CASE STUDY - INDIA

SAHAJ —

the Society for Health Alternatives

SAHAJ is a civil society organization based in Vadodara, Gujarat, that has spent nearly four decades advancing
women’s health, rights, and equity in India. Its approach is built on evidence: gathering data at the community level,
turning it into advocacy, strengthening systems, and facilitating policy dialogues on the issues related to the
achievements of the Sustainable Development Goals.

In 2017, SAHAJ became the India partner of the Equal Measures 2030, among the earliest national partners. The
partnership connected SAHAJ’s health-equity expertise with a global SDG framework and a data-driven advocacy
methodology, enabling the organization to move beyond the health sector and take on wider gender equality issues
across health, education, political participation, economic empowerment, and policy reform.
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SDG Gender Index integrated into policy briefs

Building accountability from the ground up

SAHAJ’s founding insight is simple but radical: marginalized people are not beneficiaries; they are rights-holders. A
woman who knows she is entitled to comprehensive antenatal care, not just an iron tablet and a promise, becomes a
potent force for social accountability. A community that knows what it should receive, and what to do when it
doesn't, is far harder to ignore.

“Partnering with Equal Measures has strengthened our ability to grou
robust data. Through our work on gender and SDGs, we tried to elevat
experiences of marginalized groups, transforming their everyday challe

actionable evidence for systemic change.”

- Nilangi Sardeshpande, Project Head, SAHAJ

This philosophy is rooted in SAHAJ’s pioneering work on social accountability
for maternal health. Long before the SDG era, SAHAJ was doing what Equal
Measures calls data-driven advocacy: turning lived realities into evidence, and
evidence into pressure for change.






participants push past this and sharpen their advocacy based on hard evidence”

‘ ‘ “People are sometimes wary of numbers and mathematics, but the workshops helped
- Nilangi Sardeshpande, Project Head, SAHAJ

SAHAJ also invested heavily in what Equal Measures 2030 describes as “socializing and localizing the SDGs”
embedding gender equality frameworks into spaces that shape the next generation of decision-makers. An academy
responsible for training and examining civil servants in India produced instructional content using SDG Gender
Index to teach future bureaucrats about the SDGs and gender equality. That content has been viewed over 33,000
times. SAHAJ also co-developed an online self-paced course on SDGs and Gender Equality with the Feminist
Policy Collective.

In 2023, SAHAJ authored an academic chapter, “How Far Are We from Achieving Gender Equality within the SDGs

Framework?”, published in Transforming Unequal Gender Relations in India and Beyond. The chapter draws directly
on SDG Gender Index data, placing India’s gender equality performance within a global comparative framework. It
was showcased at the Asia Pacific Population Conference and the Bodoland International Knowledge Fest in Assam

in 2023.

NITI AAYOG: ADVOCACY THAT OPENS DOORS

A significant and instructive episode in SAHAJ’s journey with Equal Measures was its engagement
with , India’s apex public policy think tank responsible for SDG tracking and
implementation.
SAHAJ was recognized as a gender data expert and invited to co-advise on the development of a
national Gender Index for India, contributing technical input on indicators and methodology, drawing
on the Equal Measures’ SDG Gender Index. The Equal Measures methodology was approved for
inclusion in India’s national monitoring framework. A significant institutional outcome. SAHAJ
also contributed to Voluntary National Review processes as an active member of the l
Feminist Policy Collective. 1 I

THE COALITION EFFECT

Equal Measures 2030’s role has been to connect SAHAJ’s deep local expertise to a global framework and
evidence base that opens doors that were previously closed. As Aarushi Khanna, Equal Measures 2030’s
Asia Pacific Regional Lead, reflected: “They really own the tool. They talk about the Index in all the
convening spaces they’re part of — and they go further, doing additional analysis on their own to
substantiate the data-driven messages coming from the Index and provide nuance and context.”

SAHAJ’s technical collaboration with IWWAGE and NITI

Aayog resulted in Equal Measures methodology being approved for inclusion in India’s national SDG
gender monitoring framework — a signiﬁcant step toward institutionalizing gender data in national policy.

Using SAHAJ resources, a major training
academy for India’s would-be civil servants produced instructional content on the SDGs and gender
equality. That content reached over 33,000 views — embedding gender equality principles in the next
generation of India’s policy administrators.



SAHAJ co-developed a credit course on SDGs and Gender
Equality with the Feminist Policy Collective, with the Index as a core tool. The SDG framework is now
embedded in academic curricula reaching future researchers, policymakers, and advocates.

129+ advocates trained in data-driven advocacy have
used their skills to secure concrete outcomes: transgender community members gained access to food
rations during lockdown; Dalit and migrant adolescents secured inclusion in the national health
programme; village-level health monitoring was strengthened using SDG-informed indicators.

SAHAJ is currently training Elected Women
Representatives (EWRs) — women who hold reserved governance seats at village level but have historically
been sidelined by male relatives — in SDG frameworks and gender equality data. The goal is to build their
agency to make real decisions on budgets, services, and community priorities.

SAHAJ contributed data on
contraceptive program gaps to the Feminist Policy Collective’s advocacy on the 2021-22 Union Budget for
India, generating follow-up engagement from the Ministry of Women and Child Development on
gender-responsive financing.

Equal Measures 2030’s regional platform connected SAHAJ to
Asia-Pacific processes including ICPD30, the Asia Pacific Forum on Sustainable Development, and
C20/G20 engagements, amplifying India’s lessons within wider feminist coalitions. Ongoing WHO
dialogue: SAHAJ has been engaged in a sustained series of conversations with the WHO Director-General
on the relationship between civil society, gender data, and health policymaking.

Equal Measures’ subgrants provided sustained resourcing for SAHAJ’s advocacy
work, including through the severe disruptions of COVID-19 and FCRA licensing constraints.

contributing to coalition governance and co-shaping the shared DDA curriculum and community of
practice.

Adapting when traditional advocacy becomes impossible

SAHAJ adapted its advocacy approaches by deepening community-rooted or
generation, and expanding the use of data-driven advocacy. Working through
gender equality and SDG frameworks into university curricula, entry-level bu
and civil servant education. The logic is long-term: shape the thinking of decis
before they take up positions of power.

During COVID-19, SAHAJ mobilized USD 23,000 for emergency relief,
distributed over 1,000 food kits to vulnerable households — including LGBT(C
members — and provided 500+ sanitation kits to frontline community worke
The organization's grassroots presence and close partnerships with community
networks made this possible when government systems struggled to reach
the most marginalized.







