour is mediated by cognitions, i.e. what people know and think affects how they act. 
Individual behaviour is the fundamental unit of group, organisational, community, and national behaviour. The individual behaviour of women and men both shapes, and is shaped by their social environment and its multiple levels of influences i.e. interpersonal, community and public policy (McLeroy et al.,1988).

The ecological model often used in gender analysis illustrates the vicious negative cycle that reinforce gender inequality. Like an onion, layers of attitudes, customs, culture, traditions, practices and norms that reinforce the inferior status of women wrap around and entrap the individual woman. For example, a woman who dares to speak out against violence she is experiencing in the home is often told by close family (including female relatives) to go back into the abusive relationship and make it work. The community, including religious and traditional authorities, at best turn a blind eye, at worst condone this violence within the private sphere.  Steeped in patriarchal norms and traditions, state structures and processes (such as the police and criminal justice system) fail women. Instead of becoming the “voice of the voiceless”, the male-dominated media denies survivors of violence their own voice, reporting their experiences through heavily biased court reporting; often sensationalising and trivialising their experience.  
Vicious negative cycle of inequality 


Each one of these layers can equally become 
a virtuous positive cycle challenging these deeply entrenched values, attitudes, systems and norms. Unlike sex, a biological given, gender is a social construct that can be deconstructed. The media may be a part of the problem, or it can be part of the solution. State policies, laws and structures can be transformed to champion gender equality. Communities can be mobilised to reject negative practices, attitudes and tendencies. Women and girls can be mobilised to claim their rights. The growing men-for-change movement is testimony to the fact that boys and men can rise above and challenge social norms – hence the slogan, “men of quality believe in equality.”  GL remains committed to working with men in all its programming, while recognising that the primary focus at this time must be women and girls.Virtuous positive cycle of equality


(see GL Theory of Change Go to external page:Download Gender Links’ theory of change

Vision 
In 2025, GL amended its vision statement to be clearer, more aspirational, more inclusive, easier to communicate, and better suited to long-term strategic leadership.
Old vision statement: Gender Links (GL) is committed to an inclusive, equal and just society in which women and girls in all their diversities exercise their voice and choice in accordance with the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Protocol on Gender and Development and related regional, continental and global instruments.

New vision statement: Gender Links envisions an inclusive, equal and just society for women and girls in all their diversity.

The new vision is short, direct, and easy to remember. By removing institutional and technical references, it communicates the core aspiration clearly and powerfully. A vision should be instantly understandable to anyone—staff, partners, donors, or community members—and the new statement achieves this far better than the longer, more complex original.
The old vision emphasises commitment and alignment with instruments (“in accordance with the SADC Protocol and related instruments”), which speaks more to how GL works.
The new vision focuses squarely on the end state GL seeks to achieve—an inclusive, equal and just society for women and girls. This keeps the vision aspirational rather than operational.
By not tying the vision explicitly to specific frameworks or agreements, the new statement remains relevant across changing political, regional, and global contexts. It allows GL to engage with multiple instruments, movements, and strategies over time without needing to revise its core vision.
Both statements affirm diversity, but the new vision “Women and girls in all their diversity” conveys intersectionality without overloading the sentence or diluting its impact.

The new vision clearly separates roles – the Vision is the world GL wants to see, whereas the Mission is how GL contributes to achieving it.

GL’s Mission is that Gender Links champions gender equality and justice through research, advocacy, linking and learning, movement and institution-building in Southern Africa and beyond.
Five-year trends shaping rights and inclusion
The next five years are likely to see the continuation—or deepening—of several key trends:
· Governance and democracy: Democratic institutions will remain under pressure, with potential increases in state surveillance, censorship, and anti-rights legislation restricting civil society operations and public participation.
· Conflict and displacement: Prolonged crises will intensify SGBV, disrupt essential services, and create protracted humanitarian‑development contexts requiring coordinated, long‑term responses.
· Anti-rights populism: Nationalist and anti‑gender movements will continue to influence policy and public discourse, contributing to attacks on LGBTQ+ people, migrants, and women’s rights organisations.
· Economic austerity: Budget cuts and inflation will erode social protection systems, limit access to healthcare and education, and push more women into precarious informal labour.

Strategic Implications for the organisation
Given this landscape, GL’s strategy must be adaptive, intersectional, and capable of navigating volatility. Key strategic implications include:
· Programmatic focus: Scaling work on LGBTQI rights, SRHR, SGBV response, gender‑responsive governance, and economic justice will be essential.
· Advocacy and policy leadership: The organisation can leverage South Africa’s geopolitical rise to shape regional and global dialogues on women’s rights and climate justice.
· Movement building: Strengthening alliances with feminist, LGBTQ+, disability‑rights and youth-led rights movements will be crucial for resilience and collective impact.
· Risk management and sustainability: Preparing for tighter civic‑space restrictions will require investment in digital security, safeguarding, and flexible operational models. Seeking out new funding streams and income-generating opportunities to ensure organisational sustainability over the long term.

GL’s Programme of Action 
 
	GLOBAL AND CONTINENTAL
	SGG 5, CEDAW, BEIJING PLUS 25, ICPD, MAPUTO PROTOCOL, GENERATION EQUALITY

	REGIONAL INSTRUMENTS
	SADC PROTOCOL ON GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT, SADC SRHR STRATEGY  

	WHAT
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	Sexual and Reproductive Rights for all.
	Women’s effective participation in politics and decision-making
	Gender equality in and through the media.
	Economic power to end violence.
	Gender and climate justice

	PATHWAYS
	Movement building advocating for Voice and Choice
	Sub granting to CSOs to advocate for gender justice
	Making IT work for gender justice
	Intersectional campaigns for gender justice
	Capacity building and cross-generational learning and sharing

	WHERE
	AC6 logo
Global and continental
	Alliance logo
Regional: Southern Africa
	Create icon
National
	Dura Isipala logo
Local
	Create icon
Individual

	PROBLEM STATEMENT
	Contradictions between constitutional and legal provisions and the realities of women’s lives: political, social, economic, expressed at the individual, family, community, societal level results in systemic gender inequality and inequity.  



Working with individuals and partners at local, national, regional and global levels, GL realises its vision through:
· Five thematic areas: Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR); Women’s effective participation in politics and decision-making; gender in the media; the Sunrise campaign making links between gender and climate justice.
· Five pathways: movement building; sub-granting; use of digital technologies to visibilise results and work; intersectional gender justice campaigns to ensure that marginalised groups are included; capacity building and cross-generational learning and sharing.
· Five sites: GL works at the global level through the joint civil society leadership of Generation Equality Action Coalition Six: Feminist leadership and movement building; participation in AU processes; leading the Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance; working with local councils to enhance women and girls #VoiceandChoice and with individuals to increase their agency and confidence.
· A strong foundation: strengthen GL’s sustainability hub; robust and transparent systems for planning and monitoring, and evaluation; using IT to give visibility to GL, partners and beneficiaries’ work; ensuring GL’s staff have the requisite skills to deliver high-quality work and enjoy a high level of well-being; and good governance and fiscal discipline.
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In all its programming, GL grounds its work in rigorous, evidence-based research and the production of diverse multimedia outputs in multiple languages. These findings are strategically launched through high-profile platforms and public forums, with broad dissemination achieved via mainstream, community, and digital media to maximise reach, influence, and public engagement. The evidence generated through this process directly informs the development of targeted corrective action plans, ensuring that programming remains responsive to lived realities and emerging challenges.

GL strengthens gender‑mainstreaming capacity through sustained, on-the-job learning as these action plans are implemented in practice. This iterative process allows programmes to be continuously reviewed, refined, and adapted, fostering innovation and relevance across diverse contexts. Knowledge generated through implementation is systematically gathered, validated, and shared, culminating in collective reflection and learning at the annual #VoiceandChoice SADC Protocol@Work Summits. Ongoing evidence-based research then measures the change achieved, feeding back into the cycle and reinforcing a dynamic model of learning, accountability, and impact.

Conclusion
The 2026–2031 period will be defined by instability, economic strain, and human‑rights regression. Yet it also presents opportunities for bold, rights-based leadership. To succeed, the organisation must pursue adaptive programming, strong partnerships, and evidence-based advocacy grounded in intersectionality. With South Africa’s global influence rising and civic movements evolving, the next five years offer significant potential to advance a transformative agenda for women and marginalised communities.
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