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Summary

This working paper discusses the interface between 

gender and agricultural innovation systems. More 

specifically, the working paper investigates how 
gender norms and roles influence social relations 
between actors in forage innovation systems in rural 

Afghanistan. In this regard, the paper firstly explores 
how gender roles and norms shape the relationships 

and interactions between different farmers, as well 
as between farmers and other actors in selected for-

age innovation systems. Secondly, the paper high-

lights how gender relations shape women and men 

farmers’ opportunities to learn about and adopt 

agricultural innovations in rural Afghanistan. 

Findings presented draw on a study analysing gen-

dered barriers and opportunities for innovation in 

the forage system in the three Afghan provinces 

of Baghlan, Bamyan and Nangarhar (see Box 2).  
In particular, the working paper is embedded in 
solicited diaries written by five women that are all 
active players in their respective forage innovation 

systems. 

The paper is based on the premise that agricul-

tural innovation processes arise from, and are 
entrenched in, the interplay and relations between 
diverse actors and their social and physical environ-

ments. The paper evidences the gendered nature 

of agricultural innovation systems, and how social 
relations influence the development, diffusion 
and use of agricultural innovations. Examples are 
given of how gender norms and roles shape (and 
are shaped by) social relations and the interplay 
between actors in the forage innovation system 

in Baghlan, Nangarhar and Bamyan. Specifically, 
qualitative data collected through research diaries 

highlight ways gender roles and norms can produce 

and reinforce unequal social relations that medi-

ate women and men’s barriers and opportunities 

to engage with, and benefit from, innovation pro-

cesses in the forage system. 
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Cover page photo: This paper evidences that gendered norms, roles and responsibilities shape social relations and interactions 
between different stakeholders in forage production systems in rural Afghanistan. As a result, gender social relations present 
challenges, as well as opportunities, for women farmers to acquire, apply and benefit from new technologies and knowledge 
for enhanced forage production. Photo of Lana (left) and Nadia participating in a training on propagating and germinating 
forage seeds in Amman, Jordan. Photo by Yngve Bråten.
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Introduction

Agriculture plays a significant role in Afghanistan 
where an estimated eight million farm households 

rely on crop-livestock production systems for food, 
income, and as a ‘safety-net’ in times of need. However, 
agricultural and livestock production practices and 

farm management systems in rural Afghanistan 

remains sub-optimal. As a result, many small-scale 
farmers in rural Afghanistan face the constraint of an 

insufficient feed base to effectively support their live-

stock populations (IBSR, 2015, Boros and McLeod, 
2015). Shortages of forage in Afghanistan, especially 
during winter, limit animal productivity, increases 
food insecurity and put households at economic risk 

as they may be forced to sell off or slaughter part 
of their livestock. Given the importance of livestock 

for rural livelihoods, inadequate access to new inno-

vations that can increase the production of, and 
safely store, forage continues to be of major concern 
amongst smallholder farmers. 

That said, different groups of women and men farm-

ers face different forage feed gaps, and experience 
different forage innovation needs. For example, sev-

eral studies emphasize that although women play 

important roles in agriculture in Afghanistan, dif-
ferences in what’s considered appropriate gender 

roles and attributes often leave women farmers with 

limited access to and ownership over agricultural  

resources (see for example Tavva et al., 2013 and 
Grace, 2005). Indeed, despite the fact that Afghan 
women are often greatly involved in livestock rear-

ing, few are allowed to own land or livestock, and 
when they sometimes do they still lack control over 

it. Moreover, women farmers face specific con-

straints in terms of accessing agricultural innova-

tions, information and knowledge, and linking with 
service providers/extension agents. As a result, dif-
ferent groups of women farmers face specific con-

straints related to forage production and other farm 

activities compared to their male counterparts.  

Agricultural innovation systems

Agricultural development is often labelled as a path-

way for eradicating hunger, malnutrition and pov-

erty (e.g. FAO, 2014; IFAD, 2010). Yet, farmers and 
farming practices around the globe are increasingly 

challenged by drivers such as climate change, glo-

balization, shifting market demands, changing liveli-
hood expectations and political disarray (FAO, 2014). 
This also holds true for rural smallholder farmers 

in Afghanistan who have, for example, struggled to 
sustain and/or increase their agricultural productivity 

during years of civil war and in the face of weak agri-

cultural institutions. As a result, the problems farmers 
face, both globally and in Afghanistan, are increas-

ingly complex, in the sense that these problems
• have multiple dimen sions (biophysical, technologi-

cal, economic, institu tional, political, socio-cultural);
• are embedded in interactions across different 

levels (e.g. individual, organizational and institu-

tional), and;
• in which a multiplicity of actors (often with dif-

ferent interests and perspectives) are involved 
(Schut, 2015).

As a consequence, farmers continuously need inno-

vate and adapt to remain productive and competi-

tive, and to ensure their food security and income. 
In Afghanistan in particular, agricultural innovation 
is seen as a paramount driver in closing the forage 

feed gap (ACIAR, 2019). 

The realization that farmers operate in complex, 
dynamic and uncertain settings has shifted the per-

spectives on how innovation and agricultural devel-

opment take place. As a result, a system perspective 

on agricultural development has become increas-

ingly popular (Hermans et al., 2013). The AIS frame-

work recognizes that innovations emerge from 

Many farmers in rural Afghanistan face the constraint of 
an insufficient feed base to effectively support their live-
stock populations. Shortages of forage in Afghanistan limit 
animal production and put households at economic risk, 
particularly during the country’s harsh winters. Photo of a 
village in Baghlan province. 
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learning that takes place in systems of actors (see 
Box 1). These systems are again embedded in for-

mal and informal institutional contexts determining 
how the system actors behave and interact (Hall et 
al., 2003: pp213). 

Innovation processes arise from the interplay 

between diverse actors and their social and physical 

environment, both of which influence the develop-

ment, diffusion and use of innovations (Sarapura, 
2009). As a result, the AIS perspective places great 
emphasis on understanding the nature of rela-

tionships between actors in innovation systems,  
and the attitudes and practices that shape those 

relationships. Building on this discussion, this work-

ing paper considers innovation systems as systems 

of social relations. Following Kabeer (2000), social 
relations can be understood as relations of power 

that create and reproduce systemic diff erences in 
the positioning of different groups of people in a 
given innovation system. As such, social relations 
can produce cross-cutting inequalities, which ascribe 
each individual a position in a given innovation sys-

tem, as well as their rights, access to and control 
over resources, roles and responsibilities therein. 
Gender relations are one type of social relations. 

Others include those of race, religious believes, 
ethnicity, etc. For the purpose of this paper, gender 
refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviours, 

activities, and attributes a society (at a given time) 
assign men and women in a given agricultural inno-

vation systems (UN Women, n.d.). Gender relations, 
as such, is defined as “the specific subset of social 
relations uniting men and women as social groups 

in a particular community, including how power and 
access to and control over resources are distributed 

between the sexes (UN Women, n.d.).

Background and aim

The scope of this paper is limited to investigating 

gender in innovation spaces (see Box 1). As such,  
the working paper does not investigate the full 

extent of how gender relations influence the entire 
network of organizations, enterprises, social insti-
tutions, and individuals focused on bringing about 
change (or innovation) in the selected forage inno-

vation system in Baghlan, Bamyan and Nangarhar. 

Within this context, the paper explores: 

a how gender roles and norms shape the relation-

ships and interactions between different farmers, 
as well as between farmers and other actors in 

selected innovation spaces in the forage innovation 

system, and;
b how gender relations shape women and men’s 

opportunities to learn about and adopt agricultural 

innovations in selected innovation spaces. 

Box 1 | Definitions

Agricultural Innovation System: network of organizations, enterprises, and individuals focused on bringing  
new products, new processes, and new forms of organization into economic use, together with the institutions 
and policies that affect their behaviour and performance (FAO working definition, Hall et al., 2006). 

Innovation process: the process of generating and successfully putting into use new ideas, knowledge, techno-
logies, organizational or institutional arrangements. Innovation as an interactive learning process requires the 
integration of ideas, knowledge, experience and creativity from multiple actors through networking, linkage 
 creation and partnerships (Leeuwis, 2004).

Innovation space (or “niche”): a sub-system to the agricultural innovation system where individuals and organ-

izations experiment with, adapt, apply and finally put into use new ways of doing things, focused on bringing 
about change (“innovation”) related to one or more specific activity in the forage value chain. Innovation spaces 
are related to one or more specific activity(ies) in the system. Activities in innovation spaces might be orches-

trated, facilitated, or more autonomous and spontaneous based on needs. The concept of innovation space is 
inspired by the concept of niches (see Sarapura and Puskur, 2014). Like innovation systems, innovation spaces 
are gendered. Gender roles and norms influence the relationship between actors in the innovation space. Hence, 
gender norms and roles shape women and men’s ability to purposefully access, be part of, and benefit from  
processes and outcomes of innovation spaces.
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The paper draws on a study conducted by KIT Royal 
Tropical Institute in collaboration with the International 

Center for Agriculture Research in the Dry Areas 
(ICARDA). The study took place in 2017 and 2018 and 
investigated gendered barriers and opportunities for 

innovation in the forage system in the three Afghan 

provinces of Baghlan, Bamyan and Nangarhar (Box 
2). The study was part of the larger “Forage options 
for smallholder livestock in water-scarce environ-

ments of Afghanistan” project. The aim of the project 
was to improve the livelihoods of smallholder live-

stock farmers in the mixed crop-livestock areas of 
Afghanistan that have limited access to water. In par-

ticular, the project aimed to increase the availability of 
feed resources by providing seeds of improved forage 

varieties and developing technical options for better 

integration and management of forage legumes in 

current cropping systems. The project partnership was 
made up of ICARDA, CSIRO, Murdoch University, and 
several research agencies from Afghanistan (includ-

ing Agriculture Research Institute of Afghanistan, and 
Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock). 

Box 2 | KIT-ICARDA research on gender in forage innovation systems in Afghanistan

The study used a mixed method approach, combining literature review with qualitative and quantitative methods.  
Primary data were collected in 4 villages in the Baghlan and Nangarhar provinces. A household survey was  
conducted among 70 households. In addition, 13 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and one workshop were 
 conducted. Finally, five women directly engaged in the Baghlan and Bamyan forage innovation systems shared 
their own personal reflections and experiences on different ways gender interact with innovation processes in 
agriculture in their own villages through solicited diaries. The villages and survey respondents were all targeted  

by the “Forage options for smallholder livestock in water-scarce environments of Afghanistan” project. 
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From left to right: Najia, Lana, Rahila, Nadia, Bomani and Bradley (Murdoch University) during a workshop on plant propaga-
tion, nursery management, pasture production and enterprise development in Amman, Jordan. The workshop was organized 
as part of the “Forage options for smallholder livestock in water-scarce environments of Afghanistan” project. 
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Further, this paper builds on the lived experiences 
and insights of five women Afghan involved in dif-
ferent capacities in the forage systems in Baghlan 

and Bamyan. As part of the KIT study, the women 
shared their own experiences and personal reflec-

tions on different ways gender influences and inter-

acts with innovation processes in agriculture in their 

own villages. These experiences and reflections 
were shared through solicited diaries. It should 

be stressed that the women are differently placed 
in the forage innovation systems in Baghlan and 

Bamyan. Indeed, the five women writing the diaries 
differ in terms of age, marital status, occupation etc. 
(see Box 3). The paper intends to the greatest extent 
possible to capture this diversity. Each woman wrote 

a total of nine diary entries over a period of eight 

months. The diaries gave insight into sensitive, stig-

matized and “hidden issues” on gender and agricul-
tural innovation that are not easily accessible using 

the surveys and Focus Group Discussions (FGD). 
The solicited diaries were combined with follow-up 

interviews and one FGD with the five women upon 
the completion of the last research diary. During the 
interviews and the FDGs, the content of the diaries 
was discussed and validated, lessons learned and 
experiences were shared. 

Box 3 | Solicited diaries 

Nadia (24): Nadia worked as a as gender knowledge facilitator for ICARDA in Baghlan from 2016 to 2018. Nadia 
graduated from Baghlan University’s agricultural faculty in 2016. Nadia is from Baghlan. Currently Nadia is living 
and working in Kabul with her parents and siblings. 

Lana (27): Lana is working for Aga Khan Foundation Afghanistan’s (AKFA) agricultural department as a Regional 
Officer AFS (Agriculture and Food Security). Lana has a passion for working alongside women farmers and helping 
women adopt new agricultural practices. Lana is living and working in Baghlan.

Bomani (28): Bomani is working as a Regional Officer AFS (agriculture and Food security) officer with Aga Khan 
Foundation-Afghanistan. At AKFA, Bomani provides technical support to AKFA field teams on project implementa-

tion, data management and project monitoring. Bomani also works on forage and feeder production as well as con-

ducting Farmer Field Schools on various topics for smallholder farmers. Bomani lives and works in Bamyan province. 

Najia (32): Najia owns a business tailoring women’s clothes and selling handicraft. Najia used to be a farmer but 
stopped farming because of security issues in Baghlan. Najia is however still a member of Baghlan’s farmers coopera-

tives. Najia graduated from Baghlan University Faculty of Education in 2015. Najia lives and works in Baghlan province. 

Rahila (49): Rahila is a farmer in Baghlan province. Rahila, working alongside with her husband, who is an agri-
cultural worker, supports a family of 9 members. Rahila carries out both farm work and house work. All of Rhaila’s 
family members are involved in farm work. Rahila is also a regional trainer for GIZ, working specifically on the 
financial inclusion of women farmers. 

Over a period of eight months, Rahila (left) and Najia  
(middle) shared their personal experiences and reflections 
on different ways gender influences and interacts with inno-
vation processes in agriculture in their own villages through 
solicited diaries.
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Zooming in on gender norms and roles

Gender norms of seclusion 

A number of studies on agricultural innovation evi-

dence that social relations between agricultural 

actors are mutually and iteratively shaped by gender 

norms (see for example Aregu et al., 2018). Gender 
norms can be understood as ideas and expectations 
about how women and men should look, be and act. 
As such, gender norms are standards and “unwrit-
ten rules” to which men and women (and intersex) 
generally conform or are expected to conform.  

It is evident from the diaries that several gender norms 

are produced and reinforced in the forage systems 

in Baghlan, Bamyan and Nangarhar. For instance, in 
their diaries, the women explain that the gender norm 
of seclusion is effectively limiting some women farm-

ers’ physical mobility. With limited physical mobility, 
women farmers are often prevented from engaging in 

a number of productive activities in the forage system 

that are located outside of their household. As stated 

by Lana “men can cultivate land further from the village 
than women, women can only work close to their village. 
Some men do not allow women to work outside of their 
homes”. Najia explains that “a man can irrigate his farm 
at night or sleep in his field, but a woman does not do that 
because of cultural norms”. 

The gender norm of seclusion is also evident in 

the wider study. For example, 50% of male survey 
respondents fully agree with the statement that 

“women should stay in the home to take care of 
household duties while men take care of the hard 

work in the field” (source: survey). Interestingly, how-

ever, only 13% of female survey respondents agreed 
with the statement. As such, it seems that the level 

of acceptance of the gender norms of seclusion 

 differs between the genders. 

Preventing some groups of women to access certain 
public and private spaces in the forage system, the 
norm of seclusion hinders women from engaging with 

agricultural innovations, as well as preventing women 
from obtaining knowledge about these innovations. 

Indeed, the study confirms that male household 
members usually are the first ones to try new agri-
cultural innovations, as these innovations are often 
found in public spaces, to which women have limited 
access (source: survey and focus group discussions). 

There are important variations in the force, inter-

pretation and salience of gender norms across the 

different forage systems in Baghlan, Nangarhar 
and Bamyan. For example, Nadia explains that the 
gender norm of seclusion in Baghlan is less “strict” 
compared to the same norm in Nangarhar, where 
women in general have lesser access to public spaces 

and productive activities outside of their households. 

Moreover, gender norms embrace individuals dif-
ferently based on their social identities “beyond 
gender”. As such, unwritten rules about women’s 
involvement in innovation processes might apply dif-

ferently to young unmarried women as they do to 

older married women with children. Rahila, an older 
married woman, explains that she does not feel con-

stricted by the norm of seclusion to the same extent 
as younger women in her village, and that she can go 
to the local market and other spaces to learn about 

new agricultural innovations if she so chooses. 

Gender norms also prove to be dynamic and to 

change over time due to different factors. For exam-

ple, all five women explain in their diaries that the 
gender norm of seclusion can become both more 

and less strict during periods of armed conflict. On 
the one hand, Lana states in her diary that “although 
war harms everyone, it affects women’s work more than 
that of men’s. During the conditions of war women’s 
activities on land is reduced in comparison to those of 
men”. On the other hand, due to women’s limited 
mobility, it is men that usually migrate from rural 
Afghan provinces during armed conflicts as a means 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Total

Male

Female

fully agree partially agree fully disagree

Figure 1: Respondents’ agreement with statement that  
“women should stay at home to take care of household  
duties while men take care of the hard work in the fields”
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to financially support their families. As a result, 
women farmers are left with increased agricultural 

labour burdens. In cases where women are left with 

increased agricultural responsibilities, the gender 
norm of seclusion is softened as women have to 

enter “male dominated agricultural spaces” in order 
to sustain themselves and their families. “When men 
migrate, women’s work hours double and their respon-

sibilities both at home and on land increase” (Bomani). 

Gender norms of female-male interactions

Nadia, Najia, Lana, Bomani and Rahila all empha-

size that gender norms about “appropriate” female-
male interactions influence the extent to which 
women (and men) farmers are able to access and 
exchange information about agricultural innova-

tions. More specifically, in their diaries, the women 
state that norms around the “appropriateness” of 
social interactions between actors in the forage sys-

tem in Baghlan are shaped by 

a the gender of the people interacting

b whether or not the people interacting are from the 

same family, and 
c whether or not social interactions between women 

and men are happening in public or private spaces. 

Depending on how these three considerations of 
the “appropriateness” of social interactions inter-

sect, women and men farmers in Baghlan might 
be given different opportunities to learn about and 
access agricultural innovations. 

For example, Nadia and Lana state that gender norms 
about social interactions lead women farmers to 

access information about new forage storage meth-

ods and spaces mostly from female family members. 

Additionally, male-male interactions are more socially 
appropriate than female-male interactions (between 
non-relatives) in public spaces. Men therefore access 
information about new innovations from more diverse 

and formal sources than women, such as the com-

munity and extension workers. Indeed, the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock is a preferred 
source of information for a quarter of male heads of 

household, against 0% of female heads of household. 
However, it should be stated that neighbours and 

other farmers are a preferred source of information 

about new and improved agricultural practices for the 

majority of male as well as female heads of household. 

Moreover, women farmers trying new innova-

tions (especially innovations related to poultry and 
kitchen gardening) only access information about 
the innovation at hand from their family members. 

Further, almost all women obtain information and 
knowledge on agricultural production from (mainly 
female) friends and neighbours, compared to 48% 
of men. Interestingly, for 24% of female heads of 
household compared to 7% of male heads of house-

hold, agricultural cooperatives are a preferred 
source of information (source: survey).

The study illustrates gendered patterns of knowledge 

exchange and interaction between farmers within 
the forage innovation system; women farmers often 
exchange information with female relatives, but they 
hardly exchange information with male farmers that 
they are not related to. Similarly the five women stress 
that it is easier for women farmers to share information 

on new forage varieties with other women compared 

to men. “I always share my knowledge with the local 
women and farmers so they can utilize it as well” (Rahila).

However, women farmers do exchange informa-

tion on forage with male relatives. The majority of 
female heads of households frequently exchange 
information with male relatives, while 60% of male 
heads of household do not exchange information 
at all with female relatives. Rather, male heads of 
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Norms concerning women’s physical mobility and the 
appropriateness of female-male interactions impact on 
women’s abilities to access and benefit from innovations  
in forage production. Photo of Bomani.
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household frequently share information with male 

relatives and other male farmers (source: survey). 
Rahila explains that men farmers in certain villages 
in Baghlan do not trust information given by other 

women. They might deem it necessary to validate 

information given by women that they are not 

related to with other male farmers. Rahila and Najia 
highlight that this “lack of trust” stems from percep-

tions about women’s lack of agricultural knowledge. 

“Male farmers (cultivators) are persons who have rela-

tive knowledge and a lot of experience in the field of for-

age and its importance because these individuals have 
a lot of experience in the field of agriculture” (Rahila). 
“Women take care of the house chores and child rais-

ing activities while men are involved in the work out-
side the house to a greater extent than women. That is 
why men have more knowledge than women” (Najia). 

Interestingly, the survey, to some extent, contra-

dicts these statements: Forty one percent of male 
respondents, compared to only 18% of female 
respondents fully agree with the statement that 

“women have better knowledge on forage pro-

duction compared to males”. As such, both norms 
about female-male interactions and perceptions 

about women’s agricultural knowledge are two 

examples of how gender shapes the relationship 
between actors in the forage innovation system in 

Baghlan and Nangarhar (see figure 2). 

Gendered roles in agriculture and innovation 

needs/preferences

Gender roles, in the context of this paper, are the 
behaviours, tasks, and responsibilities that are 
 considered appropriate for women and men, boys 
and girls and people of the third gender in a given 

society (UN Women e-learning). 

All five women provide evidence for a nuanced gen-

der division of labour in the forage value chain. The 

women all explain that men usually do the most 
“heavy work” on the farm, whilst women in general 
are responsible for forage grown in kitchen gar-

dens, weeding, and milking/dairy processing (see 
table 1). However, the women emphasize that it is 
important to avoid stylized facts about the gendered 

division of labour in the forage system in Baghlan 

and Nangarhar. For example, Lana illustrates that 
women’s agricultural roles are not isolated from the 

roles of men:

“The responsibility of men famers and women farm-

ers are sometimes the same, they work together on 
the farm. However, men farmers have to do the hard 
works like preparing lands for planting, irrigation and 
the responsibility of women farmers cutting, harvest-
ing and storage of their productions”. 

Moreover, Rahila and Najia write that women’s 
agricultural roles are sometimes dependent on her 

marital status:

“Women without husbands are obliged to bear doing 
all the farm work by themselves for the sake of their 
families and themselves’ survival. Women with hus-

bands have much of this work done by their husbands. 
The wives help their husbands by being side-by-side 
with them”. (Rahila).
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“In the village where I work, women participate in the pro-
duction and harvesting of forage, but it is only men that go 
to the market to sell forage. Men control all the income from 
the sales. Women do not control this money. Men spend 
the money on the household, but I think that the household 
would benefit even more if women could control some of the 
income. They would spend it on improved nutrition, their 
children and on education” – Rahila (in the photo).

Total

Male

Female

fully agree partially agree fully disagree

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 2: Respondents’ agreement with statement that “women 
have better knowledge on forage production compared to men”
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“Since women who don’t have husbands are responsi-
ble for earning a living for their families, they do more 
work than women who have husbands. For exam-

ple, women who have husbands have their husbands 
helping them and have fewer responsibilities than do 
women without husbands. Their husbands also do the 
heavy work”. (Najia) 

This nuanced picture of gender roles in the forage 

value chain in Baghlan and Nangarhar is reflected 
in the study. 

Furthermore, the women explain that based on their 
(gender) roles in agriculture, men and women farm-

ers might have different innovation needs and pref-
erences. For example, women, to a much greater 
extent than men, express preferences for trying and 
adopting new types machinery that could help to 

increase their forage production. Women consider 
new machinery as the most important “improved for-

age practice” in Baghlan and Nangarhar. However, it 
is men that is found to be the ones first accessing and 
trying out new machinery (source: FGD). In addition, 
information about new types of machinery is usu-

ally found “in the community”, which is a space that 
women cannot always easily access. Additionally, 
in the workshop, men would explain that women 

should not drive tractors as they are not physically 

capable of handling such a vehicle. The research dia-

ries confirm the importance of modern machinery 
and the gendered dimension of access to it.  Bomani 

states that “the main challenge for men and women 
farmers to increase their productivity is the lack of mod-

ern technology and machines” and Rahila states that 
“widowed women especially are ploughing the land 
with traditional equipment such as  simple  shovels”. 
Yet, it is not socially accepted in either Baghlan and 
Nangarhar for women to drive tractors: 22% of the 
male respondents and 32% of the women fully agree 
with the statement that “women should be allowed 
to drive tractors to prepare land for forage produc-

tion” (source: survey) (figure 3).   

Table 1 | Division in labour in the forage system in Baghlan 

Activity implemented by:

Activity female male and female male

S
e

e
d

 s
u

p
p

ly
 

c
h

a
in

Import 

Problem analysis
Adoption tests

Release
Marketing and dissemination

P
ro

d
u

c
ti

o
n

Land preparation
Irrigation

Sowing / planting

Weeding / pest management
Harvesting

P
o

st
-h

a
rv

e
st Cutting forage

Chopping/grinding /grading
Processing1

Storage

M
a

rk
e

ti
n

g
/

u
se

Market analysis/selling

Grazing

Feeding (fresh products)
Feeding (dry / processed products)

1 Processing refers to urea treatment/mixing/cake/drying/silage making/packaging of forage

Total

Male

Female

fully agree partially agree fully disagree

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 2: Respondents’ agreement with statement that “women 
should be allowed to drive tractors, prepare land for forage 
production (including using fertilizer and pesticides) ”
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Conclusion and lessons learned 

The working paper adds to the wider literature on gen-

der and agricultural innovation, and emphasizes the 
gendered nature of innovation systems (see for exam-

ple Ragasa, 2012 and Kingiri 2010). The paper evi-
dences aspects of how gender norms and roles shape 

(and are shaped by) social relations between actors in 
the forage innovation system in Baghlan, Nangarhar 
and Bamyan. Specifically, the stories elicited from the 
diaries highlight ways gender roles and norms can 

produce and reproduce and reinforce unequal social 

relations that mediate women and men’s barriers and 

opportunities to engage with, and benefit from, inno-
vation processes in “innovation spaces” in the different 
forage systems studied. Four key lessons learned can 

be deducted from the findings presented in this paper. 

“The innovator”

The working paper challenges conventional thinking 

about innovation that puts a sole focus on processes 

of innovation without considering the ways that the 

“innovator”, as well as a product of an innovation, is 
shaped by gender relations, norms and roles. It is crit-
ical to understand how gender relations shape how 

and why actors in a given innovation space value and 

promote certain kinds of innovative activity and “inno-

vators”, while devaluing and even actively discourag-

ing others. As explained by Hanson and Blake (2005, 
p. 686) “the social identities of innovators figure into 
the ways that institutions in particular contexts pro-

mote, value, and define innovations. Gender is there-

fore thoroughly implicated in the question of how and 

why certain geographic contexts encourage some 
kinds of innovations to emerge and develop while 

discouraging or preventing others”. As such, women’s 
innovation needs and preferences might contradict 

and challenge traditional gender norms and widely 

held notions (especially by men) about what types of 
behaviours, tasks, and responsibilities that are consid-

ered appropriate for women farmers. Women’s inno-

vation needs and preferences might therefore not 

materialize unless projects aimed at spurring agricul-
tural development take these norms into account.

Intersectionality

It is evident that understanding gender roles in the  

forage value chain involves looking beyond a male- 

female dichotomy. Indeed, such a dichotomy can 
wrongly portray women as a homogenous group 

in which all women face the same agricultural chal-

lenges and opportunities. Social markers  and factors 

“beyond” gender (marital status, family togetherness, 
intra-household cooperation, age and educational lev-

els) influence relations between actors in innovation 
spaces, and their opportunities for exerting agency 
therein. Therefore, access to innovation spaces, and 
opportunities for women and men to exert agency 
in these spaces are shaped by intersecting systems 

of oppression (and privileges). Indeed, experiences 
shared by the five women underscore the need to 
avoid “stylized facts” about the interface between 
gender and innovation systems, especially “facts” 
about gender roles portraying women as “homog-

enous innovators” isolated from men. Similarly, 
Badstue et al. (2017) emphasizes that Afghan wom-

en’s involvement in wheat-production and other 

cropping activities depends on a number of factors, 
such as economic standing, marital status and land 
ownership. Similarly, the force, interpretation and 
salience of gender norms and gender roles in shap-

ing the relations between actors in innovation sys-

tems differ between geographies and among groups 
of women (and men). Hence, over-generalizations of 
the positions and conditions of women in agricultural 

innovation systems could grossly undermine policy 

relevance and planning. 

Women’s experiences 

Nadia, Najia, Lana, Bomani and Rahila’s written expe-

riences added important nuances to the insights of 

how gender roles and norms shape relations and 

interactions between farmers forage innovation sys-

tem in Afghanistan. Indeed, the broader study finds 
gendered (and persistent) differences in women 
and men’s innovation needs and preferences, as 
well as a difference between men and women’s per-

ceptions of the roles men and women should/could 

have in the forage system. As such, it is paramount 
that researchers and development practitioners 

take into consideration both women and men’s lived 

experiences when designing their research and/or 
programmes and projects aiming at supporting agri-
cultural development and innovation. 



References

ACIAR, 2019. Final report: Forage options for 
smallholder livestock in water-scarce environ-
ments of Afghanistan, s.l.: The Australian 
Centre for International Agricultural Research.
Aregu, L. et al., 2018. Gender Norms and 
Agricultural Innovation: Insights from Six 
Villages in Bangladesh. Journal of Sustainable 
Development, 11(4), pp. 270-287.
Badstue, L. et al., 2017. Gender and innovation 
processes in wheat-based systems. GENNOVATE 
Report to the CGIAR, s.l.: CIMMYT.
Blake, M. k. & Hanson, S., 2005. Rethinking 
Innovation: Context and Gender. Environment 
and Planning A: Economy and Space, 37(4),  
pp. 681-701.
Boros, R. & McLeod, A., 2015. Empowering 
Women in Afghanistan: Reducing gender gaps 
through Integrated Dairy Schemes, Rome: FAO.
Central Statistics Organization, 2016. 
Afghanistan - Living Conditions Survey 2013-
2014, Kabul: Central Statistics Organization.
FAO, 2014. The State of Food and Agriculture 
2014, Rome: FAO.
Grace, J., 2005. Who Owns the Farm? Rural 
Women’s Access to Land and Livestock, s.l.:  
The Afghanistan Research and Evaluation 
Unit (AREU).

Hall, A., Sulaiman, R. V., Clark, N. & Yoganand, 
B., 2003. From measuring impact to learning 
institutional lessons: an innovation systems 
perspective on improving the management  
of international agricultural research. 
Agricultural Systems, 78(2), pp. 213-241.
Hermans, F., Stuiver, M., Beers, P. J. & Kok, K., 
2013. The distribution of roles and functions 
for upscaling and outscaling innovations in 
agricultural innovation systems. Agricultural 
systems, Volume 115, pp. 117-128.
IFAD, 2013. Smallholders, food security, and  
the environment, s.l.: IFAD.
Kabeer, N., 2000. Social Exclusion, Poverty 
and Discrimination Towards an Analytical 
Framework. IDS Bulletin, 31(4), pp. 83-97.
Kingiri, A., 2010. Gender and Agricultural 
Innovation: Revisiting the Debate Through  
an Innovation System Perspective, s.l.: s.n.
Parto, S., Hozyainova, A. & Mihran, R., 2011. 
Gender and the Agricultural Innovation System 
in Rural Afghanistan: Barriers and Bridges, 
s.l.: Afghanistan Public Policy Research 
Organization.
Ragasa, C., 2012. Gender and Institutional 
Dimensions of Agricultural Technology 
Adoption: A Review of Literature and Synthesis 
of 35 Case Studies, s.l.: s.n.

Sarapura, S. E. & Puskur, R., 2014. Gender 
capacity development and organizational 
culture change in the CGIAR Research Program 
on Aquatic Agricultural Systems: A conceptual 
framework, Penang: CGIAR Research Program 
on Aquatic Agricultural Systems.

Schut, M. et al., 2015. RAAIS: Rapid Appraisal 
of Agricultural Innovation Systems (Part I). 
A diagnostic tool for integrated analysis of 
complex problems andinnovation capacity. 
Agricultural Systems, Volume 132, pp. 1-11.
Tavva, S., Martini, M., Aw-Hassan, A. & 
Rischkowsky, B., 2013. Gender Roles in 
Agriculture: The Case of Afghanistan. Indian 
Journal of Gender Studies, 20(1), pp. 111-134.
The International Center for Agriculture 
Research in the Dry Areas, 2015. Forage 
options for smallholder livestock in water-scarce 
environments of Afghanistan: Baseline Survey 
Report, s.l.: The International Center for 
Agriculture Research in the Dry Areas.
UN Women, n.d. Concepts and definitions. 
[Online] Available at: http://www.un.org/wom-
enwatch/osagi/conceptsandefinitions.htm
UN Women, n.d. Gender Equality Glossary. 
[Online] Available at: https://trainingcentre.
unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36

Further research

The findings of this paper is an invitation to explore 
the ways gender roles, norms and relations influ-

ence socio-technical structures “beyond” innovation 
spaces (niches) in agricultural innovations systems, 
namely regimes and landscapes. This call is inspired 

by gender and agriculture studies and literature on 

multi-level perspectives. The social and gender land-

scape represents macro-level trends and contextual 
drivers for innovation, whilst the regime is a system 
of social structures and practices that includes une-

qual power relations and harmful norms (Sarapura 
and Puskur, 2014). Innovation spaces, regimes and 
landscapes all interact in different ways to ensure 
the production, reinforcement and reproduction of 
social relations, and hence gendered differences 
in the position and condition of different groups of 
women and men in innovation systems. Indeed, gen-

der inequality in agricultural innovation processes 

is produced, reproduced and reinforced, not just 
in households, but through a range of institutions 
across innovation systems - including in government 

agencies and in the marketplace. Such a focus can 

generate more knowledge on how gender holisti-

cally influences innovation processes in agriculture. 
This focus can also zoom in on how changes in gen-

der roles, norms and relations in regimes and land-

scapes can cause changes in the gendered nature of 

innovation spaces and vice versa. This paper high-

lights that gender relations, norms and roles are 
dynamic and change over time due to factors exter-

nal to a given innovation space, such as armed con-

flict. Therefore, it is important to consider how and 
why the wider social, political and economic envi-
ronments are influencing, positively and negatively, 
actors in innovation spaces.
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