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Foreword

Women make up 43 percent, on average, of the agricultural labor force in 
low- and middle-income countries. Understanding their roles, knowledge and 
needs, and the barriers they face, is essential to transforming food, land, and 
water systems to meet the demands of the 21st century, including the demands 
of women themselves. Gender research is thus a crucial component of inclusive 
and impactful agricultural research and innovation that contribute to advancing 
agricultural productivity, incomes, nutrition, environmental sustainability, and 
gender equality. 

Over the past few years, I have witnessed a growing cadre of dedicated 
CGIAR gender researchers develop and apply innovative research methods to 
solve important development problems. Their achievements and perseverance 
have helped generate new funding, new partnerships, and new areas for gender 
research. And their efforts to strengthen collective action on gender in CGIAR 
have helped shift our focus, bringing gender equality to the fore in the world’s 
largest agricultural research network and establishing CGIAR as a globally 
important source of research on issues around gender in food systems. 

This shift is reflected in some important recent developments. At the start of 
2020, we launched the Generating Evidence and New Directions for Equitable 
Results (GENDER) Platform to take CGIAR’s gender research forward. And 
in CGIAR’s new 10-year research and innovation strategy for food, land, and 
water system transformation, launched at the start of 2021, gender equality is 
one of five priority impact areas. As such, CGIAR’s significant body of gender 
research—elegantly synthesized in this book—will be a critical input as we 
shape our research agenda to carry out this strategy. 

  xi



This book stands to become the new go-to resource on gender in agriculture. 
Bringing together contributions from almost 60 authors who expertly straddle 
gender research and agricultural science, it offers important insights for the 
wider agricultural research and development communities. A comprehensive 
synthesis of CGIAR gender research to date, it not only illuminates what we 
know—and what we don’t know—about the contributions of gender research 
to development outcomes, but also, and especially, investigates the contribution 
of agricultural development to gender equality outcomes. The lessons emerging 
from this synthesis have important implications for work that supports 
countries to achieve their national development objectives, as well as for our col-
lective approach to meeting global targets such as the Sustainable Development 
Goals.  

This book will be of value to many, informing the direction of research 
on gender and food, land, and water systems for years to come. I congratulate 
all those who have contributed to this significant publication, for the quality 
of their work and their continued commitment to advancing research in this 
important area.

Elwyn Grainger-Jones
Managing Director, Institutional Strategy and Systems
CGIAR
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Preface

Frank Place 

I have seen over the years a growing number of talented gender researchers 
within CGIAR developing and applying innovative research methods toward 
important development problems. These include the Women’s Empowerment 
in Agriculture Index suite of tools, the GENNOVATE project, and col-
laborative work on gender and seed systems, gender and value chains, and 
the feminization of agriculture. Unfortunately, apart from these and other 
specific initiatives, gender research has more often than not been appended to 
other projects, and has been allocated marginal financial resources. This has 
undermined the visibility and impact of gender research, despite attempts to 
strengthen coordination and collaboration through a network (2012–2016) and 
then a platform (2017–2019). 

The first scientific conference on CGIAR gender research in December 2017 
at KIT Royal Tropical Institute in Amsterdam was eye-opening for me, and 
allowed me to more clearly appreciate the richness of research being undertaken 
and the many ways in which it connected up. The impetus for this book 
emerged at the second annual scientific conference of the CGIAR Collaborative 
Platform for Gender Research, held in September 2018 at the campus of the 
International Livestock Research Institute in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Many 
conversations emphasized the need to re-examine research to date on key 
themes and to develop a forward-looking gender research agenda that cuts across 
CGIAR research institutes and programs. 

In this context, a committee was put in place in early 2019 to guide the 
development of this book process, and a survey was shared with CGIAR gender 
researchers to start defining themes and identifying potential co-authors. Nine 
themes were selected that cut across gender research of multiple institutes and 
research programs. The committee aimed for cross-cutting themes, rather than 

xiii



those tied to a specific research program or center, so as to stimulate a high-level 
discussion and to make it possible to pull out larger trends and insights. Some of 
the nine themes have been studied within CGIAR for over 40 years; others are 
much more recent. In the end, over 55 co-authors contributed to these chapters, 
mostly, though not entirely, gender researchers from CGIAR.  

Of particular interest is the perspective that has guided the literature reviews 
of all chapters. Reviewers not only looked at the literature in terms of what 
gender research has contributed to the goals of productivity, incomes, nutrition, 
and environment but also, and especially, drew out what research on agricul-
ture has contributed to gender equality outcomes. This intentionally chosen 
perspective is significant because gender equality is an important Sustainable 
Development Goal, and of paramount importance for many governments and 
funding agencies. The new CGIAR 2030 Research and Innovation Strategy 
elevates gender equality to one of its five priority impact areas.  

The lessons emerging from the synthesis have implications for develop-
ment practitioners, but even more so for the research community at large. In 
the coming years, CGIAR will be a leading research body for issues around 
gender and agri-food systems. The 2012–2021 phase of the CGIAR Research 
Programs has allowed the generation of new funding, the forging of new part-
nerships and the development of new research areas for gender researchers. The 
new GENDER platform is moving forward and building on this momentum. 
It is important that gender be featured as a significant research component 
throughout the new portfolio of One CGIAR to be launched in 2022, and that 
gender researchers are active in shaping our future research agenda.

xiv  Preface



Acronyms 

5DE	 women’s empowerment across five domains in agriculture
AAS	 CGIAR Research Program on Aquatic Agricultural Systems
ACIS	 Agro-Climate Information Services project
ANGEL	 Agriculture, Nutrition, and Gender Linkages
AR4D	 agricultural research for development
A-WEAI	 Abbreviated-WEAI
BCC	 behavior change communication
BMI	 body mass index
CAPRI	 CGIAR System-wide Program on Collective Action and 

Property Rights
CCAFS	 CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture 

and Food Security
CHANGE	 Creating Homestead Agriculture for Nutrition and Gender 

Equity
CHCS	 Custom-Hiring Centers
CIFOR	 Center for International Forestry Research
CIMMYT	 International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center
CSA	 climate-smart agriculture
CSISA-BD	 Cereal Systems Initiative for South Asia-Bangladesh
CSVS	 climate-smart villages
E-HFP	 Enhanced Homestead Food Production Program
FGD	 focus group discussion
GAAP2	 Gender Assets and Agriculture Project Phase 2

  xv



GAD	 Gender and Development
GALS	 Gender Action Learning System
GBI	 CGIAR Gender and Breeding Initiative
GEI-CSV	 Gender Empowerment Index for Climate-Smart Villages
GIMT	 Gender Indicator Monitoring Tool
GREAT	 Gender-Responsive Researchers Equipped for Agricultural 

Transformation
GTA	 gender transformative approaches 
HFP	 homestead food production
HKI	 Helen Keller International
ICRISAT	 International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid 

Tropics
ICT	 information and communication technology
IFPRI	 International Food Policy Research Institute
IMMANA	 Innovative Methods and Metrics for Agriculture and Nutrition 

Actions
IP	 Innovation Platform
IPCC	 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
IPV	 intimate partner violence
IRRI	 International Rice Research Institute
ISSD	 Integrated Seed Sector Development
IT	 information technology 
IWMI	 International Water Management Institute
LED	 low emissions development
LLL	 laser land-leveling
MEL	 monitoring, evaluation, and learning
MNFY	 micronutrient-fortified yogurt
MUS	 Multiple Use Water Services
NC	 Nurturing Connections
NGOS	 non-governmental organizations 
NIRDPR	 National Institute of Rural Development and Panchayati Raj

xvi  Acronyms 



NRM	 natural resource management
NSAPS	 nutrition-sensitive agriculture programs
OSP	 orange-fleshed sweet potato
PCA	 Principal Component Analysis
PIM	 CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and 

Markets 
PPB	 participatory plant breeding
PRO-WEAI	 project-level Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index
R4D	 research for development
RCT	 randomized controlled trial
REDD+	 Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation
REU	 HarvestPlus Reaching End User project
SDGS	 Sustainable Development Goals
SHGS	 self-help groups
SNAP	 Social Norms Analysis Plot
USAID	 United States Agency for International Development
VCD	 value chain development
VFL	 Village Farmer Leader
VMFS	 Village Model Farms
VSLAS	 village savings and loans associations
WDI-GAI	 Women’s Decision-Making Index and Gender Attitudes Index
WEAI	 Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index
WEFI	 Women’s Empowerment in Fisheries Index
WEI	 Women’s Empowerment Index
WELI	 Women’s Empowerment in Livestock Index
WEMEASR	 Women’s Empowerment—Multidimensional Evaluation of 

Agency, Social Capital and Relations
WENI	 Women’s Empowerment in Nutrition Index
WID	 Women in Development

  Acronyms ﻿  xvii





Over the past decade or so, there has been a renewed, and more concerted 
and comprehensive, interest in gender equality and women’s empower-
ment in the agricultural development sector. Renowned development 

organizations have put gender dynamics back in the spotlight by means of a 
series of publications focused on gender equality.1 This momentum has gen-
erated a unique opportunity to advance gender equality within and through 
agricultural research and development, and to institutionalize gender research 
within agricultural research for development (AR4D) organizations. This 
has also given us a chance to ask whether enough traction has been gained to 
mark a true turning point. As one key thinker in this field has stated that, “with 
agriculture now firmly back on the development agenda, it is time to re-social-
ize the ways that agricultural research, policy and practice deal with women and 
men, and analyze them both in relation to one another and their wider context” 
(Okali 2012, 2). This book is both an expression and a consequence of this over-
all momentum.2

Ester Boserup’s landmark book Woman’s Role in Economic Development 
(1970) was groundbreaking in its examination of women in African farming 
systems, addressing women’s invisibility in the agricultural economy (Okali 
2012) and opening the door for the next 50 years of efforts to embed gender 

1	 See, for example, the Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook (World Bank, FAO, and IFAD 2009); 
Gender and Governance in Rural Services—Insights from India, Ghana and Ethiopia (World Bank, 
and IFPRI 2010); Gender Dimensions of Agricultural and Rural Employment: Differentiated 
Pathways out of Poverty: Status, Trends and Gaps (FAO, IFAD, and ILO 2010); The State of Food 
and Agriculture 2010–2011: Women in Agriculture—Closing the Gender Gap for Development 
(FAO 2011); and the World Development Report 2012: Gender Equality and Development (World 
Bank 2012).

2	 Note: this book uses a broad definition of agriculture, to include livestock, aquaculture, forestry, 
and fisheries.

CGIAR RESEARCH THROUGH AN EQUALITY AND 
EMPOWERMENT LENS

Rhiannon Pyburn and Anouka van Eerdewijk
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analysis in development. Since then, the evolution from “women in develop-
ment” (WID) initiatives to “women and development” (WAD) and eventually 

“gender and development”(GAD)3 and gender mainstreaming4 has not only 
echoed in, but also been firmly rooted in, agricultural and natural resource 
domains. This book reflects on selected5 past gender and agricultural and 
environmental research by taking stock of progress. What makes it distinctive 
is that it reexamines this past research using an explicit gender equality and 
women’s empowerment lens. This implies a shift away from more instrumen-
talist frames that consider how gender analysis contributes to agricultural and 
environmental research objectives such as improved productivity or tailoring 
technologies to ensure better user uptake. Instead, contributors to this book 
intentionally flip the question to ask: How does agricultural and environmen-
tal research and development contribute to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment? The book revisits gender research and development inter-
ventions to date across nine themes, reframing the analysis in a way that puts 
gender equality and women’s empowerment at the center. Each of the thematic 
chapters uses an adapted version of the “flipped” guiding question as a compass 
for reassessing the evidence. 

This guiding question responds to recent developments within CGIAR—an 
international partnership of agricultural and environmental research institutes. 
As an international development research partnership, CGIAR is committed 
to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) including SDG 5, to “achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls.” In 2020, CGIAR prior-
itized gender equality as one of the five impact areas—specifically “gender 
equality, youth and social inclusion”6—for the more streamlined reorganization 

3	 WID espoused an economic argument making women’s work visible and positioning women as 
productive members of society (Miller and Razavi 1995). Driven by the “efficiency approach,” the 
idea was that allocating development funding to women, as well as men, made economic sense. 
WAD brought in neo-Marxist feminist thinking, shifting the focus from women’s relationship 
to development to the relationship between patriarchy and capitalism (Rathgeber 1990). GAD 
conceptualizes empowerment—in particular women’s individual and collective agency—as a way 
of addressing women’s subordination: it addresses the social constitution of gender relations and 
their context-specific and dynamic nature (Okali 2012).

4	 The 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women (FWCW), of the United Nations, in Beijing 
marked a turning point for gender and development: women’s rights became central and 
gender mainstreaming was taken on board as a bold new strategy (Mukhopadhyay 2016) with 
transformative potential. Gender mainstreaming recognized that policymaking and institutions 
reproduced gender inequalities and needed to be a part of any strategy to address them (van 
Eerdewijk 2016).

5	 Note: book chapters include a selective rather than exhaustive review of the gender research on 
each theme being tackled. 

6	 See CGIAR 2030 Research and Innovation Strategy: https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/
handle/10568/110918/OneCGIAR-Strategy.pdf 
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of the 15 research institutes into “One CGIAR.” This provides a clear direction 
and mandate for future gender research. CGIAR both reflects and is a part of 
evolutions in gender research in/for agricultural and environmental develop-
ment (see Annex 1: CGIAR background). 

The nine thematic chapters are authored by over 55 gender researchers7 
and reflect cross-cutting areas of CGIAR gender research. The literature and 
studies reviewed come from both CGIAR institutes and other authors. Six of 
the nine thematic chapters examine gender equality and women’s empowerment 
in key agricultural and environmental domains—namely, animal and plant 
breeding; seed systems; value chains; nutrition-sensitive agriculture; natural 
resources (specifically water, land, and forests research); and climate adaptation 
and mitigation. The remaining three thematic chapters examine gender-specific 
research related to the feminization of agriculture; assessing women’s empow-
erment; and gender transformative approaches (GTAs). The thematic chapters 
engage with the “flipped question” in coherent yet diverse ways, in terms of both 
their focus on research or approaches and interventions and their attention to 
gender equality and/or empowerment. Chapters 2, 3, 6, 8, and 9 look more at 
research; Chapters 4, 5, 7, and 10 pay more attention to analyzing approaches 
and interventions.

Important to note is that this book is directed toward a research audience—
both gender researchers and researchers within the broader field of AR4D, 
within and outside of CGIAR. Co-authors seek to present sharply articulated 
insights, reflections, and questions on gender equality and women’s empow-
erment in agricultural and environmental research in an accessible and clear 
manner for policymakers and researchers who may not be gender specialists. 
The nine thematic chapters speak to this diverse research audience; by putting 
gender equality and women’s empowerment at the center, the book allows gaps 
as well as strengths in the AR4D knowledge base to emerge. It also exposes 
institutional obstacles to prioritizing gender equality and women’s empower-
ment in AR4D. The chapters recognize, celebrate, and contextualize significant 
contributions that have advanced gender equality in and through agricultural 
and environmental research, and craft a next set of research questions and 
approaches to support researchers in navigating critical shortcomings. We8 hope 
that this focus on CGIAR—its gender research history and the future-oriented 

7	 Most contributors are CGIAR (gender) researchers; others are external gender consultants who 
work regularly with CGIAR partners. See the “Contributors” section of this book for a complete 
list. 

8	 In this chapter, “we” refers to the editors of the book. 
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recommendations—will not only respond to the interests of gender and other 
researchers within CGIAR but also hold significance and relevance more 
broadly within AR4D.

This introductory chapter has three parts. Part 1 positions the insights of the 
book within the evolution of CGIAR gender research, tracing developments 
since the 1970s and highlighting key programs, evaluations, and contributions. 
We look at how the institutionalization of this gender research has shuffled 
forward in fits and starts over time, outlining achievements as well as remaining 
challenges. Part 2 offers a guide to reading the book. We position the concepts 
of gender equality and women’s empowerment used across the thematic chapters, 
introduce the chapters by highlighting their key contributions and outcomes, 
and look at the evidence on which the chapters base their findings and discus-
sions. Part 3 analyzes and reflects on the substance and implications of these 
thematic chapters. We begin by synthesizing the conceptual threads, looking at 
the different levels and aspects of women’s empowerment and gender equality 
that the chapters address. We then take steps toward a forward-looking research 
agenda by crafting a number of meta-level gender research questions and articu-
lating imperatives for the advancement of a gender research agenda. Finally, we 
discuss the institutional implications of this research agenda before concluding 
with some final reflections. 

Part 1: The evolution of gender research within 
CGIAR 
The past 50 years of efforts to integrate gender analysis into CGIAR’s agricul-
tural and environmental research and interventions have unfolded alongside 
and in iteration with the progression in thinking on gender and development 
more broadly. To advance toward gender equality, robust gender research and 
knowledge are essential: reliable qualitative and quantitative data—generated 
through gender analysis—can expose the nuance, variation, and reality on 
the ground vis-à-vis gender inequalities and how they affect rural women and 
men. Solid evidence on gender relations and women and men’s resources and 
constraints is key, as is contextual embedding (Doss et al. 2018). Mandated 
with purveying agricultural research as an international public good, CGIAR 
Centers are prominent players in responding to this need for research and 
knowledge, which encompasses theory, analytical frameworks, methodologies, 
and valid data. In fact, the capacity to work collaboratively at different scales 
on improving the quality of data has been recognized as a point of compar-
ative advantage for CGIAR gender research, as has the role of myth-busting 
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(Baden et al. 2017, 27): challenging “zombie” statistics and ensuring robust 
evidence to guide practice. CGIAR research clearly has a role to play in 
advancing gender equality. 

As we write this book, CGIAR is at a crossroads vis-à-vis gender 
research. The past nine years have seen two phases of CGIAR Research 
Programs (CRPs). The period saw the establishment of an active Gender and 
Agriculture Research Network,9 which established and provided a foundation 
for the CGIAR Collaborative Platform for Gender Research,10 operational 
for three years (2017–2019). In January 2020, a new phase began with the 
CGIAR GENDER—Generating Evidence and New Directions for Equitable 
Results—Platform,11 which was repositioned at par with other CGIAR 
Platforms and Research Programs. This better profiling of the Platform is 
an important signal that gender research is a priority for the network and its 
partners. In addition, CGIAR is at a critical moment as it moves toward One 
CGIAR, with the aim of streamlining the research themes of its institutes. 
Gender equality and social inclusion feature prominently as one of the five 
impact areas12 and thus, in moving forward, gender research has a strategic 
and visible position within the CGIAR research agenda. Gender researchers 
are now tasked with crafting a gender research agenda that responds to the 
aspirations and vision of this next phase. 

These two developments—the new GENDER Platform and One CGIAR—
mean this is an opportune moment to take stock of the history and wealth of 
gender knowledge that has been generated on key agriculture and environ-
mental themes to date. In this book, authors look at these bodies of work with 
a fresh eye and the ambition to build an engaging, forward-looking research 
agenda. Such a future-oriented gender research agenda can and will draw on 
past CGIAR gender research but, to be credible and impactful, it also needs 
to speak and respond to broader developments in gender research, beyond 

9	 The Gender and Agriculture Research Network was a CGIAR System Management Office (SMO) 
initiative that was coordinated by the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) 
between 2012 and 2016.

10	 The CGIAR Collaborative Platform for Gender Research was housed in the CGIAR Research 
Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM) and was coordinated by KIT Royal Tropical 
Institute in Amsterdam. This book is a key output of that phase of CGIAR-wide collaboration on 
gender research.

11	 The CGIAR GENDER Platform is hosted by the International Livestock Research Institute 
(ILRI) in Nairobi, Kenya. See https://gender.cgiar.org/

12	 The other four One CGIAR impact areas are nutrition, health, and food security; poverty 
reduction, livelihoods, and jobs; climate adaptation and mitigation; and environmental health and 
biodiversity. 
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CGIAR and beyond agricultural and environmental domains: we return to 
this later in the chapter.  

The focus of this book is gender research; in this chapter, we also address 
institutional dimensions within CGIAR that interfere with, block, advance, 
or facilitate such research, so we can understand the context in which that 
research is undertaken. Institutions can be either formal or informal and 
can be understood as “the rules of the game in a society or, more formally… the 
humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction” (North 1990, 3). 
For our purposes, formal institutional dimensions include policies, strategies, 
budget allocations and resourcing, staff expertise (hiring), accountability 
mechanisms and performance monitoring, coordination, and leadership on 
gender at higher levels within the governance system. Examples of informal 
institutions that we address include norms and practices, as well as prevailing 
beliefs as to what constitutes good science and how research is prioritized, 
designed, and organized (see Figure 1.1).13 This part 1 of the chapter looks 
at gender research themes and trends as well as the institutionalization of 
gender research in CGIAR. We refer to notable gender events, CGIAR 
gender research initiatives, gender reviews, evaluations and assessments, and 
institutional developments, all in relation to broader milestones in gender 
and development since the 1970s (see Annex 2: Timeline of key CGIAR 
gender developments). The gender “struggle” within CGIAR has had two, 
often conflated, yet distinct, fronts—namely, gender analysis within CGIAR 
research; and gender equality in CGIAR workplaces. What we deliberately 
do not address in detail is gender in the workplace and the related human 
resource issues.14 

13	 In Figure 1.1, the dark purple box indicates the focus of this book—namely, research on gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. Specifically, this is explored through the nine themes 
listed in the light purple box. The figure shows that research on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment is embedded within an institutional context (green). As such, we look at both the 
evolution of CGIAR gender research and the related institutional developments. Figure 1.6 later 
in the chapter elaborates how this piece—this book—fits into the broader gender theory and 
empirical context.

14	 We heed the call of the Stripe Review of Social Sciences in the CGIAR, to challenge an implicit 
assumption that hiring women scientists leads to more and/or better gender research. The review 
makes clear the importance of a sharp distinction between gender research and gender equality 
in the workplace and states, “Many Centers have troubled histories of mistakenly assuming that 
female scientists should be the ones to do the work on gender issues. […] should be everyone’s business, 
not just that of women with PhDs” (CGIAR Science Council 2009, 60). For more on gender in the 
workplace in agricultural research institutes, refer to the Gender and Diversity Program of CGIAR, 
which ran from 1999 to 2011 and focused in particular on career development and staffing. The 
contributions of AWARD—African Women in Agricultural Research for Development—since 
its inception in 2007 are also notable, in particular the fellowships, mentoring, and training to 
support women agricultural scientists. 
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Gender research themes and trends 

Gender research across the CGIAR has followed a non-linear path, generating 
significant and innovative programs, initiatives, and knowledge at different 
points in time. The 1970s saw the first mentions of women (not yet gender) in 
CGIAR research—for example, acknowledging the “family factor” in agricul-
tural systems, recognizing female-headed households,15 and mentioning women 
in relation to family planning and nutrition (van der Burg 2018). However, 
these early mentions tended to be observational rather than analytical and did 
not lead to specific women-related policy or research (van der Burg 2019). Since 
then, CGIAR gender research has both reflected and contributed to the wider 
debates and trends on gender and agricultural and environmental development. 
In this section, we do not attempt to provide a complete or comprehensive 
overview of all contributions but rather highlight key milestones;16 detail related 
to specific themes can be found in the thematic chapters.

15	  CGIAR gender researchers have challenged concepts that were important at particular moment 
in time (e.g., recognizing female-headed households) but that later research has proven wrong or 
invalid. In the case of female-headed households, later research demonstrated that using headship 
as a gender category was imperfect (see Doss and Kieran 2014).

16	  For comprehensive overviews of CGIAR gender research over specific time periods, see, for 
example, Feldstein (1995, 1998), Okali (2017), and van der Burg (2019). See also Annex 2: 
Timeline of key CGIAR gender developments.

FIGURE 1.1  The focus of this book

CGIAR Institutions

Gender strategies

Resources and budgets

Norms on ‘good science’

Leadership

Monitoring, evaluation & accountability

Agricultural and Environmental Research
on Gender Equity and

Women’s Empowerment

Across nine themes:
• Breeding research
• Seed system development 
• Value chains
• Nutrition-sensitive agriculture
• Water, land and forest research
• Climate adaption and mitigation
• Feminization of agriculture 
• Assessing women’s empowerment
• Gender transformative approaches 
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One of the early research trends offering entry points for gender analysis 
within CGIAR was Farming Systems Research (FSR), which reflected the 
increasing relevance of smallholder farming for agricultural development in the 
1960s and 1970s (Okali 2012). This was documented as part of discussion at 
a CGIAR-wide meeting in 1978 (1981 CGIAR Review in van der Burg 2019). 
FSR was particularly amenable to addressing women and gender relations as 
it looked at the human dimension of farming and wider “farm constellations” 
(ibid.). Notably, the work of Hilary Sims Feldstein and Susan Poats embedded 
gender analysis in FSR; their two-volume publication captured this.17 FSR 
played a key role in the integration of gender analysis in agricultural research, 
and some regard it as central to today’s recognition of gender as a significant 
analytical category in agricultural research (Feldstein and Jiggins 1994; Okali 
2012). FSR continued until the mid-1990s, by which time it was critiqued 
as being expensive, overly time-consuming for results (Okali 2012), and 
generally too messy. However, the concept had paved the way for participatory 
approaches to research—Rapid Rural Appraisal, Participatory Rural Appraisal, 
and Participatory Learning and Action—which further opened up space 
for women’s participation and gender analysis (van der Burg 2019). Within 
CGIAR, this was in part through the Participatory Research and Gender 
Analysis (PRGA) program, discussed below. 

In the 1980s, the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI), with the 
Women in Rice Farming Systems initiative (WIRFS),18 was a leader on women’s 
research (Chater and Carangal 1996, 9). In 1983, IRRI convened the first 
international gender conference within CGIAR on the theme of women 
in rice farming systems in Africa and Asia (Chater and Carangal 1996; van 
der Burg 2019). The related publication stressed the complexity involved in 
looking at social norms, family structures, and core social dimensions (e.g., 
caste, class, economic status, religion, ethnicity, and so on). It covered topics 
such as the exchange of rice seed through women’s communication networks 
and the involvement of female respondents in the enumeration of edible plants 
in Kalimantan (Dey 1985 and Warson 1985 in Jiggins 1986, 17). WIRFS, 
active from 1986 to 1996 (Kauck, Paruzzolo, Schulte 2010; van der Burg 
2018) had two objectives: to develop and test technologies that would benefit 

17	  Working Together—Gender Analysis in Agriculture (Feldstein and Poats 1989a, 1989b). Chapter 8 
comprises a case study of women in a rice farming systems project (Paris 1989, 209–239), as part of 
the work discussed in the next paragraph.

18	 WIRFS was set up to address the omission of any conscious effort to target research and extension 
efforts for women’s benefit. It was a part of the Asian Rice Farming Systems Network (ARFSN) 
(Chater and Carangal 1996).
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rural women in Asia and to instill an awareness of women’s needs in national 
agricultural research and extension systems (Chater and Carangal 1996, 41). It 
classified three kinds of technology19 to benefit women: labor-saving, knowl-
edge-based, and livelihood-oriented (ibid.). A key contribution of WIRFS, 
captured in the words of then IIRI Director General Swaminathan, was that it 

“fostered collaboration between social and biophysical scientists and translated 
insights from gender analysis into targeted actions to reduce women’s work and 
time burdens” (Kauck, Paruzzolo, and Schulte 2010, 5).

In 1985, two years after the conference on women in rice systems, a 
follow-up at the “senior-CGIAR level” was organized by the International 
Service for National Agricultural Research (ISNAR)—then a member of the 
CGIAR consortium—and co-sponsored by The Rockefeller Foundation (RF 
and ISNAR 1985).20 The conference—Women and Agricultural Technology: 
Relevance for Research—took place in Bellagio, Italy, and marked the beginning 
of a system-wide21 dialogue on gender. It focused on integrating women 
into the “modernization” of agriculture and user perspectives in technology 
development—those of women users in particular. Women were framed as 
farmers or beneficiaries of agricultural research. The concluding statement 
of the seminar affirmed gender as an important variable and confirmed the 
heterogeneity among women as users of technologies—as producers of crops 
and livestock; as participants on family farms in processing, marketing, storing, 
and preparing food; and as wage laborers and urban consumers. It articulated 
the need for a “do no harm” approach (van der Burg 2019). The longer-term 
strategy was to consider women in all phases of research and development, 
including feedback from female farmers (RF and ISNAR 1985; van der Burg 
2018). 

It is important to recognize CGIAR gender research in the 1970s and 
1980s as these researchers were pioneers who often had to navigate institutional 
hurdles to carve out space for their work. These initiatives got “women” and 

“gender” on the CGIAR research agenda and produced a diversity of studies. 
Key contributions of these early efforts to the evolution of CGIAR gender 

19	 Examples of the technologies they developed included ultra-lite and “extra-ultra-lite” rice 
transplanters, a micro rice mill, rice husk stoves, and training schemes on seed handling, as well 
as income-generating projects such as poultry-keeping in Thailand and glutinous rice in the 
Philippines (Chater and Carangal 1996: 41–46).

20	 Participants included directors-general or representatives from the international Centers, the 
CGIAR Secretariat, and the Technical Advisory Committee; the president and representatives 
of The Rockefeller Foundation; and experts with research experience on the role of women in 
agricultural development in less developed countries (RF and ISNAR 1985).

21	 Then referred to by CGIAR partners as “intercenter.”
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research include (a) impact studies looking at the effect of innovations on 
women and men, establishing gender as a variable; (b) user perspectives that 
enabled the development of technologies with women as a target group; and 
(c) farming systems approaches that viewed farmers as agents within their 
livelihood strategies, which led to the recognition of women and gender relations 
as part of different farming constellations (van der Burg 2019). Attempts to 
integrate gender starting from the mid-1980s started to question gender-biased 
assumptions and employ gender as a category of analysis within social science 
research (Kauck, Paruzzolo, Schulte 2010). They built a foundation of gender 
analysis as part of scientific capacities and systems and included more women 
farmers in agricultural research and development (ibid.). However, the depth 
and types of the studies from the 1970s into the 1990s varied considerably. For 
example, an International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) review of gen-
der-related research in livestock in the 1980s and 1990s observes that this did 
not use conceptual or theoretical tenets (e.g., in analyzing gender roles in small 
ruminants research) and that reference to women or gender relations tended to 
be “more rhetorical than empirical” (Tangka et al. 2000, 46). 

By the mid-1990s, two overview reports of CGIAR gender research had 
been produced that covered all gender research published in their respective 
periods (Feldstein 1995, 1998). Feldstein’s inventory for 1990 to 1995 
found that, when it came to gender-related research and gender training, 

“all Centers are doing something” (Feldstein 1995, 4). For that period, the 
inventory documented 140 gender-related studies from across CGIAR, with 
the International Food Policy Research institute (IFPRI) and the Center 
for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) being the most prolific, followed by the 
International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA) (ibid.). The follow-up 
inventory (1996–1998) observed progress in using gender analysis as a research 
tool, with the number of studies using gender analysis increasing to 207—a 
48 percent increase since the first review (Feldstein 1998). The International 
Water Management Institute (IWMI) had become a leader in publishing 
gender research, and there was increasing recognition throughout the system 
of the value of women’s contributions to agriculture and of the usefulness of 
gender analysis (ibid.). The review noted progress toward more proactive con-
sideration of gender relations in research, training, and dissemination activities, 
and that Centers were still developing approaches to gender analysis to fit their 
mandates (ibid.). The two reviews found the vast majority of CGIAR gender 
studies to be either characterization and diagnostic studies or on women-spe-
cific technologies. The second review saw an increasing number of methodol-
ogy development papers, adoption studies, and impact assessments as well as a 

10  Chapter 1



sharp increase in literature reviews, workshops, and seminars (Feldstein 1998). 
It was not until the later 1990s that more concerted programs began to emerge. 

Almost 20 years later, a 2016 evaluation recognized the significant 
bodies of work within CGIAR on women’s empowerment; collective action, 
nutrition, health, and food security; and gender norms and innovation (Baden 
et al. 2017). This kind of strategic gender research—that which moves beyond 
the commodity and natural resource domains of CGIAR Centers—has 
often been undertaken through multi-year cross-Center projects or programs. 
Examples of thematic research programs include Strengthening Development 
Policy through Gender and Intra-Household Research (IFPRI); the CGIAR 
System-Wide Program on Participatory Research and Gender Analysis (PRGA); 
Collective Action and Property Rights (CAPRi); the Gender, Agriculture, and 
Assets Project (GAAP), including the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture 
Index (WEAI) and its adaptations; GENNOVATE—on gender norms 
and innovation; and the Gender and Breeding Initiative (GBI).22 We 
elaborate on some of these here as examples; others—CAPRi (Chapter 7), 
WEAI (Chapter 9), GENNOVATE (Chapter 10 and Annex 3), and GBI 
(Chapter 2)—are discussed in more detail elsewhere.

IFPRI’s Strengthening Development Policy through Gender and Intra-
Household Research, which ran from 1992 to 2003, is a notable example 
of high-quality gender research (Kauck, Paruzzolo, Schulte 2010; van der 
Burg 2018, 2019). The program was an “example of the transformative use 
of sex-disaggregated quantitative data to assess and identify ways to reach 
gender equitable policy outcomes” (Kauck, Paruzzolo, Schulte 2010, 5). It 
began by testing economic models of household behavior, spurred by the 
development of the collective model of the household. The finding that 
individuals within households did not necessarily share the same preferences 
or completely pool resources—suggesting that it mattered who received cash 
transfers—had important implications for development policy. This led 
to an effort to test household models using sex-disaggregated primary data 
collected in four high-concentration countries and several other countries. A 

22	 GBI, led by the CGIAR Program on Roots, Tubers, and Bananas and the International Potato 
Center (CIP) (2016–2018) is notable in its tackling of the long-standing challenge of bringing a 
gender perspective and gender analysis to breeding research. GBI questioned and problematized 
the way in which breeding programs work, and this resulted in new approaches to product 
profiling and engagement with the populations that new varieties and breeds aim to serve. This 
is an example of how gender analysis can trigger institutional change in the sense of changing 
practices—in this case how breeding work is undertaken within CGIAR. For more on GBI, see 
Chapter 2 and http://www.rtb.cgiar.org/gender-breeding-initiative/
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2005 multi-country study measured the food policy response impacts of this 
program and found it was effective; its results were central to policy formation 
(ibid.).

Participatory research offered an exceptional entry point for gender analysis 
(see Sachs 1996; Okali 2012). A spearheading program on gender research 
began in 1997 with the CGIAR System-Wide Program on Participatory 
Research and Gender Analysis (PRGA).23 PRGA ran across three phases—
1997–2002 (phase 1), 2003–2007 (phase 2), and 2008–2012 (phase 3). By the 
time of the 2000 internally commissioned review (Prain et al. 2000), there 
was still a need to consolidate and more consistently integrate gender analysis 
into the participatory research component of the program. The second phase 
included a “deeper theoretical exploration of processes of transformational 
change… investigating lessons about gender-sensitive and pro-poor develop-
ment, strategies for change, multi-stakeholder development of food chains, 
and livelihood diversification” (CGIAR Science Council 2007). However, the 
second phase was critiqued heavily for focusing more on advocating for the 
mainstreaming of gender analysis rather than building a constituency of gender 
researchers within CGIAR (ibid.).24 The third phase strategic platform had 
three overarching themes: climate change, food security (building on its legacy 
of research on plant breeding and natural resources), and, despite the critique, 
gender mainstreaming. Perhaps the most significant contribution of PRGA 
was in relation to participatory plant breeding (PPB), outside of CGIAR. 
PRGA passed on small grants to partners and, while PPB did not take hold 
within CGIAR, it did externally: it was commended for success in main-
streaming gender analysis within the African National Agricultural Research 
Systems (ibid.).

The Gender, Agriculture, and Assets Project (GAAP)25 is a research initia-
tive making important contributions toward understanding the dynamics of 
gender assets in agricultural development programs. It looks at both tangible 
assets, including productive assets like land, livestock, labor, and finance, and 
intangible assets like social capital, social networks, and education. The first 
phase (2009–2013) was co-led by IFPRI and ILRI and worked with eight 

23	 For more on PRGA, see Gomez (2009). 
24	 This critique is contradictory to that of the internally commissioned review seven years earlier, 

which noted the need for advocacy and awareness-building to address entrenched gender 
blindness vis-à-vis research methods, including in research considered “participatory” (Prain et al. 
2000, 23).

25	 For more information see https://gaap.ifpri.info/
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development projects. Among other findings,26 the project supported the 
development of the asset, social capital, and time use components of the 
Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI).27 A 2014 evaluation 
articulates three main contributions of GAAP1 as shedding light on (a) the 
complexity and cultural specificity of both asset ownership (particularly 
joint ownership by women and men) and its contribution to women’s 
empowerment; (b) the unintended consequences produced by agricultural 
projects, which non-gender-sensitive outcome measures can mask; and (c) the 
importance of measurement of sex-disaggregated assets in agriculture projects 
to show how men and women make decisions and how to engage them more 
effectively (Firetail 2014). The second phase—GAAP228—began in 2016 and 
is ongoing: it builds on the phase 1 work with nutrition and income projects 
from South Asia and Africa south of the Sahara.

It is possible to link some of the more recent gender research to three 
CGIAR-wide ambitions29 to improve gender equality and inclusion within the 
portfolio: (a) gender-equitable control over productive assets and resources; (b) 
development and dissemination of technologies that reduce women’s labor and 
energy expenditure; and (c) women’s (and youth’s) equitable participation in 
decision-making. A comprehensive 2011–2015 review found that there had his-
torically been more research on the first and third points than on the second: 

“complex social change processes arising from technological change are not yet 
widely documented” (Baden et al. 2017, 26). 

To sum up, the history of gender research across the CGIAR system can 
be characterized as uneven, unstable, and enduring. Uneven, because it has 
evolved in fits and starts, with exciting moments of great potential often 
followed by fallow periods; Centers have also progressed at very different rates. 
Unstable, because progress has often been tied to specific funding or projects, 
research trends that are overshadowed by a subsequent trend, or thought 
leaders who eventually move on (see the detailed research reviews of the 1990s: 
Feldstein 1995, 1998). Finally, enduring, as gender research clearly has a long 
history within CGIAR and continues to grow in prominence: it has stood the 
test of time and progressed with the support of patient and persistent advocates. 

26	 For more on GAAP1 findings, see Meinzen-Dick et al. (2014a), Njuki et al. (2014), Quisumbing 
et al. (2015) and Johnson et al. (2016), among others. See also this technical guide produced by the 
project: http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/128594/filename/128805.
pdf

27	 See Chapter 9 for more on WEAI.
28	 Led by IFPRI.
29	  Within CGIAR, these are referred to as sub-Intermediate Development Outcomes, or sub-IDOs.

CGIAR research through an equality and empowerment lens  13

http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/128594/filename/128805.pdf
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/128594/filename/128805.pdf


Enduring also because it is possible to trace the CGIAR gender story, owing to 
the public nature of CGIAR research and the transparency and availability of 
evaluations, assessments, and reviews. The thematic chapters ahead will further 
elaborate substantive progress on gender research. 

Institutionalizing gender research within CGIAR

A number of assessments and reviews conducted since the 1980s have fueled 
waves of effort to institutionalize gender research within CGIAR. These 
underscore the vital nature of institutionalizing gender research and make 
recommendations as to how to proceed. The first review, in 1980, assessed 
the responsibility and value of the CGIAR system to the “most disadvantaged 
groups, including resource-poor farmers and women” (Consultative Group 
Meeting, October 1980, in van der Burg 2019, 41). The second review, a year 
later, was blunt in stating that women must be considered in agricultural 
production otherwise CGIAR risked reduced impact or the total failure of its 
programs (van der Burg 2019). In 1984, Janice Jiggins was commissioned to 
study gender impacts in CGIAR for a 1982–1988 CGIAR-wide assessment 
(ibid.). She concurred with the 1981 review: that CGIAR would not reach its 
goals if it did not take women’s roles in production and food systems seriously 
(Jiggins 1986; van der Burg 2018). What stands out in her revealing report 
are the institutional constraints to doing gender research within CGIAR. She 
found “in general a conservative record of hesitation and cautious exploration 
fueled mainly by donor-financed initiatives outside of core budgets and imple-
mented by temporarily attached staff. Moreover, there is much in the way the 
research process is organized and research criteria are derived which stands in 
the path of more substantive efforts” (Jiggins 1986, 9). Tellingly, the overall 
1982–1988 review reduced the detailed analysis in her paper to a single box 
(Anderson, Herdt, Scobie 1988).

Points raised in that study from over 35 years ago continue to be relevant 
today. For example, Jiggins lamented that, “it seems uncommonly hard to 
convince researchers that women possess skills, knowledge and experience 
which is not replicated in the knowledge and skills held by men and yet which 
is of use to breeders in the task of setting the research agenda (Fortmann 1981; 
Fresco and Jiggins 1985)” (Jiggins 1986, 16–17). Other critiques resurfaced 
in an internal PRGA review in 2000: “advocacy and awareness building are 
needed because of the entrenched nature of gender-blind research methods, 
even among researchers who consider their work to be participatory” (Prain et 
al. 2000, 23). An input paper for the 2008 review also found that some of the 
commissioned external program and management reviews claimed that “good 
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science was blind to gender” and that guidelines at the time were “silent on the 
need for attention to gender in the reviews’ assessments of the Centers’ science” 
(Gibbs 2008 in Kauck, Paruzzolo, Schulte 2010, 27). Clearly, epistemological 
biases remain strong and persistent. 

As early as 1995, reviews commended individual Centers for stand-alone 
efforts to institutionalize gender research: “ICRISAT [the International Crops 
Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics] and IRRI are incorporating a 
gender dimension in their priority setting… CIP [the International Potato 
Center] and ICRISAT now include a question concerning the gender impli-
cations of research and training in their project proposal or reporting forms” 
(Feldstein 1995, 7). However, system-wide this was not the case. It was not 
until 1990 that the first CGIAR Gender Program was put in place: this ran 
until 1996 and addressed both gender equality in the workplace and gender in 
research (Prain et al. 2000). After that, the two prongs of the program were 
separated: research through PRGA (see above) running 1997–2011 and the 
Gender and Diversity Program focusing on human resource issues running 
1999–2011. All these programs were voluntary and worked with interested 
Centers. 

Despite these efforts and some achievements, CGIAR has struggled to 
position and mainstream gender analysis, as can be seen in a Science Council 
comment: “there is need to accelerate gender analysis into the wider CGIAR 
system (across all research themes)… a real need for more focused research on 
gender analysis leading to mainstreaming gender analysis into all CGIAR 
research. This is not being achieved in the current PRGA program (nor was 
it achieved when the gender analysis was part of the Gender and Diversity 
program)” (CGIAR Science Council 2007, vii). An important independent 
review in 2008 concurred, noting that a pattern of “misplaced reliance by 
CGIAR leaders on sub-managerial staff functions has shunted responsibility 
for gender away from operations management and professional staff” (CGIAR 
Independent Review Panel 2008, 4, 46). The Stripe Review of the Social Sciences 
in CGIAR (CGIAR Science Council 2009) that followed also found that 
gender was not yet well integrated into CGIAR research. It remarked that 
there was little evidence of consistent attention to gender issues by senior-level 
Center or System management, either in research prioritization, research 
design, or performance monitoring. It also provided a gender-specific recom-
mendation that stated that, to “mainstream gender equity as a basic axiom of 
CGIAR research…. operationally, this requires managers take explicit respon-
sibility for gender equity in research…” (ibid., 60). This strong statement to 
leadership, along with an explicit recommendation in the 2008 review to adopt 
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a gender strategy and system-wide strategic objectives for gender integration 
with instruments to ensure accountability (CGIAR Independent Review 
Panel 2008, 12), paved the way for the advancement of gender research in the 
decade that followed. 

Optimistically, the 2008 review further observed a readiness to adopt 
both empirical (research-oriented) and institutional approaches—including 
a system-wide policy, strategy, and results framework—to gender main-
streaming within CGIAR (CGIAR Independent Review Panel 2008, 4, 48). 
Acknowledging champions and good work to date, it called for a shift from an 
advocacy-based approach reliant on personal persuasion to an accountability 
approach addressing institutional standards (ibid.). It framed an account-
ability approach as the “professional responsibility” of CGIAR leadership, 
linking it to development effectiveness, and insisted on the need to move 
beyond ad hoc efforts dependent on individual initiative toward embedded 
system-wide instruments (e.g., impact assessments) (ibid., 46–47). In 2010, 
the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) was commissioned 
centrally to undertake the CGIAR Gender Scoping Study (Kauck, Paruzzolo, 
Schulte 2010) to further inform the mainstreaming of gender across the soon-
to-be-developed CGIAR Research Programs (CRPs). Like earlier reviews, the 
scoping study acknowledged a number of strategic gender research initiatives 
but also observed that such initiatives were spotty and inconsistent. It 
concluded that there had been no attempts to embed gender analysis across 
the CGIAR system with proper resourcing and supported effort (ibid., 7). 
The scoping study confirmed that a CGIAR-wide gender policy—including 
gender strategies and action plans—was needed, and echoed that its absence 
was part of the reason for the mixed success (Kauck, Paruzzolo, Schulte 2010). 

At the same time as the scoping study, the decision to integrate gender 
system-wide was finally taken and the major task of gender mainstreaming 
began (Okali 2017). Since that decision, considerable strides have been made 
toward institutionalizing gender research, including (a) the development of 
CGIAR-wide and CRP gender strategies, accompanied by budget allocations 
and operational plans; (b) the integration of gender equality in the overall 
CGIAR-wide Strategy and Results Framework; (c) the cultivation of a sys-
tem-wide Gender Network and later Platform; and (d) the hiring of gender 
researchers and the appointment of gender research coordinators. We look at 
some of these elements in the paragraphs to come. However, it is worth noting 
that this system-wide gender mainstreaming effort within CGIAR came very 
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late relative to gender initiatives in development more broadly—over 16 years 
after gender mainstreaming30 was introduced in Beijing.31

A key milestone in institutionalizing gender equality was the first 
CGIAR-wide Gender Strategy,32 put in place in 2011 for all CGIAR Centers, 
CRPs, the Consortium Office, and Center Boards. It included objectives, 
deliverables, and accountability mechanisms with related timelines. The 
overall objective in relation to research was “to improve the relevance of 
CGIAR research to poor women as well as men (reduced poverty and hunger, 
improved health and environmental resilience) in all geographical regions 
where the work is implemented” (CGIAR Consortium Board 2011, 5). It 
acted as a systematic roadmap for all Centers and CRPs to develop their own 
strategies. As part of the Gender Strategy, a system-wide gender advisor was 
appointed on a part-time basis, tasked with initiating a Gender Network 
and with supporting gender researchers and CRPs in strengthening their 
gender strategies (CGIAR Consortium Board 2011). As such, gender staffing 
and coordination were also starting to be strengthened. The 2017 gender 
evaluation referred to the CGIAR-wide Gender Strategy as having “played 
a catalytic role” in getting gender on the CGIAR research program agendas 
(Baden et al. 2017, xiv).

30	 The aim of gender mainstreaming was ambitious: to fully integrate gender equality concerns 
into “analyses and formulation of all policies, programmes and projects; initiatives to enable women 
as well as men to formulate and express their views and participate in decision making across all issues” 
(Mukhopadhyay 2016, 78). The most often-used definition of gender mainstreaming in inter-
national development stems from the Economic and Social Council 1997 and reads as follows: 
“Mainstreaming a gender perspective is the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any 
planned action, including legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy for 
making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, implemen-
tation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres 
so that women and men benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve 
gender equality” (United Nations 1997, 1, in e.g. Moser and Moser 2005, 2).

31    The 1985 United Nations Conference on Women in Beijing, marking the end of the United 
Nations Decade for Women (1976–1985), marked a turning point for gender and development, 
introducing gender mainstreaming and framing the next decade or more of gender and devel-
opment work. Women’s rights became central and gender mainstreaming was taken on board 
as a bold new strategy (Mukhopadhyay 2016) with transformative potential. This was based on 
recognition that policymaking and institutions reproduced gender inequalities and needed to be a 
part of addressing them (van Eerdewijk 2016).

32	 The CGIAR Consortium Level Gender Strategy (CGIAR Consortium Board 2011) addressed 
both gender mainstreaming in research, and gender and diversity in the workplace (at the 
Centers), as mutually reinforcing branches of an integral plan (Baden et al. 2017). We focus on the 
gender mainstreaming in research component, as justified earlier in the chapter.

CGIAR research through an equality and empowerment lens  17



To adhere to the CGIAR-wide Gender Strategy, all CRPs developed 
gender strategies over the period 2011–2013.33 These included (CGIAR 
Consortium Board 2011): 

•	 An evidence-based statement providing justification and rationale as to why 
gender should be addressed within the domain of the CRP; 

•	 Gender-responsive goals and objectives of the program; 

•	 A description of impact pathways with explicit attention to gender; 

•	 A description of gender activities; 

•	 A description of the monitoring and evaluation system in place to track 
progress; 

•	 A budget; 

•	 A management system; and

•	 A review of capacity within the CRP for gender analysis and gender research. 

The gender strategies the Centers and CRPs developed distinguished 
between gender-integrated and gender-specific (or strategic) research. In 
addition, many sought to differentiate gender research along a gender 
awareness continuum from gender-blind to gender-aware, and from accom-
modative approaches that work within existing gender relations to those that 
are transformative—that is, actively working to transform existing gender 
relations.34 

In 2016, these gender strategies were referred to and further articulated 
as part of the proposals for a second phase of the CRPs, including a gender 
narrative and a gender annex, which operationalized the plans. The gender nar-
ratives in these proposals covered issues such as gender in the program’s theory 
of change; summaries of key publications and knowledge generated on the 
theme to date (e.g., throughout the first phase of the related research program); 
an explanation of how gender is integrated into the CRP; and staff and partner 
gender research capacities. The annexes were concise overviews that brought to 
the fore aspects such as how gender would be integrated substantively into the 
Research Programs’ thematic areas (flagships), as well as necessary institutional 

33	 More precisely, this concerned all phase 1 CRPs, which ran from 2011 to 2016. Phase 2 CRPs ran 
from 2017 to 2021. (See Annex 1: CGIAR background.) 

34	 Otherwise stated, gender accommodative approaches treat gender as a variable, whereas gender 
transformative approaches are systemic in nature (van der Burg 2019).
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dimensions such as meeting staffing needs, gender budgeting, gender advisor 
representation on management committees, and so on. 

In 2016, six years after the decision to mainstream gender, CGIAR com-
missioned a thorough assessment of its gender research and gender equality 
in human resources. This evaluation, the most recent to date, found that the 
system-wide Gender Strategy35 had “largely achieved its purpose of catalyzing 
gender mainstreaming in research” across CGIAR (Baden et al. 2017, 22). 
However, the CRP gender strategies were described as “overly ambitious and 
thus difficult to fulfil in relation to the resources that were available, and 
which fell significantly short of original expectations” (ibid., 22). The report 
concedes that, despite their “piecemeal nature,” system-level decisions created 
incentives for gender integration and laid the basis for accountability mecha-
nisms to ensure that CRPs delivered on their gender commitments. It further 
recommended that CRPs update their strategies, bearing in mind resources 
available and adjusting ambitions accordingly. Allocating appropriate, realistic, 
and sufficient budgets for gender research and integrating gender into other 
agricultural and environmental research remain a challenge: budget allocations 
for both strategic gender research and gender-integrated research are critical.

Some CRP gender strategies were indeed updated and further refined 
and developed during CRP phase 2 implementation. Another important 
milestone in this phase was the embedding of gender (and youth36) inclusion 
as a cross-cutting theme in the 2016–2030 CGIAR Strategy and Results 
Framework, which set the objectives for that phase and beyond. Gender and 
youth inclusion were identified as a key ambition37 for CGIAR research. 
This explicit articulation of gender research ambitions in strategic planning 
provided institutional anchoring. Most recently, the One CGIAR38 framework 
has elevated institutional commitment, with gender equality, youth, and social 

35	 The report refers to this as the “Consortium Level Gender Strategy” (CGIAR Consortium 
Board 2011).

36	 The linking of gender to youth has been debated and criticized, with good reason. The 2017 
CGIAR gender evaluation report remarks that the conflation of youth and gender in the Strategy 
and Results Framework (SRF) and CRP gender strategies is “unhelpful to the conceptual clarity 
needed to support gender mainstreaming” (Baden et al. 2017, 22).

37	 CGIAR refers to these key ambitions as Intermediate Development Outcomes (IDOs). The 
Gender and Youth Inclusion IDO has three sub-IDOs: gender-equitable control over pro-
ductive assets and resources; the development and dissemination of technologies that reduce 
women’s labor and energy expenditure; and women’s (and youth’s) equitable participation in 
decision-making.

38	 One CGIAR is described as a “dynamic reformulation of CGIAR partnerships, knowledge, assets 
and global presence.” It comprises a sharper mission statement, unified governance, institutional 
integration (regarding policies, services, and regional presence), a new research modality, and 
more and pooled funding. For details see https://www.cgiar.org/impact/one-cgiar/
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inclusion as one of five impact pillars. This important milestone marks how, 
after decades of effort, gender equality has finally moved to the center of the 
CGIAR research and impact agenda.

As discussed earlier, coordination among gender researchers grew from 
a network focused on institutional issues into the CGIAR Collaborative 
Platform for Gender Research, and then into the GENDER Platform. This 
responded to one of the recommendations in the 2010 review, to institute a 
platform for gender knowledge-sharing and collaboration (Kauck, Paruzzolo, 
Schulte 2010). In around 2014, more concerted efforts began to hire social sci-
entists, gender researchers, and post-doctoral fellows,39 with the aim of building 
a critical mass of gender experts and responding to growing demand for gender 
integration in agricultural and environmental research. Alongside this develop-
ment, each CRP appointed a gender research coordinator to participate in sys-
tem-wide discussions among gender researchers. Even though gender expertise 
was still heterogeneous across the CRPs, with an overreliance on junior staff 
(Baden et al. 2017), the growing institutional commitment, including the hiring 
of gender staff, fueled further coordination system-wide on gender research, 
strategies, and institutional concerns. 

To sum up, developments in institutional support and the advancement of 
gender research and gender equality itself are inextricably entwined. As such, 
assessments and reviews have articulated the need to address and remove institu-
tional stumbling blocks within CGIAR over and over again, with increasingly 
compelling arguments, vigor, and specificity. Gender researchers, individual 
Centers, and other champions have advocated and fought for the recognition 
of gender research and continue to push the needle. But institutional anchoring 
is necessary to safeguard progress and avoid the risk of advances remaining ad 
hoc, ephemeral, and reliant on individual motivations. Looking at the institu-
tionalization of CGIAR gender research, it has clearly been something of a slog 
since the 1980s. Yet persevere it has. In fact, the speed of institutional progress 
over the past 10 years is quite remarkable given the late and cumbersome start. 
Today, gender analysis is being positioned within the established research 
agendas of these international agricultural and environmental research centers 
and programs. This strengthened institutional support creates space for gender 

39	 The CGIAR Gender Post-Doctoral Fellowships Program awarded 18 2-year social science fellow-
ships over 2 calls (in 2015 and 2016). The intention was for these young professionals to develop 
unique expertise “on the job” and apply gender analysis in technical research on agriculture and 
natural resource management. For more on the Program see  https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/
handle/10568/108588/CGIAR%20Gender%20Research%20Action%20Plan-Fellowship%20
Program_Brief3.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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research, as the growing number of gender-related or gender-integrated publica-
tions, research projects, and programs shows. Nonetheless, as the 2017 review 
states, “the process of institutional mainstreaming is ongoing, and incentives, 
accountability systems, resources and networks are needed to retain the growing 
momentum” (Baden et al. 2017, xiii). Institutional challenges persist. In partic-
ular, norms and practices, which include long-standing biases as to what consti-
tutes knowledge and “good science,” remain a challenge. This goes hand in hand 
with recognizing and revaluing qualitative alongside quantitative research, and 
the social sciences alongside the technical or life sciences. Overcoming implicit 
epistemological preferences and biases is a next obstacle. 

Part 2: Guide to reading this book
Here we provide guidance on reading this book. We begin by defining key 
concepts and positioning the work. We then introduce the thematic chapters 
and their contributions to the book as a whole. Finally, we provide some insights 
and analysis on the evidence base for the chapters. 

Conceptual positioning 

Two concepts at the heart of this book are gender equality and women’s empower-
ment—concepts that tend to surface in similar research, policies, or debates. Some 
chapters in the book focus on gender equality; others take women’s empowerment 
as central. Despite this variation, the chapters share conceptual foundations 
in their understanding of gender equality and women’s empowerment. Both 
concepts are concerned primarily with gender as a social marker, manifesting itself 
in social hierarchies affecting the lives of women and men. Both are concerned 
with the power imbalances, and the resulting inequalities and disempowerment—
and hence with gender as a social relation. Both also express a more desirable state, 
where gender as a social relation no longer limits people’s lives. 

Gender equality refers to: 
“the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women and men 
and girls and boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will 
become the same but that women’s and men’s rights, responsibilities 
and opportunities will not depend on whether they are born male or 
female. Gender equality implies that the interests, needs and priorities 
of both women and men are taken into consideration, recognizing the 
diversity of different groups of women and men. Gender equality is 
not a women’s issue but should concern and fully engage men as well 
as women. Equality between women and men is seen both as a human 
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rights issue and as a precondition for, and indicator of, sustainable 
people-centered development.”40 

The understanding of gender equality and women’s empowerment in this 
book problematizes and challenges unequal power relations between, and 
among, women and men. Gender inequality and women’s disempowerment are 
understood in terms of unequal social relations and hierarchies, rather than as 
a characteristic of individual women, or concerning only women. And, while 
recognizing gender as a primary social marker and conceptualizing it as a social 
relation, both concepts acknowledge the diversity and heterogeneity among 
women and among men. We return to this point about intersectionality later.  

Gender and development work uses many frameworks, from the Harvard 
Analytical Framework41 of the 1980s to the Gender and Development 
Framework42 (Moser and Levy 1986) and the Social Relations Framework43 
(Kabeer 1994), among others. In this book, we analyze gender equality and 
women’s empowerment outcomes against the backdrop of the Reach-Benefit-
Empower framework (Johnson et al. 2018). This framework comes up in 
several thematic chapters and is useful for categorizing interventions in terms 
of the types of gender outcomes aimed for or realized (see also Danielsen et al. 
2018). It distinguishes between agricultural interventions aimed at reaching, 
benefiting, or empowering women. Interventions focused on reaching women 
tend to assess women and men’s participation in (project) activities, whereas 
strategies designed to benefit women emphasize outcome indicators, such 
as income, productivity, or assets. The third category, interventions that 
aim to empower women, however, focuses on “outcomes that are inherently 

40	 https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/mod/glossary/view.php?id=36&mode=letter&hook=G&so
rtkey=&sortorder= 

41	 Developed initially by a team at Harvard University—C. Overholt, M. Anderson, K. Cloud, J. E. 
Austin—and published in 1985, the Harvard Analytical Framework (also referred to as the Gender 
Roles Framework) was developed at the request of the World Bank and in collaboration with the 
United States Agency for International Development as an assessment on women in development 
projects. It comprises a set of data collection and analysis tools to analyze gender roles and access 
to and control over assets. 

42	 The Gender and Development Framework for gender policy and programming focused on 
women’s triple roles—reproductive, productive, community management—making a distinction 
between women’s practical and strategic needs, and women’s interests (Moser and Levy 1986). 
It redirected attention from women to gender relations and recognized the inherent male bias of 
efficiency approaches (Elson 1991; Moser 1993; Miller and Razavi 1995) that shifted the costs 
of welfare to the household, where women did a greater share of labor and thus bore the brunt of 
such initiatives.

43	 The Social Relations Framework squarely shifted attention to gender relations, rather than men 
and women’s roles in development, and positioned gender relations as relations of power (Okali 
2012): “… do not make the assumption that raising women’s productivity is simply a matter of 
reallocating resources, nor will reallocating resources to women necessarily lead to women’s equality or 
autonomy” (Kabeer 1994, 97).
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empowering (e.g., women’s agency), inherently disempowering (e.g., gender-
based violence, time burden) or indicators of women’s position relative to men 
(e.g., degree of control over income, participation in joint decision making, 
gender-asset gap)” (Johnson et al. 2018, 5). The CGIAR Research Program on 
Fish Agri-Food Systems further developed the original framework to include 

“transform” as a fourth change category, to emphasize interventions that aim 
to transform constraining gender norms, attitudes and behaviors towards those 
that support gender equality (CGIAR Research Program on Fish Agri-Food 
Systems 2017; Kleiber et al. 2019). Figure 1.2 presents the adapted framework, 
including transformation as a fourth dimension. In our understanding of 
gender equality and women’s empowerment, they are both concerned with 
shifting and transforming the (formal and informal) structures that underpin 
inequalities and the marginalization and disempowerment of women.

Our understanding of empowerment is informed by Naila Kabeer’s concep-
tualization as “the expansion of the capacity to make strategic and meaningful 
choices by those who have previously been denied this capacity, but in ways 
that do not merely reproduce, and may indeed actively challenge, the struc-
tures of inequality in their society” (Kabeer 2017, 651). Specifically, we use the 
following definition of empowerment: 

“… the process by which those who have been denied the ability to 
make strategic life choices acquire such an ability… The ability to 
exercise choice incorporates three inter-related dimensions: resources 

FIGURE 1.2  Gender outcomes typology
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Source: Kleiber et al. (2019) and CGIAR Research Program on Fish Agri-Food Systems (2020) based on Johnson et al. (2018).
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(defined broadly to include not only access, but also future claims, to 
both material and human and social resources); agency (including 
processes of decision making, as well as less measurable manifestations 
of agency such as negotiation, deception and manipulation); and 
achievements (well-being outcomes)” (Kabeer 1999, 435). 

Empowerment refers to processes and outcomes shaping women’s capacity 
to make strategic life choices that take place at individual, relational, and 
structural levels (Hillenbrand et al. 2015). Empowerment is multilevel 
and multidimensional, encompassing a number of often-interlinked social, 
economic, and political dimensions. Women’s—and men’s for that matter—
experiences of empowerment or disempowerment vary across different 
societal domains in their lives, including the household, the community, the 
market, and the state (Kabeer 1999; van Eerdewijk et al. 2017).   

Each thematic chapter focuses on particular aspects of women’s 
empowerment or gender equality—for example choice and power to choose 
(Chapter 2); participation (Chapter 4); agency, decision-making, work burden, 
access to and use of productive resources, and collective action (Chapter 7); 
decision-making and the division of labor and resources (Chapter 5); or ways 
of measuring or assessing changes in different domains of women’s empower-
ment (Chapter 9). Others argue for a shift in how a theme is approached—for 
example, embedding gender perspectives more meaningfully within seed 
system development to move beyond simply “reaching” women as beneficia-
ries (Chapter 3); iterating between feminist analyses and natural resource 
discourses to the benefit of both (Chapter 6); reframing studies on the “femi-
nization” of agriculture to instead interrogate gender equality advances or lost 
ground in rural transformation processes (Chapter 8); or getting to the roots 
of gender inequality and using approaches that address structural change 
(Chapter 10).

To come back to diversity and heterogeneity among and between women—
as well as men—different women experience inequalities in different ways, 
depending on their age, race, class, marital status, caste, religion, ability, 
position within the family, education, or sexual orientation. Empowerment 
and gender equality are fundamentally entwined with other intersecting axes 
of social power relations, and women—just like men—are a socially hetero-
geneous group (Colfer, Basnett, Ihalainen 2018). Whereas feminist thinking 
has introduced gender as a concept so as to be able to analyze women’s dis-
empowerment and the inequalities they experience, this by no means implies 
that gender is the only basis on which these are experienced. Intersectionality is 
hence a core concept to underline and unpack how such other social markers 
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intersect with gender in hierarchies, inequalities, and marginalization. It 
draws attention to the intertwining effects of multiple deprivations and over-
lapping disadvantages, and warns of the risks of reducing all analysis of and 
approaches to gender inequalities to “gender alone.” Such intersecting inequal-
ities mean that different women may face different constraints and have 
different opportunities.  Intersectionality is also a key concept as it allows 
and calls for a more explicit understanding of how intersecting social markers 
and inequalities affect the most marginalized groups of women (Yuval-Davis 
2006; van Eerdewijk et al. 2017).  

In our understanding of gender equality and women’s empowerment for 
this book, the change that is entailed is inherently transformative in nature. 
Empowerment is directly tied to inequalities and disempowerment, and the 
ways in which women previously lacked “the capacity to make strategic and 
meaningful choices”; gender equality and women’s empowerment directly 
challenge the structural inequalities and the way power operates in women’s 
lives (Kabeer 2017; van Eerdewijk et al. 2017). Gender equality and women’s 
empowerment are, however, not always, or often not, approached and used in 
this way. The depoliticization, technocratization, and instrumentalization of 
core feminist concepts as empowerment has turned them into “light” versions, 
which emphasize women’s individual self-improvement rather than collective 
transformative struggle. This is problematic, because it isolates women from 
the social inequalities that govern their lives; these versions tend to end up 
trying to “fix women” or, alternatively, leaving the responsibility for change in 
their hands while institutional dimensions go untouched and unquestioned 
(Batliwala 2007; Batliwala and Dhanraj 2007; van Eerdewijk 2016; Cornwall 
2018).44 

Navigating the chapters 

This book comprises nine thematic chapters. What all of them have in 
common is a fresh analysis of evidence related to the theme tackled, which is 
reviewed using a gender equality and women’s empowerment lens, responding 

44	 In fact, after its introduction in mainstream development in the 1990s, the term “empowerment” 
was widely adopted, and in the process co-opted, diluted, and watered down. “Light” versions of 
empowerment tend to emphasize economic aspects of gender equality and empowerment over 
other elements, and often focus on measurable and tangible dimensions. Women’s empowerment 
is not the only transformative concept that, in its introduction to and uptake in research, institu-
tions, and development, has become subject to “discursive ambiguity” (Eyben 2010, 57), and “sim-
plification” and “sloganization” (Cornwall, Harrison, Whitehead 2007a, 4). It is in this “struggle 
for interpretive power” (ibid.) that the intentional and explicit positioning of our understanding of 
gender equality and women’s empowerment gains significance. 
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to the guiding question of the book: How does agricultural and envi-
ronmental research and development contribute to gender equality 
and women’s empowerment? We begin with a set of themes under which 
technical topics have integrated gender (breeding, seed systems, value chains). 
We then move into themes where gender analysis is well integrated and even 
pivotal to the theme (nutrition-sensitive agriculture, climate adaptation and 
mitigation, natural resource governance). Finally, we have a set of strategic 
gender-specific themes (the feminization of agriculture, assessing women’s 
empowerment, gender transformative approaches). Roughly sketching the 
progression of chapters, gender analysis becomes a more integrated and signifi-
cant component of the theme as we move further into the book. 

Chapter 2 tackles gender in a long-standing and foundational domain 
within CGIAR: breeding. Animal and plant varieties developed are key 
technologies that CGIAR contributes as international public goods to 
agricultural development internationally. This chapter—Examining choice to 
advance gender equality in breeding research—zeroes in on the work done to 
integrate gender into breeding programs. It dissects the institutional dimen-
sions of breeding research, investigating in detail the steps needed to advance 
toward gender equality, starting at the beginning: with setting breeding 
objectives. The chapter not only points to critical entry points for considering 
gender along the breeding cycle but also explains the implications of inte-
grating gender needs, preferences, and constraints for institutional practices 
in breeding.

Chapter 3 focuses on seed, as a vital and first component of food systems. 
The chapter examines how gender equality and women’s empowerment are 
or could be connected to seed system development and performance, and vice 
versa. This chapter—Moving beyond reaching women in seed systems develop-
ment—examines work from across CGIAR on this relatively new domain for 
gender research. The chapter finds that seed system interventions often reach 
women, and that some may benefit them. However, stronger recognition of 
women’s involvement and leadership in seed production and management 
would offer further benefits (like access to quality seed) as well as opportuni-
ties for empowerment outcomes. That said, the latter is not well documented 
in most seed systems research. Gender norms and power asymmetries demand 
attention for seed system interventions.  

Chapter 4 draws on 20 years of research on gender and value chain 
development, bringing critical analysis to a theme that virtually all CGIAR 
research programs cover. This chapter—Promise and contradiction: Value 
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chain participation and women’s empowerment—finds evidence on the com-
plexity of the relationship between participation in value chain development 
and women’s empowerment. Participation can be empowering by enhancing 
positioning, social capital, confidence, skills, and leadership; it can be dis-
empowering through loss of control over production processes, loss of social 
status, exploitative labor conditions, marginalization, and time poverty. And 
it is both at the same time. Gains in one aspect of women’s empowerment do 
not necessarily coincide with gains in another, and the broader socio-political 
and economic context—including the structure of the value chain and gender 
relations and norms in households, communities, and society at large—plays 
a role in mediating this. Notably, the chapter finds that most interventions 
with empowerment outcomes have a deliberate, and often exclusive, focus on 
women and gender relations. 

Chapter 5 re-examines the body of work on gender and nutrition, putting 
gender equality at the center of analysis, rather than positioning it as an 
instrumental means to achieve nutrition objectives. This chapter—Nutrition-
sensitive agriculture for gender equality—digs into a domain that has long been 
associated with women and the household. It finds that most nutrition-sensi-
tive agricultural programs (NSAPs) are gender accommodative (work within 
existing gender norms) rather than transformative in nature. Where inter-
ventions do consider gender relations, they tend to aim to “reach” or “benefit” 
women, but rarely to empower them. Where empowerment is an objective, 
poor implementation—lack of intentionality and consideration of an impov-
erished range of empowerment domains—often leads to failure. Where 
NSAPs do empower women, monitoring, evaluation, and learning systems are 
unlikely to capture this. The chapter outlines features emerging from NSAPs 
with the most potential for empowerment outcomes.  

Chapter 6 goes beyond agriculture per se, entering into a second major 
research domain within CGIAR, that of natural resources. This chapter—A 
gender-natural resources tango: Water, land, and forest research—reviews sig-
nificant research from within CGIAR and beyond. It explores and critically 
analyzes how gender research paves the way for analysis of social and political 
dimensions of natural resource management. The field’s shift from manage-
ment to governance, and then to plurality of rights, not only opened up space 
for gender analysis but also proved to be a “game-changer”: it enabled better 
understanding of how inequalities based on gender and other social markers 
played out around natural resources so they could be addressed. The chapter 
underscores the need to go further in tackling root causes and systemic 
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barriers to gender equality and women’s empowerment, including through 
stronger synergies between research for development agendas on natural 
resources and feminist approaches. 

Climate change research, including climate-smart agriculture, is a more 
recent, but critically important, topic for CGIAR. Chapter 7 re-examines and 
reframes work on gender and climate change in the light of gender equality 
objectives. Climate change research and interventions tend to be systemic in 
nature—looking at human and natural conditions and focused on increasing 
resilience and reducing vulnerability for climate change adaptation and 
mitigation. This chapter—From vulnerability to agency in climate adaptation 
and mitigation—emphasizes women’s agency in relation to climate resilience 
and the role of collective action in supporting enhanced agency. The chapter 
argues that the next generation of climate change research will need to do 
more than diagnose women’s vulnerability or understand gender differences 
in perceptions and impact of and response to climate change. The focus must 
shift to understanding how to promote gender equality and increase climate 
resilience. 

Chapter 8—From the “ feminization” of agriculture to gender equality—
looks at bigger picture trends and drivers of rural transformation that affect 
the livelihoods of rural women and men, including migration, war, and 
conflict; the commercialization of both large-scale and smallholder agri-
culture (including value chain development); technologies and innovation; 
and climate change. This chapter unpacks how the term “feminization of 
agriculture” is used and reviews state-of-the-art research, looking at the 
impacts of these rural transformations on both women and men in terms of 
labor patterns and workload, decision-making, and/or management roles and 
visibility. It sets a clear and comprehensive research agenda along two lines. 
The first is about reconceptualizing the feminization of agriculture and more 
systematically and comprehensively measuring the domains in which gender 
equality is advancing (or not) amid the process of rural transformation. The 
second is about addressing data gaps with improved measures. Importantly, 
the authors make a call to broaden the scope to look beyond agriculture and 
explore what else may be empowering for women, or other domains that may 
(better) advance gender equality for rural men and women. 

Chapter 9—Assessing women’s empowerment in agricultural research—
reviews, compares, interrogates, and reflects on key qualitative and quantita-
tive measures of empowerment developed and used within CGIAR and more 
broadly. Assessment can advance women’s empowerment, especially when 
done in ways that engage with existing inequalities and challenge obstructive 
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power relations. How empowerment is conceptualized and operationalized 
can limit or enable the extent to which both institutional dimensions of 
inequalities and change, as well as immaterial aspects such as norms and sense 
of self, come into the analytical frame. The chapter challenges practitioners 
and researchers to shake free of instrumental uses of assessments of “empower-
ment” and to return to its political and transformative foundations. It reflects 
on the challenges in assessing women’s empowerment, from the difficulties 
of capturing certain aspects of empowerment over others (e.g., economic 
versus psychological) to the politics and complexity of measurement over the 
dynamics of space and time. The ways in which the research process contrib-
utes to gender equality are central.

Chapter 10—Toward structural change: Gender transformative approaches—
pulls together relatively recent pilots, think pieces, and research, arguing for 
approaching gender analysis and gender and development differently. It calls 
for CGIAR researchers to go beyond gender integration and start engaging 
with deeper inequalities—like entrenched gender norms as to how women 
and men can/should behave—including institutional constraints to this. In 
addition to a clear articulation of the distinctive features and ambitions of 
GTAs, the chapter’s value lies in the timely collection and review of emerging 
studies on actual experiences with and outcomes of GTA efforts. A challenge 
for work on gender norms and for GTAs is that, despite recognizing the need 
for structural change, they tend to focus on norms and local dynamics, rather 
than engaging with structural issues and trends, especially beyond local scales. 
This chapter, particularly in the research agenda laid out, calls for scaling up 
(and out) of GTAs, including these higher-level issues. 

The evidence 

All thematic chapters described above are based on extensive literature reviews. 
At the end of each chapter, just before the reference list, the reader will find 
four visuals that aim to provide an impression of the coverage of the evidence 
on which the chapter discussion and conclusions are based. These visuals 
consist of: 

•	 A map that illustrates the geographies of case studies in the cited 
publications; 

•	 A pie chart that shows the proportion of publications from the CGIAR 
versus those with other institutional origins (non-CGIAR); 
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•	 A second pie chart showing the methodology used in the publications 
reviewed—whether the publication is based on qualitative, quantitative, or 
mixed-methods data, or methodological in nature (citations that do not fit 
into these categorizes are considered "other"); and 

•	 A timeline illustrating when the papers reviewed were published. 

Here, we briefly synthesize the compiled coverage of evidence from across 
all chapters, offering visuals that represent the book as a whole (see Annex 3 
for details). 

To begin, Map 1.1 illustrates where the studies cited are located 
geographically. 

Unsurprisingly, geographic coverage of the evidence is uneven globally, 
with more studies across the book coming from Asia and East Africa: India 
(92 publications), Bangladesh (83), Kenya (69), Uganda (67), and Nepal 
(57) are the most cited. However, there are significant variations from one 
chapter to another, with clusters of studies linked to specific themes. In 
considering the evidence, this variation—the regional specificities—needs to 
be weighed against more generalizable trends in drawing conclusions. The 
geographic prevalence of studies cited may correspond loosely with either 
having CGIAR Centers based there (e.g., Bangladesh, Ethiopia, India, Kenya) 
or being priority countries for CGIAR research or donor investments. It may 
also reflect data limitations, with more studies possible in countries where 
the sex-disaggregated data exist. Next generations of gender research in agri-
cultural and environmental domains may want to consider the geographies 
studied in order to build up a body of work in specific regions or to break new 
ground by venturing into less-known terrain. Annex 3 provides more detail 
on the geographies and variations across the thematic chapters. 

A second visual pertains to the institutional origins of the reviewed 
studies: CGIAR versus non-CGIAR. Writing teams reviewed both CGIAR 
research, from 1 or more of the 15 CGIAR Centers, as well as key studies 
carried out and/or published elsewhere. A publication was considered to be 
CGIAR if (a) one of the co-authors was based at a CGIAR Center at the time 
of publication; (b) the publication was funded by a CGIAR Center or a CRP; 
or (c) it was published by CGIAR. Figure 1.3 shows that a slightly higher 
proportion of the studies cited are from CGIAR sources. All chapter teams 
began with a wide outreach within CGIAR for related publications so the 
visibility of CGIAR publications is not surprising and was, in fact, purposive. 
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Literature reviews were not intended to be exhaustive but rather a (re-)exam-
ination of evidence on key CGIAR gender research themes using a gender 
equality and women’s empowerment lens.

While Figure 1.3 illustrates the overall institutional origins across the 
book as a whole, it does not show variations across the chapters. Comparing 
the chapter-specific pie charts, it is evident that some chapters rely more on 
CGIAR research than others. This speaks to both the methodologies used 
for the literature reviews and the evidence available within CGIAR and 
externally on each theme, as well as the maturity of the theme—that is to say, 
how long it has been studied. In some domains, CGIAR emerges as a clear 
thought leader; for others, it is one contributor among many.

A third category for consideration of the evidence is the research 
methodology of the studies cited: qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods, 

methodological, and “other.”45 The research methodologies for all studies 
cited in the book are compiled here in one pie chart (see Figure 1.4). Note that 
Figure 1.4 does not capture the size or scale of the studies. 

More than half of the publications (56 percent) reviewed are qualitative 
studies; about 15 percent are quantitative and 20 percent use mixed methods. 

45	 The category “methodological” refers to publications that deal with methodological issues or 
approaches. The “other” category includes guidance documents, presentations, reviews, indices, 
analytical frameworks, brochures, manuals, webinars, PowerPoint presentations, interviews, and 
documents that do not fall into the other categories distinguished.

FIGURE 1.3  Number of studies by institutional origin (N=970)

461 509

Non-CGIAR    CGIAR

32  Chapter 1



Just a handful are methodological and less than 10 percent fall into the “other” 
category. Interesting to note is the variation across themes, which can be seen 
when comparing chapter-specific pie charts. Overwhelmingly, the chapters 
rely on qualitative publications; however, Chapter 5 (nutrition-sensitive 
agriculture) and Chapter 8 (“feminization” of agriculture) are exceptions: they 
refer more to quantitative publications than to qualitative work. Chapter 4 
(value chains) has the highest number of mixed-method studies cited (43) and 
the highest proportion of mixed-methods studies overall (32 percent). 

While gender researchers advocate for more mixed-methods research, the 
studies available seem to be limited for most themes explored in this book. 
That a limited proportion of studies are mixed methods in character—at 
best between 21 and 32 percent—is relevant for CGIAR research because it 
speaks to ongoing discussions on the value of interdisciplinary approaches 
and mixed methods. Some thematic domains may be more or less amenable 
to mixed-methods studies. The low number of mixed-methods studies may 
also be because CGIAR research is most often published in journals, with 
specific audiences and limited word counts. Accordingly, researchers may send 
a quantitative paper to one journal and a qualitative paper to another; this 
may not show if papers are part of a mixed-methods study. There is room for 
further exploration of opportunities for more mixed-method studies and why 
they are (or are not) undertaken. 

Finally, we consider the timelines of cited studies reviewed. The 
timelines visually represent the publication periods for the citations in each 
chapter and are compiled for all chapters in one graph (Figure 1.5).  

FIGURE 1.4  Number of cited studies by research methodology (N = 970)
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For all chapters, unsurprisingly, a significant proportion of the citations 
are from the past 10 years (the periods 2011–2015 and 2016–2021). However, 
some themes have a longer history within CGIAR, with the work on gender 
and natural resources (Chapter 6) standing out: its citations extend back 
before 1990. Other themes have emerged more recently (e.g., climate adapta-
tion and mitigation, Chapter 7). Some themes, while more recently emerging, 
draw significantly from past research, for example that of gender dynamics in 
seed systems (Chapter 3) or on GTAs (Chapter 10). Figure 1.5 also illustrates 
the total number of publications reviewed per chapter.

Part 3: Analyzing and reflecting on the book 
chapters 
To begin this part of the chapter, we draw out the main conceptual threads 
along which the book’s nine chapters engage with the key question of how 

FIGURE 1.5  Timeline of cited studies in this book per chapter
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agriculture and natural resource management research and development 
contribute to women’s empowerment and gender equality. We look to the 
chapters to see what we are learning in relation to the core question of this 
book, drawing out several conceptual threads. We then turn our attention to 
a forward-looking gender research agenda and considering what is needed to 
make it effective, before sharing concluding reflections.

Gender equality through agricultural and environmental 
initiatives: conceptual threads

First, we synthesize whether and how agricultural and environmental research 
contributes to gender equality and women’s empowerment. We then reflect on 
three interrelated conceptual threads emerging from the chapters: on conceptu-
alizing beyond the individual, beyond the material; on bringing “bigger picture” 
trends into focus; and, finally, on inequalities and intentional approaches. 

CHANGE HAPPENS, BUT NOT ALWAYS AND NOT AUTOMATICALLY

The chapters show that agricultural and environmental research and devel-
opment approaches and interventions can, and do, lead to empowerment and 
gender equality outcomes for women. Women’s engagement as seed producers, 
for example, can enhance their confidence and status in the community and 
household, contribute to increased income, and enhance their decision-mak-
ing in the household. Nutrition-sensitive agricultural programs can and do 
lead to women becoming more able to make decisions in the household, and 
may increase their control over assets and affect perceptions of their abilities. 
Climate change adaptation strategies can promote women’s participation in 
household decision-making, on agricultural production as well as income or 
children’s education. Climate-smart agriculture (CSA) technologies, more 
specifically, can potentially have empowering effects by reducing women’s 
workloads. Value chain participation and value chain development interven-
tions do lead to increases in women’s social capital, confidence, leadership, and 
overall positioning, as well as increased power in household decision-making 
and enhanced status for women, and sometimes to shifts in gender norms. At 
the level of communities or rural institutions, women can gain more access to 
agricultural enterprises and bodies that govern community resources, or the 
production and management of seed; some women also have more voice in their 
management and can take on formal and informal leadership positions in such 
institutions. In short, a range of empowerment and gender equality outcomes 
are found across the thematic domains covered in this book.
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Yet the chapters all underscore that agricultural and environmental develop-
ments and interventions also have negative effects on women’s empowerment, 
and, worse, can actually exacerbate gender inequalities. Negative effects include 
increasing women’s workload, in the context of nutrition-sensitive agricultural 
programs or as a result of climate change adaptation strategies. Such increases to 
the labor burden, and women’s subsequent time poverty, are common because 
broader shifts in the gender division of labor—including men taking on larger 
shares of reproductive work—typically do not occur. Other prominent disem-
powering effects concern women’s loss of control over agricultural production 
processes, in the context of, for instance, value chain development strategies. 
Critical, yet often undocumented, disempowering effects include increases in 
household conflict and intimate partner violence. These occur, for instance, if 
men feel threatened or insecure when patriarchal gender norms—regarding 
paid work, women’s household and reproductive labor, their mobility, and their 
interactions outside the household—are challenged and start to shift. Also 
at the community level, changes in women’s positions, self-confidence, access, 
and “power to” can, unfortunately, lead to stigmatization of women who are 
perceived as having crossed boundaries. 

The review of existing evidence not only illustrates the empowering and 
disempowering effects of agricultural and environmental development but 
also, strikingly, demonstrates that these two effects can happen at the same 
time. There is a need for explicit attention to these often-contradictory effects. 
Improvements in one dimension of empowerment can be accompanied by 
deterioration in another; positive changes at the household level can corre-
spond with negative changes in, for instance, value chain or natural resource 
governance. Moreover, and maybe even more importantly, across all thematic 
domains, it is clear that positive and empowering effects do not happen auto-
matically. The extensive literature reviewed across the nine thematic chapters 
confirms the validity of the Reach-Benefit-Empower-Transform framework, 
and underscores that, “reaching women does not ensure that they will benefit 
from a project, and even if women benefit […], that does not ensure that they 
will be empowered” (Johnson et al. 2018, 5). Increased opportunities to earn 
can translate into control over that income and a larger say in household 
decision-making—but often do not. Participation in training can offer 
women opportunities to use newly acquired knowledge—for instance on 
the use of new technologies—but women are too often unable to use their 
new knowledge. Changes in women’s involvement and participation in seed 
production and management, in value chains, in CSA, or in forest or water 
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management can contribute to shifting perceptions and attitudes on appropri-
ate work, roles, and leadership potential for women—but often do not. 

ON CONCEPTUALIZING BEYOND THE INDIVIDUAL, BEYOND THE MATERIAL

The simultaneous and often contradictory positive and negative empowerment 
outcomes of agricultural and environmental development interventions, and 
approaches, underline the pivotal importance of explicit and comprehensive 
conceptualizations of gender equality and women’s empowerment. This means 
positioning the type of change underway and articulating a theory of change 
vis-à-vis how transformative change comes about. We highlight two steps in 
this direction: (a) look beyond the individual and (b) look beyond the material. 
The first step requires looking at changes in gender equality and women’s 
empowerment at three levels: the individual,46 the relational, and the systemic 
(Hillenbrand et al. 2015; Lombardini, Bowman, Garwood 2017; van Eerdewijk 
et al. 2017; Lombardini and McCollum 2018). The second step takes informal 
and ideational aspects into account. This mainly means considering social and 
gender norms and attitudes (at the systemic and relational levels) and self-con-
fidence and critical consciousness (at the individual level) (Rao and Kelleher 
2005; Wong et al. 2019). 

The nine thematic chapters reveal that the existing literature tends to 
conceptualize women’s empowerment and gender equality in quite narrow 
ways, focusing most commonly on individual-level material gains for women. 
Most of it focuses on what individual women have, do, use, control, gain, or 
lose (e.g. income, knowledge, skills, assets, time, and so on). The dimensions of 
empowerment considered often derive from the logic of the field, for example 
value chain studies looking at market indicators or nutrition studies focusing 
on nutrition-related ones. The choice of indicators is different if the starting 
point is a comprehensive understanding of gender equality and empowerment, 
and exploring how agriculture and natural resource management and interven-
tions contribute to this (or not). Combined, these shortcomings of individual, 
sector-driven conceptualizations and indicators constrain our ability to under-
stand women’s empowerment as a process of social change that goes beyond 
individual self-improvement and “fixing the women” (see also Chapters 4, 6, 9, 

46	 Lombardini, Bowman, Garwood (2017) differentiate between three similar level: personal, rela-
tional, and environmental. It is worthwhile to note that their understanding of “personal” refers 
to immaterial aspects (“within the person […] changes in how a woman sees herself, how she considers her 
role in society and that of other women, how she sees her economic role, and her confidence in deciding and 
taking actions that concern herself and other women”, p. 6). Our understanding of the individual level 
encompasses both material and immaterial dimensions. This is also the case for the relational and 
systemic levels. 
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and 10; van Eerdewijk et al. 2017; Wong et al. 2019). In a variety of ways, the 
nine chapters go “beyond the individual,” drawing attention to relational and 
systemic levels of gender equality and women’s empowerment.

At the relational level, the role and engagement of men and other influential 
household or community members come into the frame. In the context of 
NSAPs (Chapter 5), for instance, recognition of the importance of involving 
men in nutrition training or in gender awareness interventions, rather than 
exclusively targeting women, is growing. Similarly, in the context of climate 
change adaptation (Chapter 7), participatory and collective action approaches 
engage with men’s roles and their responses to changes in women’s incomes 
or resilience. In so doing, these approaches seek to overcome the resistance of 
men and other power-holders to gender equality by encouraging recognition 
of women’s realities and challenges, and through discussion of patriarchal and 
constraining attitudes and norms. Engagement of men and boys in change 
means exploring how they can become allies in transforming power relations 
toward gender equality, rather than acting as gatekeepers of the status quo in 
the context of male power and dominant masculinities (Levtov et al. 2014; 
Edström et al. 2015; van Eerdewijk et al. 2017). Women’s relations with 
partners, relatives, and/or community members also feature prominently in 
gender transformative approaches (see Chapter 10). GTAs position them-
selves against an exclusive focus on interventions that engage women only as 

“atomized units”; they often promote transformative learning within as well as 
between individuals. 

The third level of gender relations—systemic—requires looking at the 
institutional and structural arrangements under which women live, work, and 
shape their lives. The thematic chapters speak to the systemic level in various 
ways. Chapter 6 on natural resources explicitly argues for the need to “fix the 
system.” Women’s access to and use and control of (irrigation) water, forest 
resources, or land tenure rights are shaped and constrained, and can be enabled, 
by informal and formal factors of their governance, at community as well as 
macro levels. These include legal regulations, policies, customary law, local 
rules in resource user associations, or social relations that recognize or deny 
the use of certain resources by certain groups. These systemic factors in rural 
institutions also affect women’s voice in decision-making on such resources, 
with trends toward privatization and commercialization often contributing to 
exclusion and marginalization. Chapter 3 highlights how institutional factors 
in seed governance and management are key to the lack of recognition and 
further exclusion of women, which directly undermines their benefits and 
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empowerment. On the positive side, stronger engagement of women in seed 
management, and in particular their voice and leadership in decision-making, 
carries potential for benefits from seed system and other empowerment indi-
cators, as has been most visible in farmer-managed systems and participatory 
breeding programs. 

The systemic nature of gender relations and inequalities also manifests 
itself in gender norms. Here, the second step comes into play: going beyond the 
material by taking into account the informal and immaterial. Social norms 
on gender are featuring ever-more prominently in gender research in agricul-
tural and environmental domains; recognition is increasing that underlying 
structural barriers, in particular patriarchal norms, hamper women’s ability to 
adopt and benefit from technological innovations, their expanding engagement 
in formal employment, or their leadership positions. Gender norms47 are 

“collectively held expectations and beliefs as to how women, men, girls and boys 
should behave and interact in specific social settings and during different stages 
of their lives” and “are key aspects of institutional structures that shape the 
empowerment of women and girls” (van Eerdewijk et al. 2017: 35, 40). Despite 
norms being key dimensions of social practices, they are often largely ignored in 
AR4D. Chapter 10 discusses how GTAs identify and focus on gender norms as 
leverage for transformative shifts in underlying structures and barriers, a point 
that resonates across many other thematic chapters. 

The immaterial is also at play in how perceptions and stereotypes of what is 
appropriate for women’s work shape whether women’s labor is recognized, what 
(paid) jobs women have access to, how much they are paid (Chapters 4 and 
8, for instance), and how perceptions of “who is the farmer” overlook women 
and act as a barrier to them being approached and included as farmers and 
farm managers (Chapter 3) or agents of change in climate change adaptation 
and mitigation (Chapter 7). At an individual level, the immaterial is a core 
dimension of women’s empowerment and change toward gender equality: it 
relates directly to self-confidence and self-esteem. Shifts toward a critical con-
sciousness are not only at the heart of women’s empowerment—as in women 

47	 Gender norms pertain to, among others, women’s behavior and interactions outside the 
household, assumptions about their reproductive labor and responsibilities, beliefs about male 
authority and women’s submissiveness, and perceptions of women’s leadership and decision-mak-
ing capacities or of appropriate benefits and assets to be owned or controlled by women, and to 
the acceptability of harassment of and violence against women in public and private spheres. 
Gender norms are a critical enabling (or disabling) factor affecting agricultural livelihoods and are 
determinants of the distribution of (material) benefits and resources. Social norms on gender are 
dynamic and context-specific and present in all domains of social life: in families, communities, 
the state, private companies, and modern development organizations (Wong et al. 2019; Badstue 
et al. 2020). 
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gaining power within—but also key to women jointly organizing and engaging 
in collective action to challenge power hierarchies—women’s power with 
(Batliwala 1993, 2007; Cornwall and Edwards 2014; van Eerdewijk et al. 2017). 
We come back to collective organizing below.

The different chapters highlight different ways of going beyond the indi-
vidual and the material; together, they illustrate and indeed underscore that an 
answer to the core question of the book requires a comprehensive conceptual-
ization of gender equality and women’s empowerment. Women’s empowerment 
and gender equality occur when shifts happen across different levels (individ-
ual, relational, and systemic), and when they encompass both material and 
immaterial, and formal and informal, dimensions.

ON BRINGING “BIGGER PICTURE” TRENDS INTO FOCUS

The comprehensiveness of the conceptual frameworks pertains not only to the 
conceptualization of empowerment and gender equality but also to the extent 
to which the bigger picture comes into view and is interrogated. The chapters 
point to the commercialization of agriculture (of both large-scale agriculture 
and smallholder farming), climate change, migration, and conflict and inse-
curity as larger and fundamental structural processes that affect women and 
men’s lives, and shape processes of gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
These trends, and in particular commercialization and privatization, are man-
ifestations of neoliberal 48 logics that have come to dominate economic trends 
and public policies. In this book, several chapters use the term “neoliberal,” 
for example when discussing the limits of value chains for advancing gender 
equality (Chapter 4) or in lamenting the development of natural resources 
thinking (Chapter 6). Neoliberal logics manifest themselves in the context of 

“markets” but also in relation to challenges to measuring women’s empower-
ment (Chapter 9) and in laying out the limits of individual and instrumental 
approaches to make the case for GTAs (Chapter 10).

In the seed sector, privatization poses challenges to gender equality, as 
most formal seed systems—private and public—fall short in reaching women 
smallholder users and producers, let alone meeting their needs and preferences. 

48	 “Neoliberalism” is a term used to refer to “a macroeconomic doctrine [… that includes] a valorization of 
the private enterprise and suspicion of the state, along with what is sometimes called ‘ free-market fetishism” 
(Ferguson 2009, 170). It is also used to refer to “a regime of policies and practices associated with or 
claiming fealty” to this doctrine, which in practice have come down to “loss of public services, and a 
general deterioration of quality of life for the poor and working class” (ibid., 170). In addition, “neolib-
eralism” is used to describe “the deployment of new, market-based techniques of government within the 
terrain of the state itself ”, with new public management techniques applied so that “core functions of the state 
[…] are ‘run like a business’” (ibid., 170–171; Eyben 2013).

40  Chapter 1



Promising pathways for women’s empowerment emerge when women are 
engaged as seed producers, although gender inequities in the market affect 
these pathways and outcomes (Chapter 3). The observed finding of simulta-
neous empowering and disempowering effects surfaces prominently in the 
context of commercialization. Whereas commercialization opens up formal 
employment or income generation opportunities for women in commercial 
and smallholder agriculture, the terms under which women participate in 
value chains or agricultural markets can be biased and gender-unequal. Market 
logic and inequalities constrain women’s empowerment gains in income, 
professional confidence, or control over productive assets; examples of these 
constraints include insecure and temporary contracts, gender wage gaps, poor 
working conditions, and gender segregation of tasks. These constraints hamper 
the empowering effects of income earning on, for instance, women’s bargaining 
power in the household and in value chains/markets. Both Chapter 4 (on value 
chains) and Chapter 7 (on the feminization of agriculture) further conclude 
that the impacts of such trends—commercialization and privatization—are 
affected by, and contingent on, existing gender relations, inequalities, and 
patriarchal structures. In addition, empowerment benefits gained through 
women’s participation in value chains or commercial smallholder agriculture 
do not necessarily mean that these biased market and societal inequalities are 
being challenged and addressed. 

An important driver of rural transformation is climate change, and it has 
both direct effects on agricultural productivity, livelihoods, and natural 
resources and indirect effects that occur as a result of adaptation responses. 
Climate change has different impacts on women and men, and can alter gender 
relations. Climate change adaptation and mitigation responses, in turn, also 
affect gender inequalities and women’s empowerment. Migration is a third 
trend, and has implications for both agricultural and environmental develop-
ment, and women’s empowerment and gender equality. Migration patterns are 
of particular significance when economic transformations and crises, combined 
with declining agricultural productivity and landholding sizes, translate into 
the out-migration of men and young people. Such out-migration directly 
affects labor patterns in agriculture, and may or may not be accompanied 
by changes in control over assets and women’s say in household and farming 
decisions. Trends of women being left behind in rural areas and agriculture, 
with men moving to cities to earn a living, raise questions as to whether agri-
culture as a sector is actually empowering at all. Finally, conflict and insecurity 
are important drivers of rural transformation and are likely to disrupt the 
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functioning of markets, shift labor patterns, constrain women’s mobility and 
affect their safety, and lead to (gendered) migration. Research on conflict and 
insecurity in relation to rural transformation and gender (in)equality has been 
limited and merits more consideration.

These “bigger picture” trends and shifts, and their negative and under-
mining effects on gender equality and women’s empowerment, raise critical 
questions as to how to interpret specific positive and empowering improve-
ments in women’s employment, income, or technology adoption, given that 
they are at the same time accompanied by declines in resilience and increases 
in wage or asset gaps. They also raise questions as to what “women’s empow-
erment” means in the context of commercial markets that are driven by neo-
liberal logic, including the extent to which further incorporation of women 
into these labor markets is expected. Is it possible to challenge and address 
the embedded power inequalities and imbalances? It is clear that individual 
empowerment gains alone are insufficient to effectively challenge the broader 
inequalities that constrain women’s choices and lives and are exposed when we 
look also at “bigger picture” trends.

ON INEQUALITIES AND INTENTIONAL APPROACHES

The final conceptual thread that merits explicit attention here highlights the 
importance of recognizing gender as a social relation, thus embedded in power 
relations and inequalities. To be able to make sense of whether agricultural 
and environmental research and interventions contribute to gender equality 
and women’s empowerment, it is essential to explicitly consider and address 
power and inequalities. Agricultural and environmental research and inter-
ventions occur in a context that is characterized by structural constraints, 
power imbalances, and the disempowerment of women. Whether, when, 
and how they successfully contribute to gender equality and empowerment 
outcomes is contingent on pre-existing inequalities, based on gender and its 
intersections with other social markers, in the household, the community, 
and the economic and political domains. This is further shaped by rural 
transformations that in themselves entail power shifts across many levels, 
and that interact with efforts to advance women’s empowerment and gender 
equality. In this dialectical interplay and complex context, research and 
development interventions can either exacerbate inequalities and contribute 
to disempowerment or have positive empowering effects. Because the desired 
gendered effects and empowerment outcomes of agricultural and environ-
mental research and interventions do not happen in a vacuum, approaches 
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and interventions need to be intentional in recognizing, and then overcoming, 
prevailing imbalances (see also van Eerdewijk et al. 2017). 

From the chapters, two approaches that engage intentionally with power 
inequalities and dynamics stand out: gender transformative approaches 
(GTAs) and women’s collective action and organizing. Both are proposed as 
necessary and effective approaches to promote women’s empowerment and 
gender equality in agricultural and natural resource management. GTAs 
target gender norms as underlying structural barriers to women’s empow-
erment and social change. With this focus on the immaterial and systemic, 
GTAs explicitly seek to bring about more sustainable and lasting shifts 
in women’s agency and in gender relations, including positive changes in 
women’s decision-making, control over assets, and the division of productive 
and reproductive labor between women and men. Because gender norms 
are collective held beliefs and values that transpire in dominant masculine 
behavior, GTAs not only address attitudes and beliefs but also actively 
engage with men and masculinities. By focusing on underlying barriers that 
are limiting women’s expression of agency, GTAs challenge watered-down 
versions of empowerment. Further, their often-participatory tools and 
methods promote women’s—and men’s for that matter—reflection and trans-
formative learning, which can strengthen their critical consciousness, “power 
within,” and agency. 

Women’s organizing and collective action feature in interventions 
that contribute to women’s empowerment in, for instance, seed systems, 
climate change adaptation, or NSAPs. Women’s group-based programming, 
combined with approaches that engage with masculinities and exclusionary 
norms, has been a key factor in the realization of empowerment outcomes 
in NSAPs. In climate change adaptation, strategies that promote women’s 
organizations and groups lead to empowerment outcomes, and in particular 
strengthen women’s voice, shift their sense of self, and contribute to overcom-
ing patriarchal gender norms. The significance of women’s organizing and 
collective action for promoting empowerment underlines the importance of 
women’s agency and voice—rather than a narrow concern with individual 
choice—so that women can gain control over their lives and futures (see also 
van Eerdewijk et al. 2017). However, not all interventions promoting women’s 
organizing activate this potential, and some risk “using” women’s groups in an 
instrumental way to facilitate access to resources and services. Moreover, the 
inclusive character of collective action groups is a key concern: not addressing 
inequalities between women in women-only groups can lead to the exclusion 
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of poorer, less educated, and marginalized women, or to them benefitting 
less (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2014b). It is possible to leverage the transformative 
potential of these strategies only when they are recognized and employed 
as feminist strategies for change that challenge and overcome power imbal-
ances. As with GTAs, such collective organizing approaches must further 
engage with macroeconomic dimensions of power shifts and transformation 
processes, including the disempowering effects of climate change, privatiza-
tion, and commercialization.  

To conclude, we return to and elaborate a figure from earlier in the chapter. 
Figure 1.6 shows the conceptual threads on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment that emerge out of the gender research in CGIAR, and its 
shows that the bigger picture trends are (to be) part and parcel of that research. 
The Figure also seeks to capture that gender research and the emerging 
insights and threads are, in turn, part of and shaped by, not only the larger 
research environment, but also these “bigger picture” trends like privatization 
and migration. Against that background of influences, the conceptual threads 
emerging from the nine thematic chapters are translated into imperatives that 
frame a future-oriented research agenda, which is presented in the next and 
final section of this chapter.

FIGURE 1.6  Situating the content of this book

CGIAR Institutions

Bigger Picture

Agricultural and Environmental Research on Gender Equity and
Women’s Empowerment

Nine 
themes

Conceptualizing change
Beyond the individual:
• Relationships
• Systems

Beyond material:
• Norms
• Critical consciousness
• Assumptions 

Imperatives for a future-
oriented research agenda

• Feminist politics
• Complexity
• Methodological innovation 
• Interdisciplinarity

privatization

commercialization

climate change

migration

conflict and insecurity
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Toward a next-generation gender research agenda 

Here we build on the gaps and priorities outlined in the thematic chapters, 
and set the course for a forward-looking gender research agenda by fore-
grounding “meta-level” gender research questions that cut across the agricul-
tural and environmental domains. With those research questions in mind, we 
turn our attention to how to advance this agenda, by articulating imperatives 
for effective and transformative gender research. We then point to the institu-
tional implications of embracing this research agenda and the imperatives, and 
call for addressing lingering institutional constraints that persist in hindering 
progress. We close the chapter with some final observations to further support 
a next generation of gender equality in agricultural and environmental 
research. 

META-LEVEL GENDER RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Now is the time to be bold and transformative in articulating a next genera-
tion of gender research, and to advance and do justice to the fascinating and 
revealing gender work undertaken since the 1970s. This foundation, coupled 
with the firm delineation of gender equality as an impact area, can act as a 
springboard for CGIAR to lead in norm-busting, path-breaking transforma-
tive gender research in agricultural and environmental development. Core to 
a next-generation gender research agenda is a sharper focus on transformative 
change. This entails further engagement with both the relational and the 
systemic levels of gender equality and women’s empowerment, as well as the 
ideational, immaterial, and informal dimensions. Another critical element is 
to move beyond pilot or project-level analysis to understand gender equality 
and women’s empowerment at scale. This speaks to the tough-to-crack rela-
tionship between context specificities and, more generalizable conclusions and 
broader trends. Three sets of research questions that follow start exploring 
these less explored elements.

Gender research is context-specific, and this context specificity remains 
critical to understanding local social and gender dynamics, including gender 
relations, social norms, and power structures. To advance the gender research 
agenda and enhance the transferability of evidence, we need to develop 
conceptual frameworks and shared methods that can be implemented across 
different contexts but that at the same time allow for local contextualization 
of the learning. It will also be necessary to unpack the relevance of conclusions 
beyond specific contexts, and the variability between and within different 
contexts. The mixed evidence emerging from the rich, often case-study based 
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existing body of knowledge calls for research designs and analysis that move 
beyond specific settings, and advance insights into how gender equality and 
empowerment outcomes vary by context and for different groups of women 
and men (e.g., by age, socioeconomic status, and other social categories) within 
the same contexts. Leading research questions that merit further exploration 
include the following: 

•	 Under what conditions do agricultural and environmental programs and 
policies have (dis)empowering outcomes?

•	 How are patterns of empowerment (or disempowerment) outcomes related 
to specific agricultural and environmental contexts? 

•	 How are these (dis)empowerment outcomes and processes experienced by 
different groups of women (and men)? 

Answers to this set of questions will lead to sharper articulations of the type 
of change required and will inform interventions to advance gender equality 
and women’s empowerment through agricultural and environmental initiatives. 

A second set of research questions seeks to relate what is happening in 
specific sub-systems—like a value chain or seed system, in nutrition interven-
tions, or related to the governance of natural resources—to the dynamics of 
broader rural transformations within which women and men, their house-
holds, and communities live.  

•	 Which broader trends—within and beyond agricultural and environmental 
domains—affect gender equality and women’s empowerment most signifi-
cantly, and in what ways? 

•	 Specifically, how do these broader rural transformations—economic, institu-
tional, and environmental—enhance or narrow down the options, outcomes, 
and resilience of women and men?

•	 Which entry points can harness the potential for positive gender equality 
and women’s empowerment outcomes within these broader rural 
transformations? 

•	 How can adaptation to (or mechanisms used to cope with) these broader 
rural transformations sustainably contribute to women’s empowerment and 
gender equality? 

Research on how broader processes of rural transformation interlock to 
produce and reinforce disadvantage is key, as is reflection on how to harness 
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the potential that these transformations may unlock. Interestingly, and perhaps 
unsurprisingly, “analysis of rural transformations and their gender implications” 
was identified as a comparative advantage for CGIAR gender work (Baden et al. 
2017, 27). More evidence to identify the conditions under which rural transfor-
mations increase gender equality is needed, particularly where agrarian change is 
unfolding in conflict and post-conflict situations or where migration is a factor. 
This prominent set of questions is about addressing the systemic inequalities 
that constrain progress on gender equality—looking to the systemic level for 
insights into transformative change. They connect individual, relational, and 
systemic change and look at the relationship between specific contexts and more 
systemic change—and in particular push for future research to explicit position 
itself in and interrogate macro-level trends of rural transformation.

The third set of questions is about intentional approaches to gender 
equality and women’s empowerment, and the challenges involved in scaling 
them. Building on the premises above, intentional approaches should be explicit 
in how they offset both the negative effects of broader rural transformations 
(as well as climate change and other macro-processes) and the potential disem-
powering effects of interventions and research themselves. This combines com-
prehensive insight into existing power inequalities with an explicit articulation 
of gender equality and women’s empowerment as core objectives in their own 
right. A body of work has been developing over the past 10 years within CGIAR 
and more broadly on gender transformative approaches (see Chapter 10). Work 
and research on collective action has also been present and evolving across the 
CGIAR for many years now. More understanding is critical on how approaches 
that explicitly seek to address systemic inequalities fare (and work). 

•	 How does gender transformative change happen in different contexts?

•	 How/when can interventions support processes of gender transforma-
tive change?

•	 How to activate the transformative potential of collective action to 
strengthen women’s voice and agency and contribute to overcoming patriar-
chal gender norms? 

•	 How to address inequalities between women in women-only groups and 
challenge and overcome power imbalances?

•	 How can GTAs and collective action challenge systemic gender inequalities 
and reverse the negative effects of broader trends?
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•	 (How) can inclusive, context-specific, and localized approaches interrelate 
with more generic “broad-brush” approaches generally necessary for scal-
ing-up, without losing their critical edge and transformative potential? 

These sets of meta-level questions offer direction in the move toward a robust 
next-generation gender research agenda in the agricultural and environmental 
spheres. Such a research agenda is ambitious: it must meet the expectations of 
the women and men it is meant to serve, of the dedicated gender researchers 
working in agricultural and environmental domains within CGIAR and 
beyond, and of the partners and donors who provide resources. To be impactful, 
it must be grounded in sincere and profound institutional commitment, 
including the introspection and self-reflection called for by GTAs.

IMPERATIVES FOR GENDER RESEARCH IN THE AGRICULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL DOMAINS

In consciously “flipping the frame” and positioning women’s empowerment and 
gender equality at the center of agricultural and environmental research and 
development, this book sharpens analysis to focus on achieving meaningful 
transformative and empowering change. Reframing inevitably exposes the con-
straints of prevailing paradigms and approaches. Two cross-cutting imperatives 
for further research efforts crystallize. 

Embrace complexity and feminist politics

Gender relations are complex and messy: “Conflicts of interest between men 
and women are unlike other conflicts, such as class conflicts. A worker and a 
capitalist do not typically live together under the same roof, sharing concerns 
and experiences and acting jointly. This aspect of ‘togetherness’ gives the gender 
conflict some very special characteristics” (Sen 1990, 147). Recognition of the 
complexities and specificities of gender relations in agriculture and in resource 
governance demands that researchers and their institutes boldly (re-)embrace 
a feminist research agenda. Adopting empowerment and equality as primary 
topics of inquiry is critical, as is the assessment of related outcomes in their own 
right, not merely as a means to an end. This may include more attention for 
critical consciousness and women’s collective action; and a focus on changes in 
norms and values and in relationships that are often less visible, less tangible, 
and thus more difficult to measure. Approaches and interventions that address 
men and masculinities are an integral part of a feminist agenda (Cole et al. 2015; 
Farnworth et al. 2020)—for example, how to engage with men and power-hold-
ers to overcome resistance to gender equality at household, community and 
organizational/institutional level(s). 
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The growing hunger for critical approaches that push the boundaries is 
palpable, yet neither new nor easy: “feminists and some gender advocates have, 
since the 1970s, fought to retain a transformative agenda” (Okali 2012, 3). To 
be effective, agricultural and environmental gender research must not shy 
away from a feminist, transformative agenda that interrogates and confronts 
power and politics—whether between women and men, within households, 
communities, and countries, or between different groups in a community. 
Moving forward, CGIAR gender researchers will do well to engage with 
feminist research beyond their own agricultural and environmental domains 
to stay conceptually sharp and effective. Engagements in these broader feminist 
debates—in particular engaging with feminist thought leaders from the Global 
South—will be critical to making meaningful, fresh, and up-to-date contribu-
tions that advance the field. Exciting, cutting-edge work from Afro-feminists is 
flourishing, including work exploring decolonization with a feminist lens (e.g, 
Tamale 2020) as well as an important and innovative “reading of patriarchy… 
well beyond the exploitation of women”49 emerging from feminist scholars and 
activists worldwide. Keeping abreast of such developments, engaging with them, 
and positioning CGIAR gender research vis-à-vis other feminist research are 
all critical.

Catalyze methodological innovation and interdisciplinarity

Building a transformative agenda entails making choices on methods and 
methodologies. The choice and use of quantitative and qualitative methods 
and measures affect the knowledge generated; they also reflect which voices 
and perspectives are recognized as valid and knowledgeable (Newton et al. 
2019). Making choices on methods and methodologies includes consideration 
of the paradigms and approaches that emerge, gain space and recognition, and 
often dominate empirical research on specific themes. Methodological and 
epistemological preferences and biases reveal the power dynamics at play and 
the politics of measurement—a point featuring prominently in the thematic 
chapters calling for greater recognition of qualitative research and, in particular, 

49	 Renowned development anthropologist, Arturo Escobar commented on this in 2018, in reference 
to the work of Claudia von Werlhof, Maria Mies, Veronica Bennholdt-Thomsen, Silvia Federici, 
Barbara Duden, and Frédérique Apffel-Marglin. He noted that related perspectives were found 
in the work of Vandana Shiva, Carolyn Merchant, Australian ecofeminists Ariel Salleh and Val 
Plumwood, and political ecologist Wendy Harcourt, and that some of these approaches increas-
ingly dovetailed with Latin American decolonial and autonomous feminists like María Lugones, 
Rita Segato, Raquel Gutiérrez Aguilar, Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, Betty Ruth Lozano, Sylvia 
Marcos, Aura Cumes, Julieta Paredes, Aída Hernández, Yuderkis Espinosa, Diana Gómez, Karina 
Ochoa, Brenny Mendoza, Rosalba Icaza, Karina Bidaseca, and Ochy Curiel.
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of participatory and action learning methodologies (see also Cole et al. 2014; 
Morgan 2014; Nazneen, Darkwah, Sultan 2014). Many chapters underline 
and reinforce the need for more mixed-methods research, to take advantage of 
the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methods. Action-oriented, 
participatory methods with multiple actors (such as researchers, diverse local 
groups, non-governmental organizations, local authorities, government, etc.) 
may contribute to understanding and addressing the underlying causes of 
women’s disempowerment and gender inequalities, especially to unearth 
structural barriers (e.g., Newton et al. 2019). An imperative for researchers 
is to widen the analytical frames, so as to explore non-conventional domains, 
question common assumptions, and be open to different kinds of evidence on 
how gender relations are changing. Prioritizing interdisciplinarity, addressing 
epistemological biases, and promoting the use of mixed methods are integral to 
invigorating a new wave of methodological innovation.

These two imperatives challenge barriers and biases that hamper or 
undermine further and meaningful integration of women’s empowerment and 
gender equality into AR4D. They provide a foundational positioning to the 
robust and innovative directions of a gender research agenda that this moment 
demands: one with an intentional and explicit focus on gender equality and 
empowerment. The feminist politics and methodological innovation called 
for also reveal institutional barriers that constrain (but can also enable) that 
transformative and robust gender research agenda. Thus, there is a need for 
institutional change in AR4D, including in how research institutes function, 
to support and promote this forward-looking research agenda. 

INSTITUTIONAL IMPLICATIONS FOR CGIAR: “WALKING THE TALK” 

Any serious consideration of the systemic levels involved in gender equality 
and women’s empowerment inevitably puts the spotlight on agricultural and 
environmental research itself, including the CGIAR Centers and Research 
Programs where research is undertaken. The final, tricky and perhaps 
sensitive, though nonetheless critical, aspect of a next generation of CGIAR 
gender research is that of tackling organizational and institutional change 
within research institutions themselves. Analysis of the developments in 
gender research from a feminist perspective shows that, despite significant 
progress since the 1980s, the challenges to institutionalizing gender research 
in CGIAR are striking. Gender researchers have struggled to carve out space 
and have their contributions valued and recognized. Indeed, “… feminist 
advocates have changed their approaches, but institutional change continues 
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to be elusive (except in a few corners)” (Mukhopadhyay 2016, 77). The many 
reviews and research and institutional initiatives over time illustrate that 
ground has been lost and gained. Understanding the dynamics, exposing the 
mechanisms behind these institutional constraints and trying out strategies to 
addressing them is a first step to prevent a repetition of these cycles.

One recurring bottleneck relates to the slow and uneven progress vis-à-vis 
interdisciplinarity. The practice and uptake of gender research in agricultural 
and environmental fields has been affected by paradigmatic biases of the agri-
cultural and environmental disciplines and their particular understandings of 
what constitutes “good science.” Resistance to gender and feminist analyses—
which can be seen in how dominant notions of what constitutes “science” fail 
to recognize and allow space for feminist approaches, frameworks, data, and 
insights, and also gender researchers and specialists—undermines the huge 
potential for stronger synergies (do Mar Pereira 2012; van Eerdewijk and 
Davids 2014; van Eerdewijk 2016). Indeed, there is a chasm to bridge between 
feminist analysis and a critical definition of the “gender problem,” and the way 
in which development policy, practice, and research redefine and renegotiate 
it (Okali 2012, 12). Interdisciplinarity, and addressing disciplinary biases and 
epistemological differences, is part and parcel of the kinds of institutional 
change required to further a dynamic, future-oriented research agenda. The 
compelling example of the iterative developments between natural resources 
and feminist discourse over the past 30 years or more (discussed in Chapter 6) 
provides inspiration and optimism as to what is possible on this front. 

As CGIAR institutes and portfolios progress towards One CGIAR, 
with gender equality firmly on the agenda as a priority area, and under the 
direction of talented gender researchers and the new GENDER Platform, 
institutional support is needed and organizational change is both inevitable 
and desirable. CGIAR leadership has an important role to play in setting the 
tone and in making this happen. Some specific actions are to:

•	 Ensure strong consultation with gender scientists to thoroughly infuse 
gender analysis across the One CGIAR portfolio from the start. This will 
contribute substantially to the quality and value of that work as well as to 
the effective design of policies and programs through the impact evalua-
tions that will follow: make gender a “spice” permeating all CGIAR work, 
not a “topping” that can be removed!50 

50	 With thanks to Agnes Quisumbing for the analogy. 
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•	 Use the Reach-Benefit-Empower-Transform framework to better articulate 
the gender-related objectives, outcomes and change processes of a project or 
policy and to better integrate gender equality and women’s empowerment.

•	 Generously resource strategic gender research to advance gender equality 
through agriculture and environmental research and development where 
gender research is the “main ingredient”: gender research must be well-em-
bedded in core funding streams.

•	 Investigate higher-level gender research questions that cut across specific 
agricultural or environmental domains through comparative research 
and by synthesizing transferable and robust evidence and broader lessons. 
Gender research cannot be piecemeal: it must both speak to other bodies 
of gender research as well as to broader agricultural and environmen-
tal work.

•	 Staff permanent, strong, senior gender scientists providing ample resourc-
ing and clear mandates, including that of mentoring junior researchers and 
supporting them in navigating both the body of work, as well as complex 
organizational contexts. 

•	 Ensure effective accountability and performance monitoring mechanisms 
are in place.

•	 Confirm commitment to gender equality research from CGIAR leader-
ship at all levels (e.g., Centers, platforms, research programs, governance 
bodies), and coordination on gender research throughout the gover-
nance system.

•	 Facilitate internal reflection on norms and practices as to how research is 
prioritized, designed, and organized vis a vis gender knowledge, including 
prevailing beliefs as to what constitutes good science.

Fostering and maintaining an internal culture of gender equality is a 
foundation for gender transformative change: in this case, we are referring 
to organizational and institutional change that prioritizes gender research. 
Addressing the outstanding institutional obstacles—including politics, norms, 
and practices—is critical for CGIAR if gender equality is truly a priority 
moving forward: the call is to lead by example, by “walking the talk.”
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Concluding reflections

Many aspects of this emerging research agenda are not unique to agricultural 
and environmental research and development: they resonate with broader 
feminist research. In the broader international development arena, the call to 
reclaim the transformative potential of gender strategies has been pertinent for 
over a decade, and has been accompanied by critical concerns about the techno-
cratization and depoliticization of core gender and feminist concepts, practices, 
and strategies. The conceptual positioning of this book gains weight against 
this backdrop of lessons, critiques, and innovative debates that highlight the 
institutional and organizational dimensions and complexities of “getting insti-
tutions right for women and development,” and the politics at play in feminist 
knowledge transfer (e.g. Goetz 1998; Cornwall, Harrison, Whitehead 2007a, 
2007b; Mukhopadhyay 2007; Chant and Sweetman 2012; van Eerdewijk and 
Davids 2014; Bustelo, Ferguson, Forest 2016; Davids and van Eerdewijk 2016; 
van Eerdewijk 2016; Harcourt 2016). The threads among the chapters in this 
book strongly align with existing and recurring feminist and transformative 
critiques. In the directions for future research, we are taking them to heart to 
advance them within agricultural and environmental research for development. 
We hope that this book will not only inspire and provide clear directions for a 
next generation of CGIAR gender research, but also play a role in catalyzing the 
institutional change required for sustained advancement toward gender equality. 
The time is ripe: the question and challenge for One CGIAR leadership and its 
research portfolio, is whether and how to embrace this golden opportunity. 
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Annex 1: CGIAR background
CGIAR is a global research partnership comprising 15 agricultural and 
environmental research institutes internationally. It was founded in 1971 as a 
worldwide consultative group and in 2010 repositioned itself as a Consortium. 
The International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) and the International Maize 
and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) were among the first members of 
the CGIAR network, which then had the goal, responding to Green Revolution 
demands, “to end world hunger by increasing food production” (CGIAR 2015, 4). 
The CGIAR system expanded throughout the 1970s and 1980s, broadening in 
terms of both the range of commodities and agro-ecological regions addressed, 
and its objectives, which came to include “poverty eradication and protection 
of the environment” (ibid.). The 1990s saw the addition of Centers devoted 
to agroforestry, forestry, and fisheries. Today, the mandate of CGIAR is to 
produce international public goods to support a food-secure future, “dedicated 
to reducing poverty, enhancing food and nutrition security, and improving natural 
resources.”51 The System Management Office, based in Montpellier, France, is 
the voice of the CGIAR network as a whole, representing all 15 Centers and all 
12 CGIAR Research Programs. 

Cross-Center collaboration has been fostered through two phases of CRPs, 
on agri-food systems and global integrating themes, running 2011–2016 and 
2017–2021, respectively. These CRPs have a lead Center and contributing 
Centers, as well as external partners. Agri-food systems CRPs cover wheat; 
maize; rice; livestock; fish; forests, trees, and agroforestry; grain legumes and 
dryland cereals; and roots, tubers, and bananas. The global integrating CRPs 
are on topics that are cross-cutting: agriculture for nutrition and health; climate 
change, agriculture, and food security; policies, institutions, and markets; and 
water, land, and ecosystems. 

Gender researchers and social scientists have increasingly been a part of 
CGIAR scientific staff teams. Growing social science contributions within 
CGIAR began in 1974, with the hiring of recently graduated PhDs through 
two-year Rockefeller Foundation fellowships—a program that continued until 
2001 (Conway et al. 2002; van der Burg 2019). In the 1980s, more headway was 
made toward gender research, and anthropologists became a part of the research 
staff at CGIAR Centers (van der Burg 2018). In 2014 and 2015, two cohorts 
of gender post-doctoral fellows were hired to bolster gender research in phase 1 
of the CRPs. Each Center now has a gender focal point and, in phase 2 of the 
CRPs, each of the 12 CRPs has a dedicated gender research coordinator and 

51	 https://www.cgiar.org/how-we-work/strategy/
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a team comprising gender researchers across different Centers internationally 
working on the domain of that Research Program. 

The Gender and Agriculture Research Network (2012–2016) supported 
concerted mobilization of CGIAR gender researchers system-wide. The 
Network focused on institutional reform, including supporting gender teams 
in developing gender strategies at Research Program and Center levels that 
would meet the strategy laid out system-wise in 2011. Other points of discussion 
among gender researchers in the Network were around the integration of gender 
into phase 2 CRP proposals, gender budgeting of 10 percent system-wide,52 and 
making gender research more visible. The set-up of the network was a Systems 
Office initiative, with the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) 
coordinating communications (including regular webinars, a website, annual 
meetings, and so on). 

Building on the work of the Network, as part of phase 2 of the CRPs, the 
CGIAR Collaborative Platform for Gender Research53 (2017–2019) came into 
operation. The Platform focus was on gender research and, as part of that focus, 
it convened the first CGIAR-wide gender research conference in 2017 at KIT 
Royal Tropical Institute, in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and another in 2018 
at the IRRI campus in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. By 2019, a jointly convened 
scientific conference with the Australian Center for International Agricultural 
Research (ACIAR) and the University of Canberra was held in Canberra, 
Australia. This third scientific conference opened up participation to a much 
broader network of gender researchers and practitioners in agricultural and 
environmental domains. 

As of January 2020, the latest iteration of a system-wide gender entity 
came into being—namely, the CGIAR GENDER—Generating Evidence 
and New Directions for Equitable Results—Platform.54 This is housed at the 
International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) in Nairobi.  

52	 Up to 14 percent of program budgets (CGIAR Consortium 2012; Russell et al. 2015; CGIAR-IEA 
2017; comp. Karlsson and Russell 2017, all cited in van der Burg 2019).

53	 The Platform was housed within the CRP on Policies, Institutions, and Markets (PIM), coor-
dinated by KIT Royal Tropical Institute, and had an elected Advisory Committee representing 
gender researchers from other Research Programs and Centers. Regular communications between 
Center and CRP gender coordinators were facilitated through virtual meetings as well as an 
annual face-to-face meeting during the scientific conferences. For more on the achievements 
of the CGIAR Collaborative Platform for Gender Research,  see https://gender.cgiar.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/01/SC_KIT_CGIAR_Ewen_4pager_11.pdf

54	 See CGIAR GENDER Platform website for ongoing developments: https://gender.cgiar.org/
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Annex 3: Coverage of evidence55

This book reviews evidence on different themes to take stock of the gender 
research agenda and craft a new one within agricultural and environmental 
domains. At the start of the references for each chapter, four visuals provide 
the reader with an impression of different aspects of the evidence. First, a map 
illustrates the geography of case studies in the citations, showing where the 
evidence for the theme in hand comes from. Second, a pie chart shows the insti-
tutional origins of the studies reviewed—the proportion from CGIAR research 
institutes or programs or with inputs from CGIAR researchers, and that from 
outside of CGIAR. Third, another pie chart shows the research methodologies 
used in the publications reviewed—whether qualitative, quantitative, mixed-
method, methodological, or other. Fourth and finally, a timeline illustrates 
when the papers reviewed were published. 

In this annex, we reflect on the coverage of the evidence used in the thematic 
chapters, on which chapter discussions and conclusions are based. We compile 
the data from the separate thematic chapters to provide an impression of the 
evidence referred to across the book as a whole. 

First, we look at the geographies covered in the references for each 
chapter.56  Map A3.1 presents the compiled data for all thematic book chapters. 
Unsurprisingly, coverage is uneven globally, with more studies from Asia and 
East Africa, with several countries standing out as particularly well cited—
namely, India (92 publications), Bangladesh (83), Kenya (69), Uganda (67), 
and Nepal (57).

In Asia, after India, Bangladesh, and Nepal, other highly cited countries are 
Indonesia (34), Viet Nam (30), Syria (22), and the Philippines (21). In Africa, 
after Kenya and Uganda, other highly studied geographies include Ethiopia 
(50), Tanzania (50), Ghana (44), Burkina Faso (37), Zambia (33), Malawi (32), 
Nigeria (25), and South Africa (25). Latin America has much less coverage 
overall, likely because of reasons related to language: the chapters are written in 
English, which may have resulted in Spanish language publications being cited 
less. It may also be explained in part by the decline in development and research 
funding in Latin America in recent years. That said, the most cited Latin 
American references are from Bolivia (18), Nicaragua (18), Peru (18), Ecuador 

55	 Many thanks to Laura Avila, who acted as a research assistant on this section, reviewing all book 
references and providing the background information needed for the visuals.

56	 To determine the countries covered, the abstracts were reviewed, along with tables of contents 
(where applicable) and any case studies included in the publication. All countries mentioned were 
noted. Where a region was mentioned rather than specific countries, all countries in that region 
were noted.
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(16), and Guatemala (14). The geographic prevalence of studies cited may loosely 
correspond with either having a CGIAR Center based there57 (e.g. Kenya, India, 
Ethiopia, Bangladesh) or being a priority country for CGIAR research or donor 
investments. It may also reflect data limitations, with more studies possible in 
countries where the sex-disaggregated data exists. 

While useful and telling as an overview, the compiled map (Map A3.1) 
blurs significant variation in geographical referencing across the thematic 
chapters. For example, while India is the most cited geography overall and 
Kenya the third most cited, Chapter 5 (nutrition-sensitive agriculture) has only 
one publication referring to each. While Tanzania is well cited in most chapters, 
again Chapter 5 has only one publication from that country, as do Chapter 8 
(feminization of agriculture) and Chapter 9 (assessing women’s empowerment). 
Most chapters have multiple publications from Burkina Faso, but Chapter 8 has 
just one. Likewise, all chapters have several publications from Ethiopia, with the 
exception of Chapter 6 (natural resources) and Chapters 7 (climate adaptation 
and mitigation), which both have just one citation each. Finally, all chapters 
have multiple references on Ghana, with the exception of Chapter 10 (gender 
transformative approaches), which has just one citation. The compiled map does 
not capture the differences between the citing of geographies by theme, but this 
does come out clearly in the chapter-specific maps.

When we compare the chapter-specific maps, it becomes clear that some 
themes rely heavily on evidence from specific countries. For example, a 
striking 24 of the citations in Chapter 4 (value chains) are from Kenya, and 
12 in Chapter 7 (climate adaptation and mitigation) are from that country. 
Tanzania is the most cited in Chapter 3 (seed systems), with 12 citations, in 
Chapter 4, with 13 citations, and in Chapter 7, with 10 citations. Uganda, 
Nepal, and Bangladesh are more evenly cited throughout. While all chapters 
cite Bangladesh, Chapter 5 (nutrition-sensitive agriculture) and Chapter 9 
(assessing women’s empowerment) stand out with 17 citations each. Uganda is 
the most cited in Chapter 4 (12 citations) and Chapter 7 (13 citations), followed 
by Chapter 2 (breeding), with 8 citations. Nepal is the most cited in Chapter 7 
(12 citations). This makes sense as some regions are the focus of multiple studies 
on specific topics or are more amenable to research on a specific theme. Kenya 

57	 CGIAR headquarters are based in the following southern countries: Colombia, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Indonesia, Kenya, Malaysia, Mexico, Nigeria, Peru, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka (see also Map 
A1.1 in Annex 1). The International Livestock Research Institute also has a campus in Ethiopia, as 
does WorldFish in Bangladesh. Given the political situation in Lebanon, staff of the International 
Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas are dispersed internationally.
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has for a long time been the location for value chain studies, for example, as the 
citations for Chapter 4 clearly illustrate.

Striking in comparing the chapter-specific maps is the fact that, while a 
region may not have abundant citations across all themes of this book, some 
theme-specific geographies emerge. For example, while less cited overall, 
several clusters of citations from Latin America are noteworthy, including 7 
publications from Bolivia on natural resources (Chapter 6); 6 publications from 
Guatemala on nutrition-sensitive agriculture (Chapter 5); 5 publications from 
Nicaragua on each of natural resources and climate adaptation and mitigation 
(Chapters 6 and Chapter 7); and 6 publications from Peru on seed systems 
(Chapter 3). Likewise, several clusters from Africa stand out, including 4 pub-
lications from Burundi on seed systems (Chapter 3); 5 publications on climate 
adaptation and mitigation from Cameroon and 6 from Senegal (Chapter 7); 
10 publications related to gender transformative approaches from Zambia 
(Chapter 10) and 6 on climate change adaptation and mitigation (Chapter 7); 
6 publications from Malawi on breeding (Chapter 2), 7 on seed systems 
(Chapter 3), and 7 on climate change adaption and mitigation (Chapter 7); 5 
publications from Mozambique on value chains (Chapter 4); 10 publications 
about Nigeria on breeding (Chapter 2); and, from South Africa, 7 on each 
of value chains (Chapter 4) and climate change adaptation and mitigation 
(Chapter 7). From Asia, a notable anomaly are the 9 citations from Syria on seed 
systems (Chapter 3). The strong representation of some countries related to 
specific themes is noteworthy. In considering the evidence, this variation—the 
regional specificities—needs to be weighed against more generalizable trends in 
drawing conclusions. 

A second visual in each chapter’s references is a pie chart that shows the 
number of publications reviewed by institutional origin: CGIAR versus non-
CGIAR. Writing teams reviewed both CGIAR research, from one or more of 
the 15 CGIAR Centers, and key studies carried out and/or published elsewhere. 
A publication was considered to be CGIAR if (a) one of the co-authors was 
based at a CGIAR Center at the time of publication; (b) the publication was 
funded by a CGIAR Center or Program; or (c) it was published by CGIAR. 
Figure A3.1 illustrates the institutional origins of evidence and literature 
reviewed in this book. A narrow majority of the publications are from CGIAR, 
which is logical, given the purpose of this book: to look at CGIAR gender 
research using a gender equality and women’s empowerment lens. 
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While Figure A3.1 illustrates the institutional origins of publications across 
the book as a whole, variations come out in the chapters, with some relying 
more on CGIAR research than others. Chapter teams were asked to begin their 
reviews with wide outreach across CGIAR and, as such, the visibility of CGIAR 
publications is not surprising and was, in fact, purposive. Literature reviews 
were not intended to be exhaustive but rather a (re-)examination of evidence 
on key CGIAR gender research themes using a gender equality and women’s 
empowerment lens. Notably, 80 percent of the citations (71/89) in Chapter 8 
(feminization of agriculture) draw on evidence generated by CGIAR, 74 percent 
(42/57) in Chapter 5 (nutrition-sensitive agriculture), and 70 percent (87/125) 
in Chapter 7 (climate change adaptation and mitigation). Chapter 2 (breeding) 
follows with 56 percent (43/77) of citations from CGIAR publications. The 
other chapters have between 35 and 48 percent. This speaks to the methodol-
ogies used for the literature reviews, the evidence available within CGIAR and 
externally on each theme, and the maturity of the theme—that is to say, how 
long it has been studied. In some domains, CGIAR emerges as a clear thought 
leader; for others, it is one contributor among many.

A third category considered in relation to evaluating the evidence is the 
research methodology of the studies cited. References were reviewed to 
determine the research methods used or the nature of the publication. The 
following categories were used: qualitative, quantitative, mixed-method, meth-
odological, and “other.”58 To determine the methodology used, the abstracts, 

58	 The category “methodological” refers to publications that deal with methodological issues or 
approaches. The “other” category includes guidance documents, presentations, reviews, indices, 
analytical frameworks, brochures, manuals, webinars, PowerPoint presentations, interviews, and 
documents that do not fall into the other categories distinguished.

FIGURE A3.1  Institutional origins (N= 970)
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Non-CGIAR    CGIAR
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introductions, and methodology sections were reviewed and cross-checked. As 
Figure A3.2 shows, for all chapters in the book, more than half of the publica-
tions (56 percent) reviewed are qualitative studies; about 15 percent are quantita-
tive; 20 percent use mixed methods; just a handful are methodological; and less 
than 10 percent fall into the “other” category. 

The kind of research undertaken is influenced by the research questions and 
gender researchers involved, as well as the budget available. What is interesting 
is that about 35 percent of the studies are quantitative or mixed-method (which 
includes both quantitative and qualitative) and 76 percent are qualitative or 
mixed-method. Our review shows that the gender research cited is largely 
qualitative. 

Figure A3.2 is a compiled visual for the book as a whole; the research meth-
odology for publications reviewed for each chapter are illustrated in a similar 
visual to be found at the start of the reference sections. Interesting to note is 
the variation across chapters. Overwhelmingly, the chapters rely on qualitative 
publications, as already discussed. However, there are exceptions. For example, 
Chapter 5 (nutrition-sensitive agriculture) and Chapter 8 (feminization of 
agriculture) refer more to quantitative publications than to qualitative work, 
with 68 and 66 percent (quantitative and mixed-method studies combined) 
respectively. From this light analysis, we cannot see why this would be the 
case, but it would be interesting to explore: are these themes more amenable to 
quantitative research or is there another explanation, for example the literature 
review methodology?

FIGURE A3.2  Number of cited studies by research methodology (N= 970)

548
146

189

78

9

Qualitative

Quantitative

Mixed methods

Other

Methodological

64  Chapter 1



Chapter 4 (value chains) has the highest number of mixed-method studies 
cited (43) and the highest proportion of mixed-method studies overall 
(32 percent), followed by Chapter 7 (climate adaptation and mitigation), with 
29 mixed-method publications, comprising 23 percent of all mixed-method 
study references. Proportionally Chapter 5 (nutrition-sensitive agriculture) and 
Chapter 9 (feminization of agriculture) both have mixed-method studies at 
26 percent, with Chapter 2 (breeding) following closely behind with 21 percent. 
That such a limited proportion of studies use mixed methods—at best between 
21 and 32 percent—is relevant for CGIAR research because it speaks to ongoing 
discussions as to the value of interdisciplinary approaches and mixed methods. 
While gender researchers advocate for more mixed-method research, the studies 
available seem to be limited for most themes explored in this book. The low 
number of mixed-method studies may also be because CGIAR research is most 
often published in journals, with limited word counts and specific audiences. 
Accordingly, researchers may send a quantitative paper to one journal and a 
qualitative paper to another, thus hiding the fact that papers are part of a mixed-
method study.

Some thematic domains may be more or less amenable to mixed-method 
studies. The review of the references in this book shows a lower propor-
tion of mixed-method studies in Chapter 3 (seed systems), at 16 percent, 
Chapter 6 (natural resources), at 14 percent, Chapter 10 (gender transformative 
approaches), at 13 percent, and, perhaps most surprisingly, Chapter 9 (assessing 
women’s empowerment), at just 6 percent. While this may make sense for some 
subjects—for example gender transformative approaches (Chapter 10), with 
its focus on qualitative issues like gender norms—it is more surprising for pub-
lications on the assessment of women’s empowerment (Chapter 9), where one 
might expect the use of mixed methods. A partial explanation for this may be 
that Chapter 9 refers mostly to tools and measures rather than studies: tools and 
measures tend to use one methodology rather than a mix. There is an opening 
here to further explore opportunities for more mixed-method studies and why 
(or why not) they are being undertaken. 

What we do not see from our review of the citations is the size and scale of 
the studies. For some qualitative research, particularly when it is exploratory, 
the size of the sample may be of less importance than what the sample offers in 
terms of insights. For example, earlier studies on the feminization of agriculture 
or on gender and value chains tended to be smaller in scale, seeking nuance and 
testing concepts. Generally, there seems to be a move toward larger-scale studies, 
as exemplified by, for instance, the work on nutrition-sensitive agriculture 
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(Chapter 5). While Chapter 5 cites more quantitative studies, this shift toward 
larger studies can also be seen for qualitative research. GENNOVATE—a large-
scale qualitative research program running from 2014 to 2018 looking at gender 
norms and innovation—is perhaps the most striking example of this in recent 
years. GENNOVATE brought attention to the importance of gender norms 
research in getting at the less visible aspects of gender inequality and in stimu-
lating normative change (e.g., via gender transformative approaches) (Badstue 
et al. 2020). GENNOVATE research teams worked with more than 7,500 
women and men from 137 communities in 26 countries in Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America, through both focus group discussions and individual interviews 
(Petesch et al. 2018). Smaller examples are the clustering of thematic studies to 
explore broader issues, like grants offered through the CGIAR Collaborative 
Platform for Gender Research: 2017–2019 on gender dynamics in seed systems; 
2018–2020 on the feminization of agriculture; and 2019–2021 on gender 
dynamics in value chain development, beyond the production node. 

Finally, we consider the timelines of cited studies reviewed. The timelines 
visually represent the publication periods for the citations in each chapter and 
are compiled for all chapters in one graph (Figure A3.3). Figure A3.3 also illus-
trates the total number of publications reviewed per chapter. 

For all chapters, unsurprisingly, a significant proportion of the citations are 
from the past 10 years (the periods 2011–2015 and 2016–2021). However, some 
themes have a longer history within CGIAR, with the work on gender and 
natural resources (Chapter 6) standing out for its citation of work back before 
1990. Other themes have emerged more recently (e.g., climate adaptation and 
mitigation, Chapter 7). Some themes, while more recent, draw significantly 
from past research, for example that of gender dynamics in seed systems 
(Chapter 3) and that of gender transformative approaches (Chapter 10). 
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FIGURE A3.3  Compiled timeline of references cited in this book per chapter
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Breeding is a technical pillar of CGIAR research: the animal/fish breeds, 
and plant varieties developed are international public goods that con-
tribute to agricultural development for low-income contexts worldwide. 

Gender equality and women’s empowerment are critical social dimensions 
underpinning agricultural development in these contexts. Progressing toward 
gender equality in agriculture requires that women, as well as men, have equal 
capabilities to make decisions about agricultural innovation, and specifically 
technology choice. Current evidence, however, suggests the situation here is not 
yet equal. Nevertheless, despite ongoing inequalities, there is a dearth of litera-
ture on the connection between gender and breeding in agricultural research.    

This chapter critically examines what has been done to address gender 
dynamics in (current) breeding structures and processes, and what more can be 
done so that breeding programs contribute to advancing gender equality. We 
are specifically concerned with technology choices in relation to the plant 
variety or animal/fish breed by resource-poor smallholders in low-income 
countries. The chapter explores how CGIAR and public breeding programs 
generate options based on user needs, preferences, and constraints, and the 
institutional requirements needed to develop them in such a way that they 
contribute to gender equality and women’s empowerment. 

We begin with a discussion on why gender matters for breeding. Here, we 
also position this chapter within a technology, society, and gender frame, 
and briefly look at how the incorporation of gender dimensions in breeding 
processes have evolved, starting with the Green Revolution. 

We next introduce our conceptualization of how breeding relates to gender 
equality, emphasizing, in particular, technology options and the power to 
choose. We deepen this by presenting an impact pathway that can be used to 
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identify intervention and information gaps, and potential new areas of research 
that can foster a better understanding of the linkages and relations between 
breeding for agricultural development and gender equality. 

We go on to review a process of incorporating gender dimensions into 
different stages in the breeding cycle, looking at when and at what stages of the 
breeding cycle we need to take gender into account, and how this can concretely 
be done. This allows us to delve into examples of how technology options relate 
to gender equality by contributing to the generation of “real choices” that fit 
the needs, preferences, opportunities, and constraints of men and women. 

Finally, we look forward, laying out new research opportunities and chal-
lenges in advancing breeding toward gender equality. We focus specifically 
on how to ensure the inclusion of gender equality dimensions at the level of 
breeding objectives. We also further articulate how monitoring, evaluation, 
and learning can strengthen feedback loops in the breeding cycle, and how this 
can be conducive to the integration of gender dimensions.

Why gender matters in breeding
Agricultural innovations such as new crop varieties and animal/fish breeds 
have great potential to contribute to agricultural production and development 
if these innovations meet users’ needs and demands. Plant and animal breeding 
aims to improve the genetics or traits of breeding products to produce desired 
characteristics with the goal of achieving food security and better livelihoods. 
In meeting these objectives, understanding the priorities that women and men 
assign to genetically determined traits becomes critical (Orr et al. 2018). A 
socially inclusive, and thus gender-inclusive, process in product development 
can enhance gender equality when women and men’s voices are heard and 
effectively inform the breeding process. 

Although there is growing recognition of the vital role women have in 
informal (farmer-led) breeding processes, knowledge on how and when to involve 
men and women farmers and how gender-responsive breeding can advance 
gender equality is limited. Furthermore, the pathway from biophysical research 
to gender equality is complex and requires careful attention to multiple factors.

In the case of breeding for agricultural development, gender-differentiated 
access to and control over assets and resources can influence the technology, 
crop, and/or variety selected for production (Njenga and Gurung 2011, 
Kawarazuka and Prain 2019, Olaosebikan et al. 2019). Studies on gender-
differentiated trait preferences show that varietal choice is related to resources, 
rights, and responsibilities shared differentially by men and women who are 
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differently engaged in production, processing, and marketing (Fisher and Carr 
2015, Christinck et al. 2017, Bentley et al. 2018, Isaacs et al. 2018, Teeken et 
al. 2018, Ashby and Polar 2019, Marimo et al. 2019, Olaosebikan et al. 2019). 
Similarly, formal and informal social structures and social relations shape men 
and women’s innovation experiences and choices of technology (Bullock and 
Tegbaru 2019, Kawarazuka and Prain 2019).

In the broad context of technology and innovation in agriculture, lower 
adoption of modern varieties among women producers (Wale and Yalew 
2007, Ashby and Polar 2019) emerges as a significant trend, reflecting unequal 
access to technology. Unequal access may imply that technology is physi-
cally not accessible equally. Alternatively, it may imply that the technology 
developed has not considered or does not respond (equally) to the needs 
and demands of gender-differentiated segments of the population (Mulema 
et al. 2019, Polar et al. 2021). This speaks to the need for institutional and 
structural innovations that revitalize the way new varieties are developed 
and disseminated for uptake, to ensure the consideration at multiple levels 
and stages of factors such as gender-differentiated control over assets and 
resources, and normative climate. Crop and animal breeding programs need 
to consider gender differences when setting priorities and targets for breeding, 
since overlooking traits important to women farmers and consumers may lead 
to women’s disempowerment and aggravated household food insecurity and 
poverty (Tufan et al. 2018), thus increasing the gender gap and inequality. 

Before proposing and further exploring ways to integrate gender dimen-
sions into breeding processes and practices, we take two steps back: one step 
to reflect on the relationship between technology, society, and gender and 
a second step to briefly reflect on the history of breeding since the Green 
Revolution. 

Framing technology, society, and gender 

Technology is not neutral. For one thing, it tends to be associated with mas-
culinity, not only in popular assumptions but also, in some cases, in academic 

“truths” (Gill and Grint 1995). The gendered nature of technology reflects that 
technology and society co-constitute one another (Bijker 1995, MacKenzie 
and Wajcman 2011) and co-evolve (see Chapter 10, this volume). Social and 
cultural factors condition ideologies, while policies shape the development and 
endurance of technology, and vice versa (Johnson 2010). Technologies are thus 
inherently political as they can be designed, consciously or unconsciously, to 
open certain social options and close others (MacKenzie and Wajcman 2011). 
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As such, in agricultural research for development, it is important that 
technology be framed not as an artifact, technique, system of knowledge, or 
expertise but rather as a sociotechnical system (Hughes 1994) produced by 
the interactions of the technology and society. Technology change is then one 
factor among many others—political, economic, cultural—in the dynamics 
of social change (MacKenzie and Wajcman 2011). Adopting a technology 
may have far more effects than are first evident. Technology matters not only 
physically and biologically but also to human relations and social processes. 
This shifts the frame of technology adoption from passive adoption by users/
receivers of a technological innovation toward a more active role of users in 
shaping technological change (ibid.). 

This shift is crucial to advancing toward gender equality. The material 
features of a technology are necessary but not sufficient conditions for gender-
equitable relations (Johnson 2010). Two aspects required in understanding 
the potential contribution of technology to gender equality are (a) the features 
of the technology and how they may (or may not) carry a deliberate gender 
bias; and (b) the sociocultural context surrounding the access to and use of the 
technology (Gill and Grint 1995, Johnson 2010, Polar et al. 2017). 

The philosophical and actual separation between women and technology 
in western culture is linked to changes that took place during the Industrial 
Revolution. The separation of public and private spheres and the move toward 
factories for manufacturing resulted in a gendered division of labor that 
fostered male dominance of technology (Gill and Grint 1995). Similarly, the 
Green Revolution marks a breaking point between women and technology 
resulting from a drive toward specialization in agricultural production. 

Toward gender integration in breeding processes 

Between the 1950s and the late 1960s, when food shortage was one of the 
world’s major challenges, the Green Revolution endeavors, advanced by 
Norman Borlaug, leveraged agricultural research and technology to increase 
productivity in the developing world (Hazell 2009). The introduction of 
packages of new high-yielding plant varieties with improved practices, fertiliz-
ers, and other improved inputs was crucial to increase food production in many 
countries (Farmer 1986, Zaidi et al. 2019).  

Decades after Borlaug won the Nobel Peace Prize as the “Father of the Green 
Revolution,” credited with saving over a billion people from starvation, breeding 
programs continue to increase smallholder farmers’ yields, reduce pesticide use, 
improve nutrition and health, and contribute to poverty reduction (Qaim et 
al. 2007, Osei et al. 2014) through new varieties and animal breeds. However, 
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the drive to reach the maximum number of farmers and generate the greatest 
production improvements has also led to lack of attention to the diversity of 
needs, challenges, and preferences differentially faced by men and women. 
Furthermore, although many studies show the positive contribution of breeding 
for agricultural development, there is a gap in knowledge on the outcomes or 
impact of the new technologies on women and gender equality.

Male and female farmers in marginal ecologies have not benefited from the 
outstanding yield increases that Green Revolution endeavors obtained in envi-
ronments that are naturally favorable or that can be made favorable profitably 
by using inputs (Ceccarelli et al. 1996). Consequently, adoption of new crop 
varieties by resource-poor farmers has been limited. To enhance the adoption 
of breeding products developed by breeding programs with social welfare and 
development goals, a key consideration in product design and advancement 
is the potential impact of a new breeding product on the welfare of end users. 
The drive toward more “client-focused” breeding processes has grown and 
evolved over the past decades (Ashby 1996, Persley and Anthony 2017, Ragot et 
al. 2018).

Unequal power relations and differentiated roles and/or control over 
assets and resources imply that men and women engage in agriculture with 
different means of production and face different constraints. As a result, 
women frequently develop different strategies for farming than men, based on 
systematic differences in their rights, opportunities, and resource endowments 
(Ashby and Polar 2019, Olaosebikan et al. 2019). Whenever poor men and 
women on small farms produce for direct household consumption as well as 
for the market, gender inequalities often translate into gender disparities in 
the adoption of new technologies (Peterman et al. 2014, Fisher and Carr 2015, 
Mehar et al. 2017). These adoption disparities are aggravated when technol-
ogies are developed to address “common denominator” traits such as yield or 
disease resistance (Teeken et al. 2018) and not necessarily gender-differentiated 
needs and preferences.  

Because of this, we argue that it is necessary to deliberately address gender 
dimensions in the development of new technologies, including new varieties 
and animal breeds, to level the playing field toward gender equality among 
women and men belonging to different age and ethnic groups. This involves 
providing farmers with real technology choices that better address their 
needs, preferences, and constraints (Polar et al. 2021). With new technological 
advances in breeding such as genomic selection and high throughput processing, 
there are also more opportunities for breeding to expand the range of traits 
prioritized and to tailor new products to specific end-user preferences. This 
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opens the door to the formulation of breeding objectives that actively integrate 
gender considerations (Ashby and Polar 2019) that advance breeding endeavors 
beyond the Green Revolution by developing new crop varieties and animal 
breeds that foster inclusion, equality, and sustainability.

How do technology options relate to gender 
equality?

The power to choose!

Gender inequality relates directly to power. One aspect of power is the ability 
to make choices (Kabeer 2005). Women and men may not have the same 
possibilities to make choices, and gender-related disparities often intensify the 
effects of poverty, creating cycles of greater inequality. Individual preferences 
are an important dimension of choice;1 they are not so much features of indi-
viduals but rather also reflect internalized inequalities from the wider social 
context (Kabeer 2002). Moreover, individual preferences also embody the 
extent to which individuals seek to challenge such societal inequalities.

People are not free when they cannot make choices about their lives (Sen 
1994, 2004). The power to make such choices refers to human agency, which 
creates new possibilities and actions (Rowlands 1997), but also to social 
structures (Akram 2010) that enable or restrain choices and choice-making. 
Empowerment relates to the existence of real choices, the exercise of choice, and 
the outcomes that result from the process (Kabeer 1999, Alsop et al. 2006).

For there to be “real choices,” two basic conditions need to be met  
(Kabeer 2005): 

There must be alternatives to choose from that make meaningful 
choices possible.
Alternatives must not only exist but they must also be seen to exist.

Both the existence of choice and users’ perception of its existence stem 
directly from the relationship between individuals and society, or human 
agency and social structures (Akram 2013). Human agency and social struc-
tures are assumed as interdependent processes that shape the way culture, 

1	 Collective and individual choice-making are both part of human agency. However, for the purpose 
of exemplifying the existence of real choices, this chapter addresses only individual aspects of 
choice-making.
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institutions and values, norms, beliefs, and behaviors of humans co-evolve 
(Musolf 2003).

While issues of human agency and social structures have multiple dimen-
sions, we are interested in how they are at play in the existence and perception 
of practical interests and choice related to the adoption of a new plant 
variety or animal/fish breed. We are looking at the breeding processes and 
structures involved in the generation of options (plant varieties or animal 
breeds) that do respond to the needs, preferences/priorities, and constraints 
facing men and women. This calls for a dualistic perspective: (a) the identi-
fication of gender-differentiated needs, priorities, and constraints related to 
plant varieties and animal breeds; and (b) the institutional and organizational 
frameworks of breeding that enable or restrain the generation of options for 
meaningful choice-making. We consider these two issues across the different 
stages of breeding that we discuss further below.

There is a growing body of research and insights on the needs, priorities, 
and constraints facing men and women, but only just emerging are examples of 
how this information is and can be incorporated meaningfully into breeding 
programs. Decisions made by breeders about which traits to incorporate in a 
new plant variety or animal breed often involve tradeoffs about whose prefer-
ences among different end users are prioritized (Ragot et al. 2018, Tufan et al. 
2018, Polar et al. 2021). 

For technology users, gender inequalities in the availability of options for 
meaningful choice-making occur when (a) breeding programs do not develop 
products with traits that women value positively, whether or not men producers 
also value those traits; or (b) the new breeding products incorporate traits that 
men producers value highly but that are detrimental to women. The latter is 
the case, for example, when the new, higher-yielding variety increases women’s 
unpaid labor in threshing or requires the use of inputs of unequal access for 
women. The integration of gender dimensions in breeding hence entails both 

“doing good” and “doing no harm.”  

A prospective impact pathway linking breeding and gender 
equality

Gender equality refers to equal rights, responsibilities, and opportunities of 
women and men, implying that the interests, needs, and priorities of both are 
taken into consideration (Fredman et al. 2015; see also Chapter 1, this volume). 
Advancing toward gender equality and women’s empowerment requires trans-
formative shifts, integrated approaches, and new solutions through innovations 
in policies, management, finance, science, and technology (Waezi 2017). It 
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is increasingly clear that science and technology can create new, unforeseen 
problems and that they may not benefit all equally (UN Women, 2019)—but 
can also create new opportunities if purposefully approached. 

In this definition of gender equality, the elements for biophysical research 
and breeding for agricultural development are providing and ensuring that the 
interests, needs, and priorities of both women and men are taken into account 
when setting priorities and targets for breeding. Based on these premises, 
Figure 2.1 presents an impact pathway describing the prospective changes 
expected from setting breeding priorities toward gender equality, including a 
summary of intermediate steps. Innovations in science and technology that 
disrupt “business as usual” are increasingly being recognized as preconditions 
(Waezi 2017) in the path toward gender equality. The process described in 
Figure 2.1 presents a disruption of business as usual by changing traditional 
technology development structures (breeding programs) through institutional 
innovations that incorporate gender analysis to set breeding objectives that 
contribute to equality in opportunities.

This proposed impact pathway focuses only on interventions based on 
formal breeding systems. While there may be multiple mechanisms to achieve 
gender equality that do not necessarily address formal structures of technology 
development and breeding, the pathway presented below describes the steps 
from breeding processes and products to socioeconomic change and gender 
equality. The simplified logic holds a series of assumptions, mainly associated 
with social and behavioral change, that are fundamental to equality outcomes.

The impact pathway presented in Figure 2.1 is subdivided into three phases. 
Each phase has specific outputs and outcomes; the three are linked to each 
other sequentially but with some degree of overlap. Within and between phases 
there are a number of important assumptions that need to be intentionally 
addressed to make sure they are actually in place in reality. For example, the 
first assumption will require a great deal of biophysical research to translate the 
basic components of preferred traits (for example taste, smell, other traits) in 
terms of genes, heritability, and breeding potential. A second assumption is the 
need for flexible structures that enable an inclusion of users’ vision in priori-
ty-setting. Other assumptions also are not automatic and require an intentional 
approach to ensure they are in place.  

Phase 1 includes the first steps of the breeding cycle. Gender in this phase 
may be included in multiple ways and through different tools and mechanisms. 
Essentially, the expected outputs are: 
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(A) 	Identify the preferences, needs, and constraints related to agricultural 
technology from the experiences of men and women; and 

(B) 	Design institutional frameworks to enable meaningful incorporation of 
gender-differentiated visions in priority-setting for breeding objectives. 

The process outcome of this intervention is the existence of “real choice 
options” in the form of new breeding products that respond to the preferences, 
needs, and constraints facing men and women. 

Phase 2 deals more with the delivery system. Once “real choice options” 
exist, men and women must be able to access them equitably. This requires:

(C) The development of changes in delivery systems to address gender-equi-
table access to breeding products (Inclusive seed systems). 

The design of such delivery systems will probably require multiple 
approaches and specific tools that may go beyond the scope of agriculture. The 
process outcome of more inclusive seed systems would be equitable access to 
new breeding products by men and women, meaning essentially the accessi-
bility of real choices and potentially the exercise of choice in the form of use 
and adoption of new breeding products.

Phase 3 reaches out to a broader context of agricultural development and 
social change. This requires:

	 Gender-responsive and transformative interventions that (D) foster 
gender-equitable participation in innovation and scaling.  

The outcome of this process is also the accessibility of real choices through 
behavioral change.  However, the stronger emphasis on inclusive innovation 
and behavioral change, and the prior outcomes of Phases 1 and 2, can con-
tribute to empowerment, through outcomes related to choice-making. These 
outcomes are changes in individual agency, collective agency, livelihood strate-
gies, and social and institutional structures.

The final expected impact of this three-phased pathway is progress toward 
gender equality through equal outcomes. It is important to highlight that, as 
the pathway advances, the outcomes are influenced by an increasing number 
of variables and actors and thus may yield results that deviate from what is 
expected. This process is non-linear: it comprises a thick interconnected 
network of variables that may require multiple feedback loops.

In the next section, we take an in-depth look at Phase 1 of the impact 
pathway. That means we focus on outputs (A) and (B) in the impact pathway. 
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We explore in more detail the changes in the breeding process, both meth-
odological and institutional, that need to be made in the breeding research 
process to generate real choice options for men and women. In this, we keep 
in mind that technologies have a political dimension, and how this can and 
must be addressed as early as the design phase.

Inclusion of gender considerations in the  
breeding cycle
In assessing the place of gender considerations in critical breeding decisions, 
two aspects need to be considered: 

When, along the breeding decision process, is gender a consideration? 
How are gender-differentiated needs, preferences, and constraints incorpo-

rated and what does this imply for institutional/organizational structures?
This section presents some of the products from the CGIAR Gender and 

Breeding Initiative (GBI), which focused on these two aspects. 
GBI emerged from the conclusions of a workshop held in Nairobi in late 

2016, with the objective of bringing together plant and animal breeders, and 
social scientists to develop a strategy for gender-responsive breeding. GBI started 
in 2017 through a one-year grant from CGIAR System Management Office, 
coordinated by the CGIAR Research Program on Roots, Tubers and Bananas. 
In order to enhance the inclusion of gender considerations in breeding programs, 
GBI identified seven critical decision points along the breeding process where 
gender must be included (Ashby et al. 2018). Based on these decision points, 
a set of questions were developed to trace activities and information needed 
to make decisions, including also the expected results. Table 2.1 presents a 
summary of the questions formulated in the “decision checklist.” 

The first four decision points seek to incorporate gender in customer 
segmentation and targeting, and in the definition of the product profile 
or package of traits for the target group of customers, considering also the 
breeding feasibility of these traits. Decision point 5 takes place iteratively 
during breeding and early testing. Decision points 6 and 7 are part of the 
product delivery process.

Using the guiding questions of these decision points, Figure 2.2 presents 
a simplified breeding cycle overlaid with concrete INTERVENTIONS and 
expected OUTPUTS. The checklist can be used at any stage in the breeding 
program but is likely to be most effective if used during the early stages, when 
decisions are made about whom to target and what desired package of traits is 

Examining choice to advance gender equality in breeding research  87



to be prioritized. Therefore, we take a much closer look at the decision points 
in Phase 1 by discussing four areas: (a) segmenting and targeting, (b) under-
standing trait preferences, (c) changing priority-setting, and (d) selection and 
testing. For each of these areas, we discuss ways to integrate gender dimensions, 
and share concrete examples of how that has been done. 

Segmenting and gender targeting when breeding for the poor

A first challenge for the incorporation of gender considerations in public sector 
breeding programs is a methodological one. For public breeding programs 
focused on breeding for the urban and rural poor, gendered dimensions of 
demand and market signals are often obscured or not readily discerned (Orr et 
al. 2018). The challenge is compounded by the fact that, unlike private entities, 

Table 2.1  Guiding questions in the “decision checklist for gender-responsive breeding”

Point Questions that guide actions and decisions Focus area

1 Who are the potential customers when gender is 
considered? 

Segmenting and targeting

2 What customers to target? 

What is the justification for targeting one segment 
of the user population versus another, considering 
differences in gender equality?

3 Which trait preferences could the program potentially 
breed for? 

Which existing or new-bred plant or animal traits could 
potentially satisfy some aspects of identified demand?

Understanding trait 
preferences

4 What product meets the needs of a gendered target 
customer? 

What product can feasibly be developed to meet the 
priority demand of the most important customer group?

Changing priority-setting

5 How is the program going to breed for the traits needed 
to reach the gender-responsive product profile?

Is new variation needed to meet the specifications of 
the product profile?

6 How will selection of bred genotypes meet the 
specifications of the gender-responsive product profile?

Testing and selection

7 What gendered constraints should be included in the 
design of delivery systems for the breeding products?

Source: Adapted from Ashby et al. (2018).
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public breeding programs, especially programs for resource-poor farmers, do 
not have the wherewithal to conduct extensive market research to understand 
their clients, and to assess and evaluate the findings of the research to redevelop 
the program (ibid.). 

One source of information for segmenting and targeting is data from 
extension services, participatory plant breeding, and, to some extent, 
household surveys. However, in terms of indicating market demand accurately, 
micro-level data collected from trials and local extension services are often 
ineffective in reflecting gendered demand for varieties because they frequently 
represent narrow, self-selected groups of informants, presenting a problem for 
generalizing results (Orr et al. 2018). Large datasets, on the other hand, often 
obscure the social context and rarely reflect reliable information on gender 
dimensions that affect breeding choices. Most breeding programs, to date, rely 
on geographic data, mapping out breeding demand in relation to production 
constraints, without including and understanding demography, and the social 
characteristics of the client groups. Weak segmentation and targeting that does 
not include gender analysis can affect the feasibility and adaptability of the 
breeding lines and products.

An alternative approach to bridge existing data limitations is to combine 
information around agro-physiological variables with multidisciplinary 
large-scale datasets—such Living Standards Measurement Study–Integrated 
Surveys on Agriculture, the Women’s Empowerment Assessment Index, and 
Demographic and Health Surveys—that contain information on consumer 
preferences and gender in decision-making. This was done for cassava in 
Nigeria (Orr et al. 2018), where a segmenting and targeting exercise predomi-
nantly reflected farm-level data. Segmenting and targeting for other actors in 
the value chain, however, remains a challenge.

Segmenting and targeting are often implicit in the organization of pri-
orities of breeding programs (defining consumers and producers at various 
stages of the value chain). Choice of market segment is often made based on 
agro-ecological markers set out by national datasets with little or no inclusion 
of consumer preferences, and without gender differences flagged. Outstanding 
examples that challenge this trend are the cases of market beans in East Africa 
(Katungi et al. 2018a), cassava adoption in Nigeria (Olaosebikan et al. 2018), 
and ololili forage systems in Tanzania (Galiè et al. 2018). These cases have 
considered gender differentiation in targeting, and the results have influenced 
other stages of the breeding cycle.

In the case of market beans in East Africa, the International Center for 
Tropical Agriculture conducted different studies, including household surveys, 
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choice experiments, and participatory varietal selection, to gather socioeco-
nomic data from male and female respondents. Results revealed that farmers’ 
preferences for bean traits were influenced by landholding size, age, household 
size, sex, and wealth of the household (Katungi et al. 2018b). These are variables 
that also influence technology adoption. An important finding was that traits 
cannot be labeled as men or women’s, since often both prefer the same traits but 
with varying intensity or for different reasons. 

The above study also revealed a shared preference for reduced cooking time, 
and this trait was further explored in a complementary market study with 
consumers, which revealed the significance of selling precooked beans, given the 
lower cost per person of boiling beans and the fundamental importance of color 
for buyers (Aseete et al. 2018).  

These findings have two significant implications for setting breeding 
objectives: (a) if precooking beans is a viable marketing option, fast cooking may 
not need to be included in the package of traits for biofortified beans; and (b) if 
color is a main driver for buyers, this trait should be included in the development 
of new breeding products. 

Incorporating gender into social targeting can take a functional or trans-
formative approach, especially when formulating breeding objectives (Orr 
et al. 2018, 2).2 Figure 2.3 depicts four different options in deciding on what 
market segment to target, taking gender into account. The approach taken to 
incorporating gender into targeting will determine gender equality outcomes. 
On the other hand, both functional and transformative approaches to targeting 
have the potential to influence breeding product and program design, thus sup-
porting the generation of real choice options for women as a basic step toward 
empowerment and gender equality.

Understanding gender dynamics in trait preferences: 
simplifying a complex picture

Historically, decision-making in breeding programs has been economic, 
focusing on the value of a preference linked to the genetic gain of a specified 
trait (Hazel et al. 1994, Mehar et al. 2019). With the twofold incentive of more 
inclusive agricultural research for development and increased adoption of 
breeding products, the opportunity to incorporate potential users’ preferences 

2	 “A functional approach takes gender differences among small producers into account only when 
the delivery of relevant breeding products to both men and women users is essential for achieving 
desired levels of adoption and impact” (Orr et al. 2018).
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has gained traction in recent years. A critical foundation for this is clear and 
accurate data regarding women and men clients’ preferences.

To this end, CGIAR carried out a series of foundational literature reviews 
and empirical research studies to systematically assess knowledge regarding 
gender differentiation in trait preferences, with the aim of identifying options 
for breeding programs to better address gender-specific needs (Christinck et al. 
2017, Ramasawmy et al. 2018, Mehar et al. 2019, Mulema et al. 2019, Murphy et 
al. 2020). Overall, the studies highlighted that gendered trait preference infor-
mation was relatively scarce and reliable methods were still a work in progress in 
public sector agricultural research for development in the Global South. 

A multiorganization, multicommodity initiative with post-doctoral 
researchers to unpack methodological challenges and opportunities related to 
gender analysis in trait preferences surfaced several methodological challenges 
that need further work. These challenges include accurate assessment when 
there are notable differences between what people mean, what they say, and 

Figure 2.3  Decisions that incorporate gender into targeting through a functional or 
transformative approach to gender equality
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what they do (for example what they actually purchase as opposed to what they 
say they purchase); and the challenge of translating information about prefer-
ences into traits that are potentially actionable by breeding programs. The latter 
also involves sifting through preferences to determine which can be included 
in a breeding program versus those that can be addressed through the develop-
ment of best management practices and extension (see Mehar et al. 2019).

To understand gender dimensions in trait preferences it is important to 
look at how these latter reflect underlying gender differences in assets, markets, 
information, and risk, and the ways institutions and policies condition these. 
Unpacking the links between trait preferences, social differences, and gender 
asset inequalities can provide indications as to the expected potential impact 
of a breeding product. For example, a participatory breeding program in Mali 
identified that women expressed preferences for varieties tolerant to low soil 
fertility. Further analysis reflected underlying structures of gender inequality 
in land rights, land access, and access to inputs for soil fertility (Rattunde et 
al. 2018). Although challenging and changing gender norms and access to 
land would be an ideal intervention, it may be outside the sphere of control of 
agricultural researchers working on breeding. In this case, breeders proactively 
acted to decrease gender inequality by developing varieties with improved 
tolerance to low phosphorus, which were particularly beneficial for women 
producers (Ashby 2018). 

Similarly, the study of trait preferences with the ololili3 in Tanzania showed 
that men gave higher importance to livestock fattening whereas women gave 
higher importance to milk production and this reflected unequal asset distri-
bution: men own the animal while women control other assets like milk pro-
duction (Galiè 2013). In this situation, breeders can actively make a choice to 
support gender equality through breeding for a composite of traits that benefit 
both men and women.

In relation to livestock, the African Chicken Genetic Gains Project tested 
different strains of chickens to improve their performance under different 
agroecologies in Africa. At its onset, the project assessed the traits preferred by 
men and women chicken farmers from more than 3,500 households through a 
baseline survey in Ethiopia. Following this, a qualitative study was conducted 
to triangulate the results. Although men and women showed similar prefer-
ences for physical traits, the reasoning behind these preferences differed. Male 

3	 Ololili is a traditional dry season forage reserve maintained by Tanzania’s pastoral Maasai com-
munities to feed their animals. In this system, a portion of land is fenced to let the natural pasture 
grow during the wet season.
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respondents focused on the productivity, health, and marketing of chickens 
while women elicited behavior and consumption traits as well (Mulema 2018, 
Ramasawmy et al. 2018). 

Although the project has not gone through the entire breeding and dissem-
ination process, the results will guide breeders as to which traits to integrate 
into the second phase of the breeding program, and how to involve men and 
women in the selection, testing, and delivery of preferred chickens. The project 
aims at setting up a Long-Term Chicken Genetic Gains Program for sub-Sa-
haran Africa, to produce chicken breeds that are more relevant for women and 
their households, providing options for different contexts.

An often-observed trait preference of women and food-insecure producers 
is for early-maturing varieties, despite the tradeoff of lower productivity. This 
may be because women and the poor are often land-scarce and cash-poor and 
face food insecurity, trying to meet household subsistence food needs year-
round. Early-maturing varieties are one way to manage asset scarcity early in 
the growing season. Dependence on rain, vulnerability to climatic risks, avail-
ability of labor, and priorities in time allocation may also be factors affecting 
women and men differently and influence the preference for early-maturing 
varieties. Going beyond trait preferences as such—and into the underlying 
factors that shape them—can help breeders set breeding priorities that more 
effectively address the needs of the target population (Ashby 2018, Weltzien et 
al. 2019, Mudege et al. 2020) to provide them with real choice options.

Changes in how breeding priorities are set 

Before the formalization and specialization of breeding programs, both men 
and women farmers, depending on their role in seed management and status, 
were involved in breeding. This included selection of naturally emerging 
crosses (Mokuwa et al. 2014), testing, cross-breeding, conducting varietal 
trials across seasons from material sourced from neighbors and those in their 
social circles, and evaluating the merits and demerits of these varieties in their 
specific sites (Farnworth and Jiggins 2003). With formal (current) breeding, 
processes, and decision-making largely shifted to breeding scientists, in terms 
of managing and controlling the gene flow and deciding what genetic qualities 
should be valued and for what markets, the operational implications of the 
differentiated roles of men and women have often been unwittingly ignored 
(ibid.). Nevertheless, some initiatives have targeted a bridging process to incor-
porate user perspectives, and more specifically, gender perspectives in breeding 
objectives. 
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An early example of changes in breeding priorities, influenced by gen-
der-differentiated information and/or preferences, is the case of bean breeders 
in Colombia during the 1980s. Inspired by new evidence from participatory 
research, breeders learned about the multiple uses of beans in households and 
the key role of women in making the choice on what varieties to grow. As a 
result, breeders’ fields kept varieties that they would not otherwise have selected 
(Ashby 1990). Nearly 40 years later, bean breeding teams in Africa are using 
segmentation and targeting tools and techniques combined with thorough 
socioeconomic analysis to make more fundamental decisions to consistently 
incorporate gender considerations in breeding priorities (Nchanji 2018).

At the turn of the century, the Green Revolution breeding paradigm 
began to shift toward more participatory breeding schemes. Animal and plant 
breeders started to acknowledge the need for gender analysis in breeding 
(Ceccarelli et al. 2007, Christinck et al. 2017, Katungi et al. 2018a). The barley 
breeding program in Syria is an example of an intervention that decided to 
carry out participatory diagnosis early in the design of new breeding products. 
This allowed a focus on the strategic needs of women for income-generating 
opportunities and the co-development of new varieties with women producers 
to expand their participation in seed marketing (Galiè et al. 2018).

The case of cassava in Nigeria is a more recent example of changes in the 
operational structure of breeding programs and how they set priorities to 
include gender considerations. Cassava in Nigeria is a major smallholder crop 
primarily for local processing and home consumption. Trait preference studies 
on cassava underscored the extent to which food product quality and pro-
cessing traits were more important for women, including ease of peeling and 
swelling ability in gari and fufu4 (Bentley et al. 2017, Olaosebikan et al. 2018). 
These findings, and additional gender and monitoring information, have led 
the breeding unit to (a) include a focus on women farmers and processors; (b) 
integrate social science and food science as breeding team competencies; and (c) 
include information on social and food quality variables for decision-making 
processes.  

This example is critical to understand two important aspects in addressing 
gender in breeding to advance toward gender equality. The first aspect is that 
of tools, methods, and procedures that enable a better understanding of the 
interplay between traits and gender. Such an understanding can drive concrete 
actions and suggestions that can be addressed through breeding. The second 
aspect is the incorporation of these suggestions and the traits selected through 

4	 Gari and fufu are traditional West African foods based on flour made from cassava roots.
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deliberate attention to gender. Important here is that the incorporation of 
gender dimensions is not by chance, or the result of fleeting opportunities, but 
rather a consequence of formal and systematic processes embedded in breeding 
structures. 

Selection and testing experimental cultivars and new animal 
breeds

Improving access to and adoption of improved crop varieties and livestock 
breeds that are adapted to specific environmental conditions is an important 
approach to increasing production, productivity, and food and nutrition 
security. However, improving access is a challenge that requires rethinking 
approaches to mechanisms and market systems that can advance access to 
new breeding material. Conventional breeding programs that focus narrowly 
on high input use to minimize environmental risks have limited success. 
Environmental variations at both the landscape and the field level, limited 
access to resources by smallholder farmers, poor infrastructure, poor gov-
ernance, and limited risk mitigation measures further hinder the success of 
conventional breeding (Charles et al. 2010). Social structures, including gender 
norms and gender division of labor, that inform farmer selection criteria are 
often unknown to the breeders or not part of breeders’ standards for selection 
(Mulatu and Zelleke 2002).

Most experiences of gender integration in breeding are related to the 
later stages of breeding decision-making, with women involved in evaluating 
advanced material or released varieties and in their distribution. Mother and 
baby trials, participatory varietal selection, and other participatory research 
appraisal tools are frequently used to conduct evaluations and extract informa-
tion to refine breeding products and enhance gender responsiveness in delivery 
mechanisms.  

In response to low rates of adoption of improved released cultivars in 
rain-fed rice environments in eastern India, a participatory plant breeding 
project was implemented in the late 1990s. Male and female farmers in 
the drought-/submergence-prone villages agreed that grain yield and crop 
duration were the most important traits when choosing varieties for upland 
and low-lying areas. However, women gave more importance to traits related 
to tasks that they conducted, such as weed competitiveness and post-harvest 
qualities (ease of de-husking and threshing, high milling recovery, and suitabil-
ity for different food preparations, for example puffed rice).  

This led to the program revising the methods for evaluating rice varieties on 
farmers’ fields. Farmers’ selection criteria were included in rice varietal selection 
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(mother trials) and farmers were also included in the early evaluation of new rice 
lines under their own management (baby trials). The women were able to select 
lines with good eating qualities and suitable for making other rice products. The 
approach described in the rice case contributed to equitable access to cultivars 
with traits that responded to the general needs of men and women (Paris et 
al. 2008). It is during the evaluation processes of this later stage that valuable 
information is generated to support further changes in earlier stages of the 
breeding cycle.

These experiences have contributed to growing recognition that gender 
analysis is not something that should come at the end of the research process, 
essentially to enhance adoption of the new breeding products generated with 
so-called “gender-neutral” objectives. The findings support the need to develop 
feedback loops to learn from experiences of early and late testing of material, in a 
way that these can feed into developing gender equality objectives in early stages 
of the (next) breeding process. Developing effective feedback loops requires 
systematically and cyclically incorporating gender equality concerns throughout 
the different stages of the breeding cycle. The continuous monitoring and eval-
uation of outputs and outcomes is essential to enhance learning and to redirect 
the process toward the desired outcomes. 

Toward a next generation agenda for gender research and breeding-related 
development outcomes 

The incorporation of gender in breeding processes has gained attention 
from biophysical researchers over time, mainly as an opportunity to tackle low 
adoption rates of new breeding products. However, it is important to point 
out that higher adoption rates do not necessarily mean progress toward gender 
equality. Outputs and outcomes achieved are determined by the objectives 
set in breeding priorities. The three possible outcomes of a breeding process 
depend on the objectives pursued and the measurement indicators established. 
Figure 2.4 describes these.

A gender and breeding research agenda should carefully articulate gender 
objectives in breeding to advance toward gender equality. The big question is: 
How do we ensure gender equality objectives are incorporated at the level 
of breeding objectives?

Taking this question to heart, with differentiated objectives as a starting 
point, a future-oriented research agenda that builds on the existing and 
emerging gender and breeding work can be envisioned. Such a research agenda 
includes both methodological and institutional innovations. Further method-
ological innovation is needed for segmentation, targeting, trait identification, 
and breeding selection procedures at each stage, and gender-inclusive product 
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evaluation. Innovative mixed methods approaches and big data need to be 
further used and adapted to integrate data from gender relations and the 
underlying factors that shape preferences, needs, and constraints. 

New tools and methods, at all stages of the breeding cycle, should include 
in their design a prospective analysis of positive or negative effects of the 
new breeding products vis-à-vis gender equality. They can build on emerging 
insights into the usefulness of taking a gender relations perspective and looking 
at the underlying factors of gender differences and disparities. These tools 
will need to collect data from women and men, and on women and men, to 
shed light on gender dynamics and the underlying factors that shape them. 
In order to formally incorporate the use of new methodological innovations 
in a systematic and consistent way across breeding programs, institutional 
innovations will also be needed. The CGIAR Excellence in Breeding Platform, 
currently working to change the breeding mindset toward interdisciplinary 
and client-oriented breeding, offers great potential to formally incorporate 
gender dimensions across the breeding process. 

At this point, we want to focus our attention on a third core element of 
the future research agenda: the key role that monitoring, evaluation and 
learning can play in advancing gender equality through breeding. Evaluation 
and learning are central in the complex scenario of understanding the potential 
and actual contribution of technology development to gender equality. 

Figure 2.4  Process and outcomes of different gender objectives in breeding

Gender-Neutral
Breeding Objective

• Breeding process assumes gender neutrality and delivers products with poor relevance to women's
 practical or strategic needs

• Adoption rates by women can be lower
• Women producers tend to benefit less because breeding products are less suited to their needs, 

preferences, and constraints (i.e. unequal access to inputs, markets, control over products)  

Gender-
Responsive 

Breeding Objective

• Breeding process considers gender dimensions and delivers products with relevance for women
• Adoption rates by women may increase
• Women producers benefit from the breeding products but this may or may not contribute to gender 

equality outcomes 

Gender
Transformative 

Breeding Objective

• Breeding process considers gender dimensions and delivers products with relevance for women
• Adoption by women is the main target
• Women are targeted as an important social and economic group. Breeding products help women 

challenge and reduce specific aspects of gender inequality 

Source: Orr et al. (2018).
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Monitoring and evaluation plays a key role in strengthening the impact pathway, 
presented in Figure 2.1, and the possible outputs aligned with the breeding 
cycle, presented in Figure 2.2. These provide a robust starting point for further 
monitoring, evaluation and learning innovations that can play a critical role in 
assessing and strengthening contributions toward gender equality. This section 
presents specific suggestions for evaluation and learning loops in four specific 
areas: (a) segmentation, targeting, and the definition of trait preferences; (b) 
changing breeding priorities; (c) selection and testing of experimental cultivars; 
and (d) creating a new network of feedback loops.

Evaluation and learning in segmentation, targeting, and the 
definition of trait preferences

Research should focus on understanding when, where, and why gender 
relations and inequalities influence beneficiary or user groups. At this 
early stage, it is also important to anticipate how design decisions may affect 
and be influenced by gender-differentiated constraints and access to resources 
and opportunities (Ashby et al. 2018). This will enable the breeding program 
to better understand the gender dimensions in each social segment the program 
decides to target, and in relation to the potential package of traits. The final 
outcome of Stage “0” should be the definition of a product profile that holds 
breeding objectives (Kotch n.d.) to benefit specific beneficiary groups taking 
into account gender differences.

As discussed in earlier sections, there are concrete examples of incorporating 
gender dimensions at the stage of product design (Paris 2001, in Farnworth 
and Jiggins 2003, Ceccarelli et al. 2007, Galiè 2013, Nchanji 2018). However, 
all cases have used different approaches and methods, and have collected 
information on different variables. Looking ahead, it is important to formally 
incorporate a systematic and replicable process of data collection, aggregation, 
and analysis in existing breeding structures.

Evaluation and learning in changing breeding priorities

Experiences with participatory plant breeding demonstrate that engaging 
farmers in the breeding process and in early testing can yield positive results, 
both in terms of breeding products with traits that are useful for women and 
men and for achieving women’s empowerment (Galiè 2013, Nchanji 2018). 
In Rwanda, women were identified as bean experts to work with breeders for 
better cultivars—a revolutionary move in a patriarchal context (Nchanji 2018). 
Participatory plant breeding emerged as a means of decentralizing breeding 
processes, increasing the responsiveness of breeding processes to the gender 
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roles of men and women, yielding empowering outcomes for women (Galiè et 
al. 2018). While multiple factors contributed to the successful integration of 
gender, an element emerging as a common denominator is that the breeding 
objectives were set and defined by the end users, therefore generating real 
choice options.

Looking ahead, the challenge is to replicate the success of these cases 
in defining breeding objectives that respond to the needs, preferences, and 
constraints of both men and women, and that promote structural changes that 
allow breeding to produce real choice options. This should be accompanied by 
a thorough assessment of the social and economic impact of breeding in terms 
of gender equality, creating and dynamically incorporating feedback loops 
across different stages of the breeding cycle to enhance the learning process.

Evaluation and learning in selections and testing of breeding 
material

An essential component for incorporating gender equality dimensions in the 
selection and testing of breeding material is the definition and implementation 
of evaluation criteria with, and for, gender-differentiated target segments of the 
population. Experience includes tools such as participatory varietal selection 
(Agboh-Noameshie et al. 2013, Misiko 2013, Mudege et al. 2015, 2017), 
mother and baby trials (Paris et al. 2008), and other participatory research 
appraisal tools for evaluation (Paris et al. 2008, Misiko 2013, Mudege et al. 
2017) applied to intentionally capture gender-differentiated perceptions.

For the most part, gender has been considered only at the later stages of 
breeding, with women involved in evaluating advanced material or released 
varieties, and in their distribution. Insufficient consideration of gender-re-
sponsive or gender transformative dimensions in data collection processes over 
varietal adoption and impact is reflected in inadequately described product 
profiles (Thiele et al. 2020), and this makes the creation of feedback loops a 
real challenge. Lessons need to be harvested to make it possible to develop and 
institutionalize feedback loops, which can contribute to breeding priorities that 
promote equality of opportunity in accessing meaningful technology options 
for choice-making. 

Evaluation and learning: creating a network of feedback loops

Gender dimensions and equality are rarely identified as a priority consideration 
in breeding decisions at the beginning of a process (Ashby 2018). Interestingly, 
however, learning loops and feedback emerging from the inclusion of gender 
dimensions in the later stages of the process prompt breeders to reconsider the 
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gender analysis upstream. An outstanding example of this is in sorghum in 
Mali, where a fundamental shift in product definition occurred in response 
to research on gender undertaken during the testing of experimental varieties. 
The program found that, while sorghum is locally considered a “man’s crop”, 
women also grow it for their own specific uses. This led to a rethink of the 
product profile and acknowledgment that gender dimensions must be included 
at earlier stages (ibid.).

Stakeholder consultations and socioeconomic surveys are critical to 
integrate gender into decision-making. Examples from programs like the ololili 
forage system in Tanzania and Matooke in Uganda have successfully integrated 
insights from gender-responsive methods, complementing meaningful qual-
itative research with surveys. A more nuanced approach should (a) integrate 
gender considerations in mixed methods and large datasets; (b) use gender-dis-
aggregated data with reference to socioeconomic indicators; and (c) not rely 
solely on “women’s participation” in activities, but more on their specific roles. 
This will shape a more disciplined, less anecdotal approach that can be formally 
institutionalized. 

Moreover, some programs, as with groundnuts in Malawi and barley in 
Syria, have proactively sought to alter procedures to suit the convenience of 
women participating in various consultations. Examples from some of these 
programs have evolved to transform the composition of breeding research 
teams, with the inclusion of seed system actors, gender and social scientists, 
and traders, in addition to breeders. They thus systematically embedded these 
actors in the breeding decision-making process (Ashby and Polar 2019). Others, 
like the Maize program in Africa, have seen the inclusion of manuals for gen-
der-responsive breeding (Mulema 2018, Adam et al. 2019) for a more thorough 
institutionalization of approaches. 

Over the years, the formal inclusion of gender analysis in breeding has 
been attempted across CGIAR institutions and in many national agricultural 
research and extension system networks (Farnworth and Jiggins 2003), as well 
as through initiatives like GREAT 5, which focused specifically on integrating 
gender into the biophysical sciences. Breeding programs have evolved in terms 
of changing some protocols and considerations as to how they evaluate demand. 
However, with few exceptions, gender analysis in breeding is still at a formative 
stage, evolving “from ad hoc discovery of gender-differentiated traits” but more 

5	 Gender-Responsive Researchers Equipped for Agricultural Transformation (GREAT) is a Gates 
Foundation–funded five-year collaboration between Cornell University, in the United States, and 
Makerere University (www.greatagriculture.org).
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often benefiting from lessons encountered at the later stages of the breeding 
process (Ashby 2018).

The objective ahead is to identify and institutionalize systematic entry 
points to create feedback loops linking gender analysis into the procedures, 
protocols, and practices of the breeding cycle and breeding structures. While 
current market trends visualize breeding as a pipeline, to foster learning and 
benefit from feedback loops, the process needs to be internalized as a cycle. 
Feedback should be formally established through a definition of entry points 
(moments and frequency of data analysis). While the specific moments of 
critical analysis have been identified (see Table 2.1 on the decision checklist 
and Figure 2.2 on the breeding cycle entry points), the iterative generation of 
data and their collective analysis as part of the breeding process are yet to be 
tested, moving from ad hoc processes to systematic, replicable, and cyclical ones. 
This type of analysis will provide evidence to support further institutional 
innovations and structural change to advance toward engendering breeding 
processes that disrupt the status quo and create equal opportunities for men 
and women to benefit from agricultural science and technology development.
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MOVING BEYOND REACHING WOMEN IN SEED 
SYSTEMS DEVELOPMENT

Ranjitha Puskur, Netsayi Noris Mudege, Esther Njuguna-Mungai,  

Eileen Nchanji, Ronnie Vernooy, Alessandra Galiè, and Dina Najjar

Seed is critical to food security as the first link in the food value chain 
(Galiè 2013) and can be a powerful agent of change (Reddy et al. 2007). 
Similarly, women’s empowerment and gender equality are key to food 

and nutrition security (Agarwal 2018). The interplay between the two is 
becoming increasingly important: socioeconomic and gender differences in seed 
and food security must be understood to target seed interventions effectively 
(FANRPAN 2011). However, the importance of seed systems to empower 
women has so far been neglected. This chapter contributes toward closing 
this gap. Gender analysis is important for a comprehensive understanding of 
seed systems and to shape effective and inclusive interventions that go beyond 
reaching women to benefit and empower them.

Gender relations shape seed access, use, and outcomes. In developing 
countries, seed is often managed by men and women on family farms and 
sourced mainly from farm-saved seed and the local market (GRAIN 2000, 
Sarapura 2012). Gender and other socioeconomic factors mediate how farmers 
access seed sourced through local and formal market channels (Thuo et al. 
2014). These factors influence access to information about seed (e.g. origin, 
quality, price) and ability to purchase seed (e.g. access to cash, negotiating 
power), which in turn influence utilization (e.g. who plants which seed and 
where). Applying gender analysis to improve seed systems and reduce/overcome 
existing biases in access to and availability and use of quality seed of local 
and improved varieties is an essential first step toward empowering women 
(FANRPAN 2011). 

This chapter reviews existing literature and evidence to answer the 
question: How can seed system interventions advance women’s empowerment 
and gender equality? The study of seed systems does not have a very long 
history, compared with that of breeding, value chain development, or natural 
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resource management—which likely explains why gender analysis of seed 
systems is at an early stage. Relevant literature is emerging slowly but still 
limited. That made this chapter’s task not an easy one. It therefore starts with 
a more typical framing—of how gender dynamics affect seed system outcomes. 
It then explores how seed system interventions can benefit and empower 
women. The central premise of this chapter is that seed system interventions 
can contribute to women’s empowerment when designed intentionally to be 
gender-responsive. 

This chapter is based on a systematic review of the seed system literature 
in English available in CGIAR repositories, using Mendeley and Google 
Search. The key words used included seed systems + gender roles; formal and 
informal systems and networks; seed banks and cooperatives; production, 
processing, storing, saving, exchange, marketing; entrepreneurship; access to 
seed and information; affordability; willingness to pay; and actors, policies 
and institutional landscapes. The initial categorization of documents was 
complemented by identification of parameters and gender frameworks used 
for analysis. From an initial set of 86 relevant references, 49 were selected for 
detailed review. Material about Africa was dominant, thus an attempt was 
made to include more references about Asia and the Middle East. While 
acknowledging the contextual specificities of gender dimensions and seed 
systems in these studies, the geographical coverage provided a sufficient base 
from which to identify and analyze gender asymmetries prevalent across seed 
systems in different locations.

Most of the literature reviewed lacks sex-disaggregated data; it focuses 
on how “farmers” as a unit access and use seed. The scarce sex-disaggregated 
literature that was available was based on household surveys, likely using 
responses from women heads of household and overlooking the majority of 
women who are living in households headed by men. These latter likely face 
different limitations and constraints compared with women household heads. 
The literature that considers roles of women and men and interactions in the 
seed system looks largely at informal systems. 

We first introduce key gender and seed system concepts, to provide a basis 
for the discussion. We then take four key seed system outcomes related to 
seed users—availability, quality, access, and use and control—and review the 
available evidence through a gender lens. We next reflect on women seed 
producers and empowerment outcomes, and then summarize insights on the 
impact of gender dynamics on seed system outcomes and how seed system 
interventions can contribute to women’s empowerment. We conclude by 
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presenting key components of a forward-looking research agenda that support 
women’s empowerment through seed systems. 

Gender and seed systems concepts 
Here, we present two sets of concepts that guide our analysis and discussion: 
seed system concepts; and gender equality and empowerment pathway concepts. 
For the first, we draw on seed security and associated outcomes (Remington et 
al. 2002, Sperling 2008, McGuire and Sperling 2011, Sperling and Boettiger 
2013, FAO 2015, Subedi and Vernooy 2019) and on multi-stakeholder 
institutional frameworks for intervening in seed systems (RTB 2016, Bentley et 
al. 2018). 

A brief introduction to seed system outcomes, delivery 
channels, and enabling environment

There are four main seed system outcomes: availability, quality, access, and use 
and control of seeds. 

•	 Availability means having enough seed physically present at the right time 
and in the right place, especially seed of preferred crops and varieties.

•	 Quality is a standard of excellence in seed attributes that determine the 
potential performance of a seed lot. It includes both physical qualities (e.g. 
size, weight, color) and appropriateness (i.e. genetic quality) that result in 
good seed viability.  

•	 Access concerns the capacity to obtain reliable information about how 
and where to obtain quality seed, its price, and how best to use it. Access is 
influenced by the mobility/networks of seed users, which is partly reflected 
in the delivery mechanisms they are able to tap into, such as available 
transport and logistics of getting seed from point A to B. Affordability is 
defined as the ability of farmers to buy seed at a reasonable price; it can be 
affected by the market. 

•	 Use and control of seed and the benefits arising from its use are influenced 
by the resources to which women and men have access and the power 
relations in the household and community. 

Seed delivery channels, a key aspect of seed access, fall broadly into three 
categories, often referred to as types of seed system: the national public 
seed system (formal), commercial seed distribution networks (formal), and 
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farmer-managed or community-based seed systems (informal). National 
public seed systems (formal) produce and market certified seed through 
national/state/parastatal (extension) agencies, cooperatives, and private 
sector dealer networks. In commercial seed distribution networks through 
wholesale and retail agrodealers (formal), private sector seed companies play a 
major role; seed of hybrid varieties (cereals and vegetables) that farmers demand 
every planting season are popular in this channel, and the seed is certified and 
branded. In farmer-managed or community-based systems (informal), seed 
is exchanged through social and local networks, often moral economy-based 
(Bates et al. 2011, Schöley et al. 2017, Suma and Großmann 2017) and/or 
obtained from local markets; seed is predominantly uncertified, truthfully 
labeled, or quality declared.

The institutional structures/factors that are key in determining the 
enabling environment for seed systems are seed policy, seed system gover-
nance, and seed system management. Seed policy refers to a statement of 
principles that guides government action and explains the roles of relevant 
stakeholders in a seed system. It can have a significant influence on all seed 
system outcomes. Seed system governance is the process whereby a group of 
individuals work as a collective to assure the health of a seed system. It usually 
includes moral, legal, political, and financial aspects. Seed system manage-
ment includes the day-to-day coordination, execution, and monitoring of key 
tasks required to maintain a seed system in the short and long terms. It usually 
involves human resources, as well as technical, administrative, organizational, 
and financial elements.

A brief introduction to gender analysis and women’s 
empowerment pathways

In this chapter, we look at gender dynamics in seed systems for women seed 
users and producers. Our analytical lens is informed by the Social Relations 
Framework, which argues that underlying causes of gender inequality are 
not confined to the household and family but are reproduced across a range 
of institutions, including the community, state, and market (Kabeer 1994). 
The use of this Framework enables the examination of power issues, gender 
dynamics, and social change in relationships, communities, and institutions, 
and assessment of the potential for gender transformation through seed 
systems. The Framework conceptualizes gender in terms of social relations 
that define the ways in which a culture or society defines rights, responsibil-
ities, and the identities of men and women in relation to one another (Bravo-
Baumann 2000). These gender relations have strong institutional dimensions, 
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and encompass recognition, gender division of labor, access to and control over 
resources, decision-making, and social and gender norms (Galiè 2013, Bezner 
Kerr 2013, Sen et al. 2007). Each is elaborated below. 

•	 Recognition is the acknowledgment of the identities and associated roles 
individuals freely choose or aspire to take in society.

•	 Gender division of labor refers to the allocation of different jobs, respon-
sibilities, or types of work to women and men. This is often influenced by 
social norms and what is considered suitable and appropriate for each sex. 
These roles could vary over time and space and are constantly under nego-
tiation. They are also affected by societal, economic, and historical changes. 
This division of labor influences the economic and other opportunities men 
and women have.  

•	 Access to resources refers to the opportunities and rights to use a resource 
as per one’s need and control over resources refers to the rights and power 
to decide on the use of resources. 

•	 Women express agency in decision-making when they influence and make 
decisions and establish and act on goals. Key decisions that affect women’s 
lives and futures occur in both private and public spheres and often entail a 
process that includes negotiation and compromise.

•	 Gender and social norms refer to rules and shared social expectations that 
define acceptable and appropriate actions for women and men in a given 
group or society.

To deepen the analysis and look at empowerment pathways, we draw on the 
Reach-Benefit-Empowerment Framework (Johnson et al. 2018) introduced in 
Chapter 1 of this volume. In short, in the context of seed systems, seed inter-
ventions need first to reach women and address barriers to reaching them; once 
reached, women can potentially benefit from the use of seed and this could con-
tribute to their empowerment. We can consider women’s involvement, benefits, 
and empowerment in seed systems from two angles: women as seed users and 
seed producers. 

A seed system that recognizes the differentiated needs and preferences of 
women and men farmers as seed users ensures the availability of good quality 
seed of preferred crops and varieties through appropriate and effective delivery 
channels. It provides the first step on the pathway toward empowerment 
by reaching women farmers. Women farmers’ access to quality seed can be 
enhanced through creating awareness and providing access to information 
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about the seed and its availability. For seed systems to reach women, quality seed 
also needs to be affordable and measures need to be in place to support women 
to overcome the barriers to mobility and networking (Bezner Kerr 2013). These 
actions have the potential to expand women’s access to resources and opportuni-
ties and result in positive benefits in the form of increased productivity, higher 
incomes, and food security. Only when women have access to and control over 
inputs, resources, knowledge, skills, and decision-making can seed systems con-
tribute to women’s empowerment. 

Empowerment through seed systems first requires social and institutional 
structures that create enabling conditions where women’s contributions are 
valued and rewarded. Gender transformative approaches are those that aim 
to influence the social context, creating an enabling environment for gender 
equality and women’s empowerment (Razavi 2009, Chant and Sweetman 
2012, Kabeer 2012, Okali 2012, Galiè and Kantor 2016; see also Chapter 10, 
this volume). When seed systems are empowering, the equal rights of men and 
women to seed are acknowledged and opportunities are equally available to 
men and women as seed users and as producers. Second, empowerment requires 
that both men and women farmers are represented when decisions affecting 
operations of seed systems are discussed and implemented. Third, it requires 
that women farmers are able to make strategic decisions related to their ability to 
access, utilize, and benefit from seed. 

While this chapter focuses mainly on women seed users, we also examine 
evidence related to women’s empowerment through their engagement as seed 
producers. Women seed producers challenge stereotypes that narrow women’s 
roles to that of farm laborer without any decision-making power. Seed produc-
tion is inherently associated with better access to inputs, including knowledge, 
land, fertilizer, machinery, and credit. This means that women seed producers 
usually have access to good quality seed to multiply and to associated inputs and 
resources through networks and institutions. By controlling seed production, 
it is expected that women producers will generate benefits. When they also 
have agency over the use of the seed they produce and these benefits (e.g. higher 
incomes that they control), women seed producers are empowered. An interest-
ing question to explore, for which not much evidence is available now, is whether 
seed production by women leads to enhanced access to quality seed for women 
seed users in informal and formal seed systems. 
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Women seed users and gender dynamics in seed 
systems 
This section focuses on women as seed users and reviews the existing knowledge 
on gender dynamics in seed systems. We look at seed availability, quality, and 
access, and use of and control over seed. 

Availability 

Availability of seed is influenced by the type of delivery channel or seed system 
(as described above). The formal seed sector generally sells certified seed 
through a limited number of officially recognized seed outlets. It often focuses 
on seed from formal breeding programs and a few crops of high commercial 
value. This sector has generally been less successful in marginal, more variable, 
low-potential areas; seed often does not reach certain social groups (Shiferaw et 
al. 2008). As a result, crops and crop varieties with low market value, that are 
important for smallholder farmers’ household food security, are left out. These 
crops and crop varieties often are under women’s control, sometimes referred 
to as “women’s crops.” Sometimes, the varieties available may not be relevant 
(Ceccarelli and Grando 2007, Galiè 2012) or well suited to the complex and 
gendered needs and preferences of smallholder farmers. Another constraint is 
the high(er) price of formal sector seed, which makes it unaffordable for many 
smallholder farmers (Galiè 2013). In sum, the formal seed sector—both private 
and governmental—faces challenges in reaching women smallholder seed users 
and meeting their preferences and needs. 

Participatory plant breeding (PPB) addresses some of the shortcomings 
of the formal system to make crop diversity better available to smallholder 
farmers (Vernooy 2003). PPB brings farmers and scientists together on equal 
terms to assess and improve varieties (from the national breeding system and 
local sources) under local farm conditions, based on the selection of locally 
preferred traits. Varieties created through PPB can then be multiplied locally, 
and, where government rules and regulations allow, be submitted for formal 
registration and release. PPB contributes to a seed system that is better able 
to address supply- and demand-side issues (Almekinders et al. 2007). It is 
also influenced by gender dynamics. For example, in Syria, women farmers 
faced difficulties getting involved in a PPB program because male government 
extension workers were accustomed to working only with men farmers (Galiè 
2013). Communities did not appreciate women’s involvement in agriculture 
and did not support them. Gender norms discouraged women’s interaction 
with unrelated men, including breeders and extension workers. In addition, 
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men farmers involved in the sale of seed produced by the program obstructed 
women’s involvement, fearing potential competition.

Smallholder farmers continue to rely to a large extent (70–90 percent) on 
informal seed sector seed. Medium-scale and better-off farmers also rely to 
some extent on seed from these sources. The literature on farmer-managed 
(informal) seed systems is rich and varied and offers good insights into gender 
roles, community dynamics, and kinship structures. Women play a central 
role in these systems in seed exchanges, selection, production, and storage, 
contributing to enhancing nutrition and maintaining crop diversity. Seed 
is obtained through family, kinship, and friendship relationships, including 
from saved seed and local markets. An advantage of these systems is that they 
provide seed of varieties preferred by local communities and that respond to 
women’s needs and preferences. Farmer-managed systems reach women more 
easily as they circumvent the barriers of mobility and cash to buy seed (Galiè 
et al. 2017). 

Farmer-managed systems are critical in maintaining agrobiodiversity and 
contribute to resilience and diversity (Subedi and Vernooy 2019), but they 
are not always able to meet all of the seed needs of the farming community. 
An emergent new group of seed producers (sometimes referred to as the 
intermediary seed sector), made up of seedbanks and seed cooperatives, has 
started to bridge gaps (Box 3.1). In the Gumbu community seedbank, women 
are key actors, and are provided with varieties that meet their demands. They 
benefit (from earning extra cash) and are empowered through their active 
involvement in seed governance and management. While there are examples 
of women playing a critical role in community seedbanks (World Bank 2009, 
Vernooy et al. 2015, Mudege et al. 2020), systemic gender inequities, including 
biased community attitudes, tend to prevent women from realizing the full 
benefits of such initiatives. For example, a seedbank initiative set up by a 
nongovernmental organization in 15 villages in northern Ghana saw lower 
participation of women in seedbank governance as well as constraints to 
women’s membership and leadership, as a result of unrealistic criteria set by 
male village leaders, hindering availability of seed, information, and skills to 
women (Nyantakyi-Frimpong et al. 2019). 

While there are differences in the way formal and informal systems reach 
women seed users to make preferred seed available, they share important 
points of integration. Farmers use both systems to access seed for different 
crops from both channels. An increasing number of (formal) breeding 
programs involve farmers in variety selection; farmers sit on variety release 
committees; and some improved varieties are diffused through local channels. 
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It is critical that both systems coexist and together help meet the needs of 
women seed users.

Quality 

Seed quality is defined by genetics, physical appearance, physiological 
response, and health (Tripp et al. 1997, Weltzien and von Brocke 2001). Use 
of quality seed alone could increase productivity by 15–20 percent (Yapa 
2015). In the formal seed system, quality is defined by trueness to variety, 
germination percentage, vigor, appearance, and freedom from disease. In a 
farmer-managed seed system, seed quality is defined more loosely to reflect 
the performance of seed in a given context. It is “measured” based on the 
expectations of the seed user. 

Men and women farmers often have their own subjective parameters 
for determining quality. A case study on rice in India, for example, revealed 
that women and men farmers often related seed quality to yield and thereby 
conflated varietal traits and seed quality parameters. This kind of “measure-
ment” influences their trust in seed sources (R. Puskur, pers. comm.). A study 
conducted with bean and cowpea farmers in Tanzania and Ghana to gauge the 
relative demand for three types of seed products that differ in price and quality 
(certified, quality-declared, recycled) indicated that farmers were willing to 
pay significantly more for the higher-rated relative to the lower-rated seeds. 

Box 3.1  Women farmers ensure availability of preferred crops and 
varieties through their seedbank in South Africa 

The Gumbu community seedbank in Limpopo province, South Africa, 
operated by women, is located in a remote dryland area with limited market 
access and low crop diversity. Farming and seed exchange are mostly 
conducted by poor smallholder women farmers. The seedbank prioritizes the 
maintenance of nutritious crops and varieties needed for the preparation of 
traditional dishes. The women farmers of Gumbu contend that the community 
seedbank allows them to maintain the range of crop species and varieties 
inherited from their parents. This supports their household food supply, gives 
them a sense of satisfaction, and allows them to earn some extra cash. They 
say that the community seedbank is a great new space to meet, talk, decide, 
and work together. 

Source: Vernooy et al. (2015).
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However, for a majority of farmers, the magnitude of the premium they are 
willing to pay for higher-quality seed is less than the current price differential 
between certified seed and grain (Maredia et al. 2019). Unfortunately, the 
literature on seed quality generally fails to capture whether or not there are 
differences in criteria women and men use to judge or measure seed quality, and 
what women might value most. 

It is often assumed that the seed produced in farmer-managed systems 
(uncertified) is of low quality. However, a study in Ethiopia and Syria of wheat 
seed found that a large number of seed samples produced by farmers met the 
minimum physical purity and germination standards for certified seed, com-
parable with those of seed from the formal sector (Bishaw et al. 2012). A study 
in Tanzania found that more than 90 percent of farmer rice seed samples met 
national seed quality standards. Only about a fifth of the samples from formal 
and informal systems met the minimum standard for genetic purity (Gebeyehu 
et al. 2019). 

While formal seed system actors often remain skeptical about the quality 
of seed from farmer-managed systems, most farmers tend to trust the seed 
produced and provided by fellow farmers more than they trust seed bought 
from commercial actors (Box 3.2). However, trust is also gendered. For 
example, in Malawi, men were comfortable obtaining potato seed from outside 
the village while women concentrated their efforts on accessing seed from 
farmers they knew in their communities. This was in part because the women 

Box 3.2  What is good quality seed and whom can we trust to provide this? 

Women rice farmers in two eastern states of India and Nepal have very high 
levels of trust in the quality of seed from women’s seed producer groups. 
When probed about quality, they mentioned physical purity (cleanliness of 
seed) and mixture of varieties as important. They rated the quality of seed 
produced by seed producer groups more highly than they did seed from 
private companies or seed dealers, and preferred it. They also felt they would 
not be cheated, as peer pressure is at play and the seed producer groups 
are locally accountable. The women seed producers have become true seed 
experts. They do the quality testing themselves, which enhances users’ trust 
in their seed. 

Source: Puskur et al. (forthcoming).
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were afraid of being blamed by their husbands if the crop failed as a result of 
poor-quality seed (Mudege et al. 2016b).  

Access to seed

Seed access is determined by access to information and mobility and networks 
of women and men, and by affordability. We look at the gender dynamics in 
these two aspects.

ACCESS TO INFORMATION, NETWORKS, AND MOBILITY 

Access to information creates awareness of and demand for seed and is 
mediated by gender norms and relations. Key information sources include 
extension services, other farmers, family members and relatives, and religious 
and peer groups (Akca et al. 2008, Poudel et al. 2015). Seed flows tend also 
to follow these channels. A small proportion of farmers obtain information 
through information and communication technologies and mass media 
sources, and from seed companies and agrodealers. Women may not always 
be targeted (effectively) to receive information and may not have equal access 
to information and knowledge about seed (Galiè 2013, Mudege et al. 2016, 
Njuguna-Mungai et al. 2016). 

Seed information channels in communities are anchored in local social 
networks and community processes that are often gendered. In Laos and 
Indonesia, men have larger seed information networks, and this influences the 
flow of seed-related information to women negatively (Tatlonghari et al. 2012). 
In Bangladesh, women depend on family members and neighbors to obtain 
information on seed, while men obtain this information from both local and 
external sources, such as extension agents. Older women, who generally have 
higher mobility, are more able to access information from the public arena 
(Aktar et al. 2010). While women’s low literacy levels do not affect access to 
informal services, women are less confident about interaction with agrodealers 
(Lamontagne-Godwin et al. 2018).

For open-pollinated varieties and vegetatively propagated planting 
materials, awareness-raising and information-sharing can be conducted very 
effectively through participatory processes, such as field demonstrations, 
farmer field schools, and participatory varietal selection. While such efforts 
are often small in scale, the information and experience gained is high as 
farmers interact intensively with other seed system actors. For women, these 
processes are often very beneficial: they interact freely, unconstrained by social 
norms of interaction with men, who are non-family members. Because of time 
and financial constraints, participatory methods are often implemented with a 
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small number of farmers (sometimes referred to as lead farmers or trainers), who 
tend to be mostly, or only, men. Participatory approaches may thus not reach 
women. 

Innovations are emerging to improve women’s access to seed information. 
Box 3.3 presents a case in which a groundnut breeding program leveraged a 
unique social arrangement in Uganda through which women farmers access 
information and seed. Another example is Victoria Seeds’ use of local transpor-
tation (tuk-tuks in Uganda) to function as mobile seed shops in remote villages. 
Private seed companies have started using videos featuring local farmers to 
enhance the efficiency and speed of information reach to women (Aktar et al. 
2010). This technique borrows from gendered advertising, used to target niche 
areas for users of a specific gender and age for certain products based on pref-
erences (Njuguna 2009). This approach is used mainly for selected crops and 
varieties for which profits are assured.

AFFORDABILITY 

Seed affordability is not gender-neutral. Lack of money to purchase seed is a 
major constraint for women, affecting both the quality and volume of seed use 
(Mudege and Torres 2017). It has impacts on women’s ability to buy seed sold 
by formal systems and increases their dependence on farmer-managed systems. 
Women use other means to access quality seed in communities, such as seed 
exchange, casual labor supply, labor exchange, gifts, seed loans or money loans, 

Box 3.3  Alea —a social labor-sharing arrangement as an entry point for 
sharing seed information in Uganda 

In northern and eastern Uganda, farmers replace groundnut and sorghum 
seed every two/three seasons, with women farmers replacing their seeds 
more often sourcing it from other farmers. The only external actors with whom 
women interact are local grain stockists. Women farmers have a traditional 
labor-sharing mechanism called Alea: a common interest group. They take 
turns working on members’ farms at critical times in the crop production cycle, 
during which they share information about groundnut varieties. At harvest 
time, they share seed for the next season. Alea is a key entry point for sharing 
new information and seed by the groundnut breeding program in Uganda. 

Source: Njuguna-Mungai et al. (forthcoming).
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and deferred payments (Lukonge et al. 2015, Mudege et al. 2015, McGuire and 
Sperling 2016). However, purchasing seed has a higher prestige than saving one’s 
own in some contexts (Bates et al. 2011).

Farmers are less likely to buy seeds for open or self-pollinated crops such as 
rice and wheat. The yield potential of open or self-pollinated crops diminishes 
less between generations, so farmers tend to carry over farm-produced seed. 
In some cases, both men and women may be willing to pay for new seed, but 
not once it becomes ubiquitous in the community and they can obtain it from 
their neighbors and friends. As women and men have overlapping as well as 
different needs from the same crop, willingness to pay is guided by different 
drivers (Khan et al. 2016, McGuire and Sperling 2016). The social determi-
nants and gendered differences of farmers’ willingness to pay for particular 
traits and actual ability to pay often remain unaddressed in studies (Kassie et 
al. 2017). 

Women commonly can only afford seed that is relatively cheap (Mudege 
et al. 2015). In Malawi, women purchased low-quality potato seed that they 
could afford, while being aware of the risk of pests and disease that could 
spread to other plots (Mudege et al. 2016b). Large- and medium-scale farmers 
often opt for more expensive, superior quality, seed of high-yielding varieties 
obtained from commercial producers (Bogale et al. 2018).

Small packages, “mom and pop” stores, and presentations and promotions 
in local markets all positively influence the purchase of seeds by women and 
young farmers (McGuire and Sperling 2016, Kandiwa et al. 2018). For maize 
in Malawi or sweet potato in Tanzania, subsidies and vouchers are provided 
(Mudege et al. 2018), although this approach is criticized for creating artificial 
markets and increasing aid dependency (Mudege and Walsh 2016, Bentley et 
al. 2018). Little gendered research has been done to understand the influence 
of incentives and subsidies on affordability.

Use of and control over seed

We now discuss how gender dynamics affect women’s use of and control over 
seed mediated by women’s access to resources, including knowledge and skills, 
and by social norms that influence decision-making. 

KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS 

Women’s limited access to new knowledge and skills affects their ability to 
use new seed technologies. Extension services often fail to adequately reach 
women and provide the services they need (Manfre et al. 2013). Extension 
officers in Malawi who trained men heads of household on seed marketing 
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and profit maximization excluded women farmers (Mudege et al. 2015). This 
also perpetuates the perception that women are not farmers and therefore 
need not be consulted by men for decision-making related to seed and farming 
in general (Mudege et al. 2017). 

Some research and development programs do target women to provide 
information, training, and good quality seed of the varieties they prefer 
(Mudege and Torres 2017). In Eastern Africa, regional seed companies outper-
form their global peers in many areas, including in addressing women farmers’ 
needs. Programs for women are conducted by Seed Co. in Kenya and Victoria 
Seeds in Kenya and Uganda (Access to Seeds Index 2019). While intentional 
targeting may be necessary to reach women, it is not sufficient. Women 
farmers’ participation in training sessions is usually contingent on negotiating 
gender norms enforced by kin and community. Moreover, when women’s 
socioeconomic environment is not conducive to implement what has been 
learned, women may not apply the knowledge and skills they gain. Women’s 
use of seed technologies may be further constrained when they negatively 
affect their labor burden or when women lack resources to buy additional 
inputs (Box 3.4). 

DECISION-MAKING 

Women’s decision-making power to acquire and use seeds is important given 
their roles as household managers and custodians of seed, in particular in 
farmer-managed systems (Mudege et al. 2015, Khan et al. 2016). In Africa and 
Asia, planting, selecting, cleaning, and drying seeds are often in the female 

Box 3.4  Training is necessary but not sufficient 

An Irish Aid-funded project, Rooting Out Hunger in Malawi through Orange 
Fleshed Sweet Potato, targeted women farmer groups for training on conserv-
ing vines. A woman participant mentioned that she was conserving her vines 
using a traditional method by digging a hole and planting the vines in it. This 
technique conserves moisture and is easier than what is taught in the training 
(line-planting of vines and irrigating them). She said that she did not have 
money to purchase irrigation equipment or clean planting material. Women in 
her community did not control money from the sale of most crops and thus 
could not save enough to invest in new technologies and practices. 

Source: Mudege et al. (2016b).
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domain, giving women exclusive access to seed at the sowing and postharvest 
stages. Similar patterns regarding seed selection are reported for potato in the 
Andes (GRAIN 2000, Sarapura 2012) and Uganda (Mudege et al. 2016a). 

There is, however, little systematic evidence on gendered decision-making 
and control with regard to seed access and use within households. Gender 
differences in control of seed in the household appear to vary with the crop 
and variety and are related to market orientation. In Tanzania and Ethiopia, 
women manage seed selection, processing, and storage for food crops but 
not for cash crops (Amri 2010). In some contexts, women do not control 
the income of crop sales; this in turn affects their ability to purchase seed 
(Mudege et al. 2018). 

The question on women’s decision-making power extends beyond a 
narrow focus on the household, in particular in farmer-based systems. 
Farmer-managed systems and well-designed participatory breeding programs, 
in which women play key roles in seed management and production, offer 
women significant access to and control and use of the desired crops and 
varieties (Bezner Kerr 2013, Galiè 2013, Mudege et al. 2016a, 2018). In South 
India, for example, farmers tend to rely on saved seed, which gives them 
self-reliance in seed, crop diversity, and nutrition. These are three realms that 
are largely under women’s control (Pionetti 2006). 

Being able to save their own seed means women can ensure diversity in 
crops and food, both now and in the future. They can also ensure crop charac-
teristics meet their own specific needs, including sowing at the optimal time. 
Women’s engagement in seed management, including their decision-making, 
is a factor that positively affects seed system outcomes for women. In addition, 
women are able to accumulate seed capital and bargaining power within the 
household. This is discussed in more detail below on empowerment pathways. 
First, we take a closer look at women as seed producers and the related 
gender dynamics.

Gender dynamics and women seed producers and 
entrepreneurship
Seed production can be beneficial for women as an enterprise, and can at 
the same time strengthen their key roles in seed systems. In Burkina Faso, 
women first trained in groundnut seed production in 2015 now make up a 
community of 540 seed producers, earning up to US$200 in one season. In 
Malawi, where 27–64 percent of the seed is purchased from local markets and 
48 percent of farmers use their own saved seed, 47 percent of members in seed 
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producer clubs are women. Women seed producers have indicated profit levels, 
which are 1.5 times the national average income; they feel more food-secure 
and have gained a sense of entrepreneurship (ICRISAT 2018). Seed systems 
can create and expand spaces for women’s economic participation (Kandiwa et 
al. 2018). One way to do this is by supporting women to become community-
based seed entrepreneurs with seed operations that start at the local level with 
one or a few crops and then expand to other areas and more crops. In a similar 
vein, a PPB program has led to significant empowerment outcomes for women 
seed producers (Box 3.5). 

Most evidence and experience of engaging women as seed producers 
can be found in the farmer-managed and community-based systems. Social 
norms related to mobility and access to information appear to influence 
women’s participation in markets as seed sellers. Women are quite invisible 
in seed production and entrepreneurship and are often referred to as the 

“daily laborers” in smallholder seed production, particularly in the formal or 
commercial sector (de Roo and Gildemacher 2016). However, there are a few 
ongoing efforts to engage women in commercial seed production as producers 
and entrepreneurs (Ogero et al. 2016). Women are increasingly participating in 
the formation and management of small seed enterprises (World Bank 2005) 
that deliver better-quality seed compared with the farmer-managed systems. 

Box 3.5  Empowering women through a participatory plant breeding 
program 

A gender-responsive PPB program that engaged 12 women farmers from 
three Syrian villages increased women’s self-confidence and visibility as 
knowledgeable farmers, which in turn increased their decision-making power 
within the household. Women’s participation resulted in their access to and 
control over improved barley and wheat varieties that responded to the 
preferences of both women and men and that performed better than locally 
grown varieties. These improved varieties were sold locally at a premium price. 
Although traditionally only men farmers engaged in seed marketing, women’s 
access to and control over the new PPB varieties through the program 
created a novel opportunity for two women to start selling the improved seed 
and earn a significant income. 

Source: Galiè (2013).
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While there are some successful examples, the efforts and related outcomes are 
constrained by the challenges women entrepreneurs face (Box 3.6). 

The weak economic position of women, limited access to production 
factors, and intra-household dynamics hamper women in their efforts to 
become entrepreneurs. Farm plot size, land used, soil fertility, ox ownership, 
access to markets, credit, and extension services had significant effects on 
outcomes realized by women-headed households1 from participation in local 
seed businesses (seed producer cooperatives) in Ethiopia (Mulate et al. 2018). 
Women seed entrepreneurs face challenges as a result of limited access to 
finance and seed processing machinery, inability to attract and retain skilled 
workers, and delayed payments. These are further complicated by societal bias 
toward women in business (Adam et al. 2018).

Women in households headed by men face several challenges in starting 
professional seed production. Husbands may not see the advantage of their 
wives becoming seed producers. Sometimes, men do not support their wives 
starting a business or an activity for which they have to travel outside the 
village. The heavy work burden of women owing to domestic and other care 

1	 An exclusive focus on women-headed households may result in misleading conclusions and recom-
mendation, as this group represents a small proportion of women with constraints and needs that 
differ from those of the majority of women in households headed by men (Doss and Kieran 2014). 

Box 3.6  Women seed producers—opportunities and challenges 

In southern Ethiopia, women engaged in seed production benefited more 
than those engaged in grain production because of their access to the inputs 
and continuous follow-up by development workers. However, only 30 percent 
of the seed producers were women and all of them were single (widowed, 
divorced, or separated). Lack of time affected women’s participation in seed 
and grain production, limiting opportunities for networking or participating 
in community meetings. Married women’s access to information was 
predominantly through their husbands. Women marketed small quantities, 
owing to limited networks and mobility, resulting in control over smaller 
income. However, their engagement in seed and grain production enhanced 
their capacities, income, and assets, and reduced their vulnerability. 

Source: Geleta et al. (2017).
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responsibilities compounds this problem. Meanwhile, commercial seed pro-
duction is capital-intensive and requires more land; however, women’s access to 
capital and assets is often limited (Vice Versa 2017). 

Given the gender asymmetries in ownership of assets and access to resources/
land and financial capital, women are often unable to invest in the agriculture 
sector. This trend is reflected in the seed sector, which sees a dominance of 
male-owned companies and operations. For example, the maize seed sector in 
East and Southern Africa is male-dominated, with men owning and running 
most seed companies. In this region, the International Maize and Wheat 
Improvement Center (CIMMYT) has been building capacity and nurturing 
commercial women seed producers, with a particular focus on making stress-tol-
erant maize seed reach smallholder farmers. In this process, CIMMYT supports 
women in breaking social barriers, contributing to improving household 
nutrition and livelihoods by providing both jobs and improved seed varieties 
(Adam et al. 2018).

Promising methods to support women’s entrepreneurship include (a) gen-
der-specific laws and strategies; (b) integrated loan and training programs; and 
(c) alternative credit assessment strategies. Targeting groups and individual seed 
producers is required (de Roo and Gildemacher 2016). Few groups perform 
production activities collectively, as individual production is seen to encourage 
better performance. Farmer group efforts focus on the acquisition of inputs and 
basic infrastructure, training, and joint marketing. Building organizational and 
financial management capacity is critical to sustain collective action. Developing 
an intervention that promotes women seed producers and entrepreneurs should 
take into account social norms that affect women, be flexible enough to include 
unpaid care responsibilities, and encourage collaboration among family and 
community members.

Seed systems as pathways to women’s 
empowerment? 
Women and men farmers’ roles have been segregated in many seed systems, 
with little change over the past decades in most countries and for most crops. 
Social and gender relations and norms in households and communities mediate 
these roles. In all types of seed systems, women’s effective access to quality 
seed is determined by gender inequities in access to and control over resources 
(including money, credit, extension services, information, and land). These are 
also related to limited recognition of women’s involvement and knowledge in 
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seed systems, sometimes combined with negative attitudes toward women’s 
leadership and management. 

While there is extensive literature on seed systems and how they need to be 
organized to ensure seed security and resilience for smallholder farmers, the 
body of research unpacking gender dynamics within these seed systems has only 
recently started to emerge. Formal seed systems, either governmental or private 
sector-based, tend to reach out to men—as farmers and household heads—
without formally recognizing women as seed users and making no specific 
efforts to reach them. In farmer-managed systems, across cultural and spatial 
contexts, women often play central roles as custodians, savers, and managers 
of seed in the household and within communities (Abdelali-Martini et al. 
2008, FANRPAN 2011, Pschorn-Strauss 2016, Paris and Rola-Rubzen 2018). 
Such farmer-managed systems and community-based seed systems seem more 
responsive to women’s needs and interests—but here also gender inequalities 
constrain women’s access to and benefits of using seeds. Challenges persist such 
as lack of participation in seed-related decision-making, ensuring good seed 
quality, and access to novel varieties and related information.

Our review has shown that women’s awareness and use of seed of new 
varieties can be limited as a result of lack of knowledge and access to training 
(AGRA 2016). Women farmers fail to access good quality seed when they do 
not control income from crops or lack income from other sources (Mudege et 
al. 2015). Women may also opt for more affordable but lower-quality seed. To 
access seed, women tend to rely on social networks and kinship structures based 
on reciprocity and the “moral economy.” Gender-responsive packaging 
and thoughtful, well-designed subsidies may make seed more accessible 
to women.

Agricultural extension and advisory services enable farmers and other rural 
actors to gain knowledge and, importantly, provide information on seeds, 
inputs, technology, credit, markets, and other value chain/business development 
services. Such services offer the opportunity to women farmers to strengthen 
their capacity to improve livelihoods, and health and nutrition outcomes for 
their families. Knowledge was the most important characteristic conferring 
status to farmers in Syria (Galiè et al. 2012).

However, extension services often do not reach women farmers. Besides, 
the mere participation of women in extension services and programs is not 
sufficient for them to benefit significantly if this occurs in a context where 
gender inequities and asymmetries persist. Factors such as literacy levels, 
work burden (balancing of household chores with farm work), and managing 
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limited household budgets all play a part in women’s negotiation capacity and 
ability to attend training sessions. 

Taking note of the emerging knowledge and understanding how gender 
inequalities affect seed system outcomes for women as seed users, the key 
question is how seed system interventions can advance women’s empowerment 
and gender equality. Some studies demonstrate how this can happen (Galiè et 
al. 2012, Mudege and Torres 2017). Access to good quality and relevant plant 
seed can increase productivity, resilience, nutrition, and food security (Mudege 
and Walsh 2016) and, potentially, enhance benefits and lead to empowerment 
of women, contributing to gender equality. Access to quality seed alone can 
increase yield in farmer fields, for example 10–15 percent for maize (Abebe 
and Alemu 2017) and rice (Haque et al. 2012) and 30–50 percent for potato 
(Wang 2008). Access to good seed of multiple varieties can be a useful strategy 
to respond to changing climatic conditions, increasing farmers’ resilience 
(McGuire and Sperling 2016) and enable women to realize their full potential 
as farmers and seed producers in their own right. In particular, access to and 
control over seed can change gender relations in a community. Seed sales can 
enhance women’s economic empowerment when they strengthen their deci-
sion-making in the household. 

Women who were provided access to stress-tolerant rice variety seed and 
trained in seed production in eastern India and Bangladesh claimed that their 
social status had improved, and they perceived themselves as farmers and not 
just housewives (Cueno 2014). They also gained confidence in decision-making, 
enhanced their knowledge, had marketable surplus, and experienced better 
status within the household and community. The increased income and control 
over the use of crops helped them produce quality seed based on their own 
resources, to be used in the subsequent planting season (ibid.). These are all 
notable empowerment outcomes of seed availability and access to and use and 
control of seeds. 

The evidence on women’s benefit and empowerment outcomes as a result 
of engagement in seed systems is slightly more tangible when looking at 
women seed producers. The engagement of women as producers appears to 
hold high potential to expand economic opportunities. Nonetheless, efforts 
to promote sustainable and viable women-led small-, medium- and large-scale 
seed enterprises have to contend with gender inequities in access to resources, 
particularly capital and market linkages. Gender norms that affect mobility, 
access to networks for information, and market linkages can influence these 
initiatives negatively. However, even in societies where social norms are highly 
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constraining, engagement of women as seed producers can provide pathways for 
empowerment. 

In eastern India, for example, women who had no say in decision-making 
about sourcing seeds were trained in quality seed production and engaged 
as seed producers. They were very confident of the breadth and depth of 
knowledge they had acquired, and some started training other women in 
their communities and beyond. They are now able to discuss at length seed 
quality parameters in technical terms and do the basic quality testing after 
production. This has enhanced their self-esteem. They now take part in 
household decision-making regarding varietal and seed choice (Puskur et 
al. forthcoming).

Community seedbanks which often engage women actively in seed 
production and decision-making are important for smallholder farmers, 
women in particular, to access quality seeds (World Bank 2009, Ubinig and 
Nayakrishi Andolon 2015, Vernooy et al. 2015, Ubinig 2018). There are some 
good examples of seed networks managed by women that have created a space 
for own decision-making and leadership (Box 3.7), going beyond reaching 
women. 

We draw four lessons at this point. First, most seed system interventions 
by research and development organizations may reach women, and some 
may benefit them. Second, while gender inequities constrain seed systems 
from reaching women, gender equality and the recognition and leadership of 
women’s involvement in seed management and production not only contribute 

Box 3.7  Bangladesh—the specialized women’s seed network 

The Nayakrishi Seed Network in Bangladesh is the active farmers’ network of 
Nayakrishi Andolon, a large agroecological movement in the country. Women 
farmers are key actors and leaders in the network, covering three major 
agroecological zones and bringing together 300,000 farmers. The network is 
made up of seed huts at the village level and community seed wealth centers 
at district level. This network creates space for women to have their own 
sphere of knowledge and practice. Among the results has been an increase 
in the use of local crop varieties, most of which are better adapted to the local 
agroecological conditions and the reintroduction of (rice) varieties that had 
disappeared 

Source: Ubinig and Nayakrishi Andolon (2015), Ubinig (2018).
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to women gaining access to quality seeds but also offer important opportuni-
ties for them to obtain benefits and also experience empowerment outcomes. 

A third lesson is that it is necessary to consider institutional dimensions 
of both gender relations and seed systems. Institutional dimensions of gender 
relations include the extent to which women’s involvement in seed manage-
ment, production, and use is recognized and valued. This also includes gender 
norms regarding expected and appropriate roles, behavior, voice, and mobility 
of women. With respect to seed systems, institutional dimensions pertain to 
seed policies, management, and governance. The evidence about whether and 
how women’s involvement in seed management translates to women’s empow-
erment is limited. Evidence suggests that empowerment of women depends on 
several social factors beyond the realm of seed systems, and no automatic causal 
relationship can be established. 

Fourth, acknowledging the institutional dimension is critical for approaches 
that explicitly aim to integrate or mainstream gender in seed systems. This 
requires a critical analysis of the influence of community norms and practices, 
customary laws, and formal policies and laws. In some cases, gender main-
streaming approaches are overly technical, ignoring the systemic causes of 
inequality. Seed systems interventions therefore need to consider gendered 
power asymmetries and dynamics at play.

Toward gender equality through a seed systems 
research agenda
Seed systems per se do not directly lead to women’s empowerment and gender 
equality. To achieve this, seed system interventions require specific and 
targeted objectives, such as the promotion of women’s access to resources; 
women’s voice in household and community decision-making; and addressing 
structural barriers to women’s participation. Gender-responsive seed policy 
is required to ensure gender equality goals are achieved. Here, we propose 
some elements of a forward-looking research for development agenda that will 
begin to build the systemic evidence base needed to inform the design and 
implementation of such gender-responsive seed systems, bolstered by gender-
responsive seed policy.

Build evidence on gender dynamics in seed systems. As described, 
there is little evidence available on gendered aspects of seed systems. There is 
little sex-disaggregated and much lesser qualitative data to support a deeper 
gender analysis. Available quantitative data mostly concern women heads 
of household, who constitute a very small proportion of rural women; most 
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women live in households headed by men. We need better and intentional 
integration of gender in seed systems studies and also specific efforts to 
bridge knowledge gaps. Understanding the local social and gender context is 
critical in designing seed systems that allow equitable access to seeds and that 
empower women either as users or producers of seed. This should be based on a 
systematic analysis and understanding of gender roles and the social norms and 
power relations at play that determine access and use. 

Adapt and track gendered seed access indicators. Development of the 
Access to Seed Index (https://www.accesstoseeds.org/) is a commendable 
effort, and this a useful tool to gather evidence on access to seed by the private 
sector. However, the current index does not make a gender-informed analysis of 
access and does not include gender indicators. It covers crops and varieties that 
private companies produce (mostly hybrids and cash crops) but not other crops 
that may be important for women, including vegetatively propagated crops 
and varieties important for nutrition. What is not measured is not managed. 
National governments and other research and development agencies could 
take a cue from this and develop indicators of seed access for a broader range of 
crops and varieties important for women, and track them. 

Analyze gendered impacts of seed systems policies. A very relevant and 
urgent area of research involves understanding how policies affect seed systems 
reaching, benefiting, and empowering women. Seed policies developed without 
a gender lens could have negative impacts on women’s ability to access seed. 
Even though farmer-managed seed systems are the principal source of seed for 
food crops in both Africa and Asia, national and regional seed policies often 
do not support them—and may even undermine them. No concerted efforts to 
date have studied gender dimensions in formal seed policy processes and seed 
governance, and this is a key knowledge gap to fill.

Flip the question—ask what seed systems can do for women and 
not just what women can do for seed systems. While unpacking gender 
dynamics of seed systems, it is important to move beyond the instrumental 
use of gender analysis to improve seed system outcomes to examine how seed 
systems can facilitate, support, and spur women’s empowerment. Some key 
questions to address include:

•	 How should the formal seed sector reinvent itself to be more relevant to 
women seed users—including understanding and responding to their 
preferences and needs; designing effective quality seed and information 
delivery channels; and enhancing capacity of women seed users to be able 
to use the seed? 
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•	 What institutional and marketing innovations and incentives make quality 
seed affordable to smallholder women seed users?

•	 What mechanisms and approaches support nurturing women seed entrepre-
neurs/producers, including gender-responsive financial products, business 
development services, skills development, and policy incentives and support?

•	 Do social and behavioral change communication approaches, if integrated 
into seed system interventions, influence gender norms, attitudes, and 
behavior that constrain women seed users and producers from obtaining 
positive benefits from engagement?

Use integrated seed sector development approaches. The integrated 
seed sector development approach (Louwaars et al. 2013), adopted by the 
Integrated Seed Sector Development (ISSD) Africa program, provides a 
practical framework for countries to move toward a more balanced seed 
sector. The approach proposes to build stronger linkages between formal and 
farmer-managed systems and create more space for community-based seed 
initiatives, for example seedbanks, seed cooperatives, and women-led seed 
enterprises. A better understanding of gender dynamics in integrated seed 
sector development could strengthen the approach. The theme on Gender 
and Seed Systems of the ISSD Africa program, in which several CGIAR 
centers participate, has put this at the core of its agenda (https://issdafrica.org/
gender-and-seed-systems/).

There are other opportunities to integrate gender into global seed 
system development frameworks and initiatives. For example, in 2017, the 
CGIAR Collaborative Platform for Gender Research (since January 2020 
the GENDER2 Platform) funded five projects on gender dynamics in seed 
systems. The ISSD Africa program, already mentioned, is another example. 
However, the gender transformational potential of seed systems remains 
under-researched and under-profiled. Interventions designed to systematically 
test the impact of gender-responsive approaches on women’s empowerment are 
very much needed: they represent a contemporary call to arms for seed sector 
actors and programs. Gender equality and women’s empowerment should be 
the next frontier for seed system development.

2	  https://gender.cgiar.org/
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PROMISE AND CONTRADICTION: VALUE CHAIN 
PARTICIPATION AND WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

Markus Ihalainen, Sumer Shaikh, Gaudiose Mujawamariya, Sarah Mayanja, 

Sounkoura Adetonah, Katie Tavenner, and Marlène Elias 

With the expansion of agricultural production for the global market, 
interest among research and development actors in developing 
more “inclusive” value chains has grown (Stoian et al. 2018a). While 

mainstream value chain development (VCD) has focused on enhancing the 
efficiency of processes along the chain, policies increasingly endeavor to address 
poverty, emphasizing the inclusion of poor and marginalized people in global 
markets (Bolwig et al. 2010). In recent decades, scholars and development 
agencies have directed attention toward the “gender gap in agriculture” (Huyer 
2016), encompassing, among other things, women’s lesser access to market 
opportunities and to the benefits from cash crops (Pyburn et al. 2015). As a 
consequence, agricultural development initiatives increasingly aim to support 
the engagement of women in agricultural value chains (Sachs 2019). However, 
while promoting the engagement of women in markets and value chains is 
becoming entrenched in the global agenda for gender equality (Stoian et al. 
2018a), systematic evidence demonstrating causal linkages or laying out a clear 
theory of change between participation and empowerment remains limited 
(Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014, Johnson et al. 2018). 

This chapter places empowerment at the core of our analysis, with the 
explicit aim of understanding how and under what conditions participation 
in agricultural value chains can advance or constrain women’s empowerment. 
Through examining empowerment as a potential outcome of participation, 
we aim to better understand the nature of empowerment processes in the 
context of value chains, as well as to discuss the extent to which such processes 
help catalyze broader structural change. Based on a critical review of the 
literature, we observe that, while value chain approaches are gaining currency 
within the global development and gender equality agenda, few studies adopt 
empowerment as the primary topic of inquiry. Moreover, there is considerable 

Chapter 4

147



inconsistency in conceptualizing and measuring empowerment in the context of 
value chains. Evidence linking value chain participation to different dimensions 
of empowerment is mixed at best. In addition, contextual factors, both within 
and beyond the value chain, have a strong influence on this link. The following 
section explains our conceptualization of empowerment and its relation to 
gender equality in the context of value chains. 

The chapter has four sections. The first introduces our operationalization 
of empowerment and lays out the scope of the chapter. The second reviews the 
evidence on empowerment outcomes linked to participation in value chains. 
The third section assesses ways in which VCD efforts advance (or constrain) 
such outcomes. Here, in order to provide more a nuanced, in-depth insight into 
the complexity of gender relations, power relations, and empowerment in the 
context of agricultural value chains, we present two case studies: one on the 
dairy value chain in Kenya and one on the shea value chain in Burkina Faso. 
The fourth and concluding section outlines pertinent gaps and identifies priori-
ties for future research on empowerment and value chain participation. 

Operationalizing empowerment in value chains 
There is considerable discrepancy in the ways in which major development 
actors frame the relationship between empowerment and value chain partic-
ipation. For instance, in describing its approach to inclusive market systems 
development, Oxfam views empowerment as a necessary precondition, arguing 
that “women’s empowerment and rights need to be prioritized for more 
equitable market systems to be achieved” (Kidder et al. 2017, 26). Through a 
partnership with CARE, Mars claims to empower women through enhancing 
opportunities to participate in the cocoa value chain by providing them with 
financial services and market access (Mars 2019). Going beyond mere partici-
pation, the UN Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic 
Empowerment stresses the importance of “supporting and enabling women to 
reach their full potential at all levels of the value chain” (Klugman and Tyson 
2016, 6 [our emphasis]), while the International Labour Organization stresses 
links between empowerment and decent work (Mayoux and Mackie 2007). 
CARE International stresses empowerment as a broader outcome, viewing 
global value chains as a potentially “powerful lever for empowering women” 
(Boyle 2016, online [our emphasis]), while at the same time emphasizing 
women’s empowerment as an instrument to achieve broader societal benefits, 
such as food and nutrition security. 
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The emphasis in this chapter is on empowerment as an outcome of value 
chain participation. This framing holds empowerment as the dependent 
variable rather than as a potential ripple effect of other economic or develop-
ment goals. It goes beyond treating participation or increased income as an “end 
goal.” In defining our scope, we refer to the framework, distinguishing between 
agricultural interventions aimed at reaching, benefiting, or empowering 
women (Johnson et al. 2018), as Chapter 1 introduced. Within the value chain 
context, gender equality has often been understood in terms of equal partici-
pation and benefits (for example FAO 2018, 13). Projects aiming to empower 
women, however, focus on measures including “… outcomes that are inherently 
empowering (for example women’s agency), inherently disempowering (for 
example gender-based violence, time burden) or indicators of women’s position 
relative to men (for example degree of control over income, participation in joint 
decision making, gender-asset gap)” (Johnson et al. 2018, 5).

Instead of merely discussing differences in women and men’s engagement, 
this chapter focuses on processes that change “… gender relations in order 
to enhance women’s ability to shape their lives” (Riisgaard et al. 2010, 7, 
emphasis in the original). It therefore includes studies focusing on dynamics 
of participation and benefits only insofar as they relate to empowering or 
disempowering processes and outcomes. In addition, while we consider that 
summarizing the literature on “reach” and “benefit” is beyond the scope of 
this chapter, it is worth noting that there is a considerable body of research, 
within and outside CGIAR and across commodity sectors, on identifying and 
addressing the multiple economic, technological, sociocultural, and political 
barriers limiting women’s opportunities to equitably participate in and benefit 
from value chains (see reviews by, for example, Njuki et al. 2013, Mutua et al. 
2014, Ingram et al. 2016, Gumucio et al. 2018, Kruijssen et al. 2018).

Given the multifaceted nature of empowerment, we avoid prescribing strict 
operationalizations and indicators. We are interested in understanding if and 
how participation in different segments or nodes of different agricultural 
value chains, or different direct benefits (for example income, training, social 
networks), influence women’s agency at individual (for example confidence), 
household (for example economic decision-making), and collective (for 
example participation in collective decision-making bodies) levels. We 
further explore if and how that agency can contribute to achieving changes in 
economic and social relations within the household (for example reproductive 
labor burden), value chain (for example job security), or society (for example 
norms around “women’s and men’s labor”). 
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Inspired by Naila Kabeer (2017, 651), our understanding of empowerment 
situates it within structures of inequality, and envisions a theory of change 
in which empowerment challenges those very structures to enhance gender 
equality. We view empowerment as an inherently political process and, as 
such, one that is impossible to disassociate from the structural context 
within which it is situated. While Kabeer’s analysis is multidimensional 
(that is, political, economic, and social), many contemporary guides to “gen-
der-equitable value chain development” assume structural transformation 
through individual-level gains across various market-oriented indicators, such 
as skills, capacities, or participation in collective enterprises (Stoian et al. 
2018a, 504). This neoliberal co-optation of empowerment, emphasizing the 
power of money in allowing women to realize their potential, has produced 

“… empowerment lite, a version of empowerment pared of any confrontation 
with the embedded social and power relations that produce societal and 
material inequities” (Cornwall 2018, 3). We argue that broader socioeconomic, 
institutional, technological, and environmental processes associated with 
the expanding reach of agricultural markets do not merely induce changes 
in women and men’s resources and agency but also introduce new structures 
and power relations. Hence, we assess the various outcomes discussed above in 
relation to a broader structural context. 

We recognize that it is also possible to enhance gender equality, under-
stood in terms of equal rights, responsibilities, and opportunities of women 
and men (see discussion in Chapter 1) through top-down approaches, 
including legal reforms (see Chapter 6 on natural resource management, this 
volume). However, given the prominence of the bottom-up vision linking 
empowerment gains from value chains to a transformation of unequal struc-
tures, both within and beyond the value chain, this chapter has a two-fold 
objective: 

1.	 To understand the directionality and magnitude of effects across indi-
vidual and relational empowerment indicators (for example women’s 
agency, gender-based violence, time burden, degree of control over 
income, participation in joint decision-making, gender-asset gap) 
(Johnson et al. 2018); and,

2.	 To investigate the theory of change across these aspects, and broader 
structural transformation toward greater gender equality.
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Empowerment as an outcome of participation 
This section reviews evidence across a number of agricultural value chains and 
considers the different forms of women’s participation—for example as wage 
laborers, smallholder, or self-employed—as well as the conditions under which 
participation and women’s empowerment occur. 

Within the value chain 

Amid the reorganization of agricultural production into global production 
systems (Carr and Chen 2004), many value chains have witnessed a shift 
toward more casual employment practices. The expansion of commercial agri-
culture has, in many cases, opened up opportunities for women to engage in 
wage and salaried labor, but the situation is complex, fraught with tradeoffs. 

Studies on export horticulture (Barrientos 2001, Barrientos et al. 2003), 
oil palm plantation work (Li 2015), gum processing (Shackleton et al. 2011), 
and wood furniture production (Nansereko 2010) have found that while 
women may comprise the majority of the casual workforce, men tend to 
occupy the permanent positions. Insecure contracts, long working hours, poor 
pay, and a lack of social protection characterize women’s employment (see also 
Singh 2003, Tallontire et al. 2005). Evidence from the Kenyan horticultural 
export sector demonstrates how companies hedge against losses incurred by 
sudden changes in commodity orders by employing women on temporary 
terms and paying them less than they pay men (Dolan and Sutherland 2002). 
In some sectors, essentialist perceptions of women’s patience (Shackleton et al. 
2011), “nimble fingers” (Li 2015), obedience (Singh 2003), and lack of skills 
and strength (Nansereko 2010, Tallontire et al. 2005) are used to justify the 
relegation of women into low-skill, low-pay, and often hazardous activities 
(Dolan 2004, Chen 2009, Grace et al. 2015). 

In the Senegalese groundnut sector, flexible work arrangements have 
allowed women to combine productive work with reproductive responsibil-
ities; however, narratives presenting women’s productive work as a “natural 
continuum of household activities” legitimize insecure and underpaid employ-
ment for women (Baglioni 2018, 127). Casual employment opportunities 
not only reinforce existing gender inequalities but also come with additional 
negative effects for women. In Kenya’s cut flower sector, women identify job 
insecurity as a major obstacle to reporting sexual harassment (Jacobs et al. 
2015). In Indonesia, aggressive land acquisition processes precipitated women’s 
entry into casual labor on oil palm plantations, which eroded their traditional 
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livelihoods and left particularly land-poor households with few alternatives 
(Li 2015, Elmhirst et al. 2017). 

For smallholders and self-employed women, value chains similarly offer 
opportunities and risks. As smallholder households participate in value chains, 
there is a risk that male-controlled cash crops will displace female-controlled, 
low-market value crops—reducing women’s access to independent income 
and/or increasing unpaid labor spent on subsistence production (for example 
Handschuch and Wollni 2016, Elmhirst et al. 2017). In some instances, 
women’s entry into conventionally male-dominated value chain activities, such 
as charcoal production in Mozambique, can owe to an absence or transfor-
mations of rigid gender norms (Jones et al. 2016). However, in the Malian 
charcoal and Guatemalan coffee value chains, it was economic distress following 
increased outmigration of men, rather than more inclusive social norms, that 
contributed to women’s entrance into the male-dominated sectors (Lyon et al. 
2010, Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011). 

As markets develop for historically female-dominated commodities—for 
example babassu1—there is potential for a shift in gender relations (Gumucio 
et al. 2018). Men have even taken on domestic responsibilities as a result of 
women’s involvement in babassu production. The creation of “women-centered 
value chains”—that is, supporting the commercialization of commodities 
and activities in which women have customarily occupied a central role—can 
effectively overcome gender-based constraints and enable women’s leadership 
within the value chain (Riisgaard et al. 2010). 

However, outcomes are not only positive. Across a number of commodity 
sectors, including shea (Chen 2017, Kent 2018), bananas (Fisher and Qaim 
2012), fisheries (O’Neill et al. 2018), non-timber forest products (Ingram et al. 
2014), and small-scale oil palm (Sarku 2016), male involvement and/or appropri-
ation of benefits has increased when the profitability of the value chain has gone 
up. In Malawi and Tanzania, efforts to promote orange-fleshed sweet potato as 
a means of alleviating malnutrition created high demand for sweet potato vines. 
This resulted in wealthier, well-connected men with the means to invest taking 
over the formerly female market segment of seed production and trade (Sindi 
et al. 2013, Mudege et al. 2018). Similarly, in Nigeria, the establishment of fish 
trading centers allowed male aquacultural farmers to bypass women traders and 
sell directly to consumers (Veliu et al. 2009). 

In the Philippines, women in more remunerative nodes, such as trading 
and marketing, experience a stronger sense of empowerment, as they generally 

1	 Babassu is an edible oil derived from the South American Babassu palm seeds.
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have more autonomy and decision-making power over their work (Malapit et al. 
2020). However, existing gender relations and norms often limit women’s access 
to more profitable value chain segments. 

For instance, in the Kenyan dairy value chain, men commonly make major 
financial decisions regarding commercially traded milk whereas women decide 
over milk that is consumed or traded locally on informal markets (Tavenner and 
Crane 2018). In the Malaysian aquaculture value chain, women often perform 

“hidden labor”, such as preparing the gear and food for men for their fishing 
trips (Krujssen et al. 2013). In Nepal’s bay leaf value chain, women producers are 
more prone to exploitation by traders, because they often lack market informa-
tion and bargaining power (Choudhary et al. 2010). Religious and social beliefs 
prevent women in the Burkinabe gum value chain from travelling to more 
lucrative markets and negotiating prices with men (“Women should not interact 
with men”; “Women should not travel, women cannot ride bicycles”) (Shackleton 
et al. 2011). In northern Mali, women from a lower social class took up charcoal 
production as a means of adapting to increasing droughts and male outmigra-
tion (Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011).2 They often lacked the political connections 
to access production permits and were hence relegated to producing informally 
and trading on less profitable local markets. 

Beyond the value chain

Women’s participation in agricultural value chains can have empowering 
and disempowering outcomes beyond the value chain itself. To start, the 
income women’s value chain participation generates can contribute to poverty 
reduction and well-being improvements (Dolan and Sutherland 2002, 
Shackleton et al. 2011, Butz 2013, Elias and Arora-Jonsson 2017, Smith et 
al. 2017, Mulema et al. 2017, Farnworth et al. 2018). In Kenya, many migrant 
women workers in the cut flower sector send remittances to their families. 
Despite poor employment, characterized by job insecurity, long hours, and 
arduous tasks, these earnings make a difference in their lives and those of their 
families, and this work is seen as a better alternative to unpaid domestic tasks 
in their ancestral homes (Dolan and Sutherland 2002). In several non-timber 
forest product value chains, wages for women are very low but the employ-
ment opportunities make it possible to avoid risky forms of work (including 
transactional sex), and the income allows some women to diversify their liveli-
hood portfolio (Shackleton et al. 2011). 

2	 Interestingly, although similar challenges faced them, women from a higher social class could not 
take up charcoal production as it conflicted with respectable femininity.
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Generally, due to the gendered division of household labor and decision-
making, women tend to use a greater share of their income on food whereas 
men spend more on assets (IFAD 2009, Oduol et al. 2017, Smith et al. 2017). 
Such pre-existing gender relations may limit the catalytic effect of income 
in their economic life, as spending is directed away from strengthening their 
position within the value chain. This is not always the case: in a number of 
studies women participating in value chains have reported increased human 
capital, in terms of knowledge and skills for better farm management, other 
technical aspects of production, and marketing, as well as leadership and 
negotiation skills (Kanji 2004, Verhart and Pyburn 2010, Shackleton et al. 
2011, Quisumbing et al. 2014).

At the household level, women’s participation in value chain activities 
can contribute to increased decision-making power over household finances 
(Verhart and Pyburn 2010, Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014) and more equal 
distribution of household expenditure (Quisumbing et al. 2013, 2014). For 
a number of female charcoal producers in Mozambique, financial autonomy 
is in fact a key motivation for participation (Jones et al. 2016). Increased 
decision-making power can, in turn, catalyze further livelihood enhance-
ment—for example significantly higher productivity increments on plots 
where women control outputs (Elson 1995, in Agarwal 2003). In the dairy 
value chain in Mozambique, decision-making authority has remained with 
men, who have nevertheless begun to recognize the skills their wives have 
acquired and increasingly consult them on matters regarding dairy business 
(Quisumbing et al. 2013). 

Other studies—on tea and fish value chains—find no correlation between 
women’s participation and their control over generated income (Loconto 2015, 
Limuwa and Synnevåg 2018). In Kenya’s poultry value chain, men tend to 
control the accruing benefits even though it is often women and children who 
rear the chickens (Maina et al. 2014). Control over assets is a key determinant 
of whether women control income (Quisumbing et al. 2013, 2015, Stoian et al. 
2018b). In the Kenyan avocado value chain, sole-male decision-making tends 
to be more predominant in households producing export-quality avocados 
than in households producing lower-quality avocados for local markets 
(Oduol et al. 2017). Lacking control over the production process and outputs, 
women—particularly in male-headed households—in fact also opt out of 
participating in more profitable value chains, instead focusing on lower-value 
markets and commodities over which they enjoy more control (Turner et al. 
1997, Oduol et al. 2017, Curry et al. 2019).
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At community level, women’s engagement in productive activities can 
support the transformation of norms that limit their mobility, or perceptions 
of certain activities as unfit for women (Shackleton et al. 2011, Quisumbing et 
al. 2015, Hunt and Samman 2016). As a consequence of gaining employment 
and income, women also report increased dignity and pride (Lyon et al. 2010, 
Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014). 

In the Indonesian aquaculture sector, however, efforts to strengthen 
women’s economic empowerment did not translate into expanded mobility, 
social freedoms, or reduced workloads (Sari et al. 2017). Similarly, in the 
coffee value chain in Mesoamerica, women’s increased participation in the 
formerly male-dominated value chain has not translated into enhanced 
legal, political, and social status (Lyon et al. 2010). Moreover, in some cases, 
women—particularly those entering into male-dominated value chains—may 
lose social respect for engaging in activities portrayed as unsuitable for women 
(Fisher 2004, Ahmed et al. 2018). In Bangladesh, female entrepreneurs and 
wage workers are more susceptible to losing social respect than women in 
smallholder households, as working outside the home is seen as a deviation 
from social conventions (Ahmed et al. 2018).

Despite some exceptions (see for example Gumucio et al. 2018), 
women’s engagement in economic activities rarely translates into a reduced 
domestic workload (for example Fröcklin et al. 2013, Quisumbing et 
al. 2013, 2015). This may force them to limit hours spent on economic 
activities (Arora et al. 2017). At the same time, value chains allowing for 
flexibility in labor, such as the acaba, swine, seaweed, and coconut value 
chains in the Philippines, can be more conducive to women’s participation, 
by allowing women to better combine productive and reproductive work 
(Malapit et al. 2020). However, in some instances, women’s increased 
incomes and/or reduced time available for reproductive work have led 
to—sometimes violent—resistance from husbands (Rahman 1999, Elias 
and Arora-Jonsson 2017). In the Philippines, for instance, the project-level 
Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (pro-WEAI) points to 
attitudes toward gender-based violence as a key source of disempowerment 
across all of the above-mentioned value chains (Malapit et al. 2020).

Discussion: empowerment as an outcome of participation?

In sum, the relationship between women’s participation in value chains and 
empowerment is anything but straightforward. Women often obtain multiple 

Promise and contradiction: value chain participation and women’s empowerment  155



and valuable economic and non-economic benefits from their engagement 
and consider themselves more empowered than before (Said-Allsopp and 
Tallontire 2014). They gain professional confidence, self-efficacy, and social 
status, which in turn can help challenge restrictive gender norms that relegate 
women to subsistence and to the domestic sphere. Income earned through 
value chain activities can enhance women’s household bargaining power and 
increase their livelihood options. However, women’s greater engagement in 
increasingly commercialized and globalized agricultural production systems is 
by no means an automatic indication of empowerment. 

Our review points to a wide range of both empowering and disempow-
ering features and outcomes, mediated through factors operating at the 
household and community level and within the value chain. In particular, 
empowerment gains or losses are associated with the structure and nature of 
the value chain, including levels of competition, horizontal and vertical power 
relations, the location of markets, and the terms and conditions under which 
women participate. Many critical conditions, for example job security, employ-
ment quality, and the ability to organize collectively, are identified as prereq-
uisites to women’s empowerment within global value chains. These sit uneasily 
with the prevailing trend of increased flexibilization and casualization of the 
workforce (Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014)—a trend that ironically is also 
a major enabling factor of women’s entry into many value chains (for example 
Loconto 2015). 

A second critical factor mediating empowerment gains or losses are gender 
relations and norms within the household, community, and society. Women’s 
control over resources, decision-making power, and freedom of movement, 
among others, is in many cases a critical precondition of equitable and 
empowering participation. Representations of women’s labor as low skilled or 
merely an extension of the domestic sphere may legitimize gender inequalities 
within value chains. Also, notions of masculinity, constructed around certain 
commodities or activities, can prompt backlashes against women engaging in 

“unfeminine” activities or taking on male-coded responsibilities. 
Importantly, processes of empowerment and disempowerment can run 

concurrently, sometimes at different levels. Independent income earned 
through casual labor may enhance women’s standing within the household 
while the precarious nature of the employment may constrain their ability to 
improve their working conditions. Also, gains in one dimension of empow-
erment do not necessarily translate into gains in another dimension—nor 
does empowerment gained in the economic sphere automatically follow 
into the household. Earning money may extend women’s options while also 
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intensifying their workload and responsibilities without increasing their 
autonomy (Pearson 2007). Even worse, women may face social repercussions for 
challenging predominant gender norms.

Our findings not only caution against assuming an automatic, linear 
relationship between enhancing women’s (economic) resources and agency and 
achieving broader transformational change. They also call on initiatives that 
aim to enhance women’s empowerment through VCD to acknowledge how 
broader social, political, economic, environmental, and gender inequalities 
and transformations affect potential empowerment gains from increasingly 
commercializing value chains. These systems and relationships in which value 
chains are embedded can both constrain and expand the range of options 
available for women’s (and men’s) strategic life choices. This is especially critical 
as more intensive engagement in value chains can also expose particularly 
poorer participants to increased competition and risk, while commercial 
agriculture may displace or erode women’s traditional livelihoods (Elmhirst et 
al. 2017).

Box 4.1 provides an example of applying a gender analysis to ongoing 
and socially embedded systems of market relations in the Kenyan dairy 
value chain.

Box 4.1  Intensifying inequality? Gendered power dynamics and market 
participation in Kenyan dairy 

Private and public sector stakeholders in Kenya widely promote dairy inten-
sification as a means to improve rural livelihoods through increased cash 
income. However, recent studies suggest that the direct economic benefit of 
participating in milk markets tends to be skewed toward men. This owes to 
existing gender inequalities in labor, ownership, and decision-making in dairy 
production: women tend to be the primary dairy laborers, responsible for the 
arduous daily tasks of milking, feeding, and caring for cows, yet are margin-
alized in ownership and decision-making. The question of how women can 
achieve a commensurate income from the sale of milk is perhaps the most 
pressing gender issue in Kenyan dairy intensification—one complicated by 
social norms that ascribe masculinized meaning to cattle, milk, and commer-
cial production in Kenya and that mediate women’s and men’s engagement 
with both formal and informal milk markets.

In intensified dairy production, farmers usually milk their cows twice 
daily. Formal markets collect the first milking (morning milk) from farmers 
associated with dairy cooperative societies. The members and leaders of 
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these societies are often men, who may inadvertently promote men’s control 
over milk income. Most cooperatives deposit payments with members on 
a monthly basis to a single account, usually in the name of the “household 
head”. While women can open accounts in their own name, most married 
women with accounts report the income to their husband and receive an 
agreed-upon proportion of the total proceeds. In some cases, they turn over 
all earnings to their husband. Despite their lack of control over proceeds, 
participation in formal markets can offer tangible benefits for women: coop-
eratives provide access to loans and veterinary services through “check-off” 
systems, whereby farmers can purchase dairy inputs and supplies using 
delivered milk as collateral. By not requiring cash up front, women are able to 
use the check-off system with minimal spousal negotiations or conflict.

Informal market transactions are those that involve selling milk to 
neighbors or local shops, or through intermediary salespeople known locally 
as “hawkers”. Women customarily have the discretion to sell informally or 
consume the second milking of the day (evening milk), with the husband not 
monitoring the proceeds. In this way, women engaging in informal transac-
tions are often able to exert more control over dairy income. However, the 
effects of increased milk yields and associated profits under intensification, 
and the focus on the sale of milk to the formal sector (a space that men 
customarily dominate), mean women are at risk of losing control over the 
evening milk sales. Furthermore, although women working as hawkers may 
be able to circumvent patriarchal constraints to production and marketing, 
including mobility constraints and issues related to cattle and land ownership, 
they also face physical security risks by operating outside the law. Hawking 
is often considered a dangerous and “unfeminine” practice and this therefore 
endangers their social standing in their family and community.

In Kenya, the process of dairy intensification appears to be generating 
both potentially empowering and disempowering outcomes for women via 
their participation in formal and informal milk markets. Greater milk yields lead 
to higher incomes for evening milk, resulting in heightened risk of intra-house-
hold contestation and conflict. While informal market outlets may facilitate 
the deflection of certain patriarchal norms, the dynamics of intensification 
accelerate the pushing of the boundaries of “acceptable” femininity, creating 
opportunities for gendered conflict and exacerbated inequality. The potential 
benefits of income-generating opportunities available via intensification and 
formal market participation must be weighed within the contested context of 
these socially embedded markets.
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Value chain development for empowerment 
The past few years have witnessed an increased emphasis on “inclusive” value 
chain efforts, which often encompass the provisioning of effective services and 
strengthening of links between value chain actors to enhance outcomes for 
less powerful chain actors (Stoian et al. 2018a). Various forms of VCD efforts 
can improve value chain outcomes and lead to women’s empowerment (Coles 
and Mitchell 2011). This section reviews empirical evidence on VCD with 
the explicit aim of understanding if and how such efforts support or constrain 
women’s empowerment. We assess how some of the most prominent VCD 
trends—namely, process upgrading, horizontal coordination, and vertical 
coordination—relate to the processes of empowerment and disempowerment 
discussed in the previous section.

Our review does not capture the full spectrum of value chain upgrading 
options3 (for example Gereffi and Kaplinsky 2001, Gereffi and Fernandez-Stark 
2011), because our literature search aimed predominantly to solicit studies that 
provide information on empowerment outcomes. That evidence tends to be 
restricted mainly to process upgrading (including mechanization) as well as 
various forms of vertical and horizontal coordination (Riisgaard et al. 2010). 
Further, there is a paucity of literature on gender and chain or functional 
upgrading strategies (Coles and Mitchell 2011). As a point of clarification, 
while certifications and standards are sometimes described in terms of product 
upgrading, channel upgrading, or chain governance, we discuss them as a 
form of vertical coordination. We also recognize that our review does not 
cover broader efforts aimed at enhancing women’s rights, which in turn might 
enhance empowerment-related outcomes in value chains. Finally, most of the 
discussed interventions focus predominantly on farmers within the production 
node. This may be because of the increased emphasis on VCD for poverty 
reduction and rural development.

3	 Gereffi and Fernandez-Stark (2011, 13) identify four types of upgrading within the global value 
chain framework: “process upgrading, which transforms inputs into outputs more efficiently by 
reorganizing the production system or introducing superior technology; product upgrading, or 
moving into more sophisticated product lines; functional upgrading, which entails acquiring 
new functions (or abandoning existing functions) to increase the overall skill content of 
the activities; and chain or inter-sectoral upgrading, where firms move into new but often 
related industries.” Riisgaard et al. (2010, 14) also include “improved horizontal coordination 
(the types, systems and levels of cooperation between the same type of value chain actors)… 
[and]… vertical coordination (the links between actors in different value chain positions).” 
(Emphasis added.)
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Process upgrading

Process upgrading is generally understood to encompass a range of strategies 
aimed at transforming inputs into outputs in a more efficient manner (Gereffi 
and Kaplinsky 2001). Empowerment-related outcomes have been discussed 
predominantly in the context of mechanization and capacity-building. We 
look at both in this section.

The introduction of various technologies and machinery—mechani-
zation—along value chains can contribute toward empowerment through 
increasing women’s assets (Theis et al. 2018) and freeing up women’s time from 
agricultural work (Amare and Endalew 2016). Furthermore, mechanization 
has the potential to facilitate women’s entry into new value chains, as demon-
strated in Zambia, where access to protective clothing and modern, more easily 
accessible beehives has encouraged more women to participate in beekeeping 
(Shackelton et al. 2011). Yet mechanization can also have the converse effect. 
In historically female-dominated value chains, new technologies have often 
displaced female producers and small-scale processors, when machinery 
replaces their labor (Shackleton et al. 2011, Turner 2014, Sarku 2016). 

Moreover, restrictive norms, limited investment capital, and lack of 
training often limit women’s opportunities for technological upgrading (see 
for example Farnworth 2011, O’Neill and Crona 2017). For instance, in the 
same Zambian case, the introduction of modern honey presses undermined 
the role of women in processing because they lacked the skills to operate the 
presses (Shackleton et al. 2011). In a Mozambican cashew nut processing 
factory, women were relegated to labor-intensive peeling activities as it was 
perceived that they could not operate cutting machines (Kanji 2004). In 
Malawi and Zambia, the introduction of groundnut shelling machinery 
helped reduce women’s drudgery but also resulted in increasing competition 
from men (Tsusaka et al. 2016). In Benin, the introduction of machinery to 
process cassava into gari displaced manual processing tasks that women usually 
performed while the processing units created employment opportunities for 
both women and men (Forsythe et al. 2016, Adégbola et al. 2013). Meanwhile, 
the wages paid to employees are often minimal, while some tasks—particularly 
feeding cassava into the mechanical grater—are associated with significant 
health risks (Andersson et al. 2016). 

Across these studies, the gender consequences of mechanization depend 
on the types and scale of mechanization, rather than on mechanization per 
se. Mechanization and technological upgrading can facilitate more equitable 
participation when technologies are culturally appropriate, when they address 
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gender-specific barriers or constraints, and when women have sufficient skills. 
Technological innovations can help transform restrictive gender divisions of 
labor through facilitating women’s entry into male-dominated value chains 
(for example Shackleton et al. 2011). However, in many instances, displacing 
women’s traditional labor can have far-reaching consequences where women’s 
traditional labor activities are constitutive of identity (for example Elias 2010 
on women shea butter producers). As women in many contexts face consider-
able financial and social barriers to adopting production-enhancing machinery, 
there is little evidence linking mechanization to empowerment. 

The second set of empowerment-related outcomes is discussed in the 
context of capacity-building. It should be noted that various forms of 
capacity-building can be embedded in other types of VCD initiatives and 
hence—perhaps—discussed less frequently as the main independent variable. 
However, a few of the reviewed studies provide important insights into the 
relationship between capacity-building and empowerment. While lesser 
access to trainings and information often hampers women’s abilities to apply 
process upgrading (Riisgaard et al. 2010), capacity-building efforts aimed at 
skills development can lead to empowerment gains. In Nepal, women who 
participated in trainings on honey and bay leaf production gained leadership 
skills and confidence; these in turn allowed them to take on non-traditional 
gender roles, such as negotiating with traders and buyers or participating in 
household decision-making (Gurung et al. 2016). In Malaysia, participatory 
learning tools aimed at exploring market opportunities similarly enhanced 
women’s confidence in negotiating with buyers, by increasing their knowledge 
of the quality of their products and improving their marketing skills (Faridah 
Aini et al. 2017). 

However, gender-blind capacity-building can exclude women and 
contribute to disempowerment. For instance, in Kenya’s export horticulture 
sector, men took over representational activities (including trainings, decision-
making, sales), leaving women increasingly dependent on their husbands for 
market information (Velte and Danneberg 2014).

In Malawi, participatory household methodologies—such as the Gender 
Action Learning System (GALS)—hold potential with regard to enhancing 
women’s participation in household decision-making and challenging 
rigid gender divisions of labor through involving women and men as well 
as emphasizing the benefits of “jointness” in household decision-making. 
However, these outcomes are counteracted if prevailing social norms do not 
support joint decision-making (Farnworth et al. 2018). An assessment of a 
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number of VCD interventions did not find an automatic positive connection 
between participation in trainings and changes in household decision-making 
(Riisgaard et al. 2010). 

Value chain coordination

Horizontal coordination—that is, enhanced cooperation between similar 
types of value chain actors at the same node—is increasingly being promoted 
to enhance the inclusiveness and equity of agricultural value chains (Turner 
2014). Particularly from an empowerment perspective, it has been argued that 
horizontal coordination increases women’s bargaining power vis-à-vis other 
chain actors (Coles and Mitchell 2011); improves women’s access to resources 
and services (Riisgaard et al. 2010, Coles and Mitchell 2011); enhances women’s 
participation in decision-making at different levels (FAO 2012); and increases 
women’s confidence in demanding change through facilitating a forum for 
sharing experiences (Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014). 

In many instances, such gains are mediated through improved vertical coor-
dination—that is, improved coordination between actors at different nodes of 
the value chain—particularly in the context of “women-centered” value chains 
(Riisgaard et al. 2010). At the same time, horizontal coordination (for example 
producer organizations) is often a key feature of vertical coordination efforts, 
such as socially conscious certification schemes and standards (for example Said-
Allsopp and Tallontire 2014). 

While recognizing the overlaps and synergies between horizontal and 
vertical coordination efforts, we discuss the related empowerment outcomes in 
two distinct sections for conceptual clarity.

HORIZONTAL COORDINATION

Despite compelling theories of change that lay out multiple forms of 
empowerment gains associated with improved horizontal coordination, these 
connections prove complex. For instance, when cooperatives or producer 
organizations enforce a “one member per household” rule, they tend to be biased 
toward male household heads (Oduol et al. 2017, Stoian et al. 2018b, Wijers 
2019). The exclusion of women from such groups limits their access to various 
membership benefits and services, including more remunerative export markets 
(Oduol et al. 2017), credit (McCarthy and Moon 2018), technologies, and 
trainings (Fischer and Qaim 2012). In certain certification schemes, women 
producers struggle to claim premiums disbursed through male-dominated 
cooperatives (for example Kasente 2012). In Kenyan households that join 
banana farmer groups through representation by male heads of household, 
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women tend to lose control over banana production and revenue; women’s 
control over outputs can increase as they themselves join the banana farmer 
groups (Fischer and Qaim 2012).  

While cooperatives are often promoted as businesses, they commonly rely 
heavily on the unpaid organizational labor of members (Lyon et al. 2017). 
Women’s relative time poverty resulting from compounded triple labor burdens 
can significantly limit their ability to engage meaningfully in various groups 
(for example Lyon et al. 2017, Gumucio et al. 2018, Stoian et al. 2018b). In 
Kenya’s poultry value chain, men were more likely to participate in producer 
and marketing groups, whereas women mainly participated in kin-based social 
groups, such as religious groups. Compared with heterogeneous producer 
networks, these kin-based, socially homogeneous groups are often associated 
with “poor business prospects and self-policing in communities that require 
women to uphold strict moral codes of conduct” (Maina et al. 2014, 3). 
Male-dominated cooperatives with limited female representation not only 
limit women’s access to benefits but also are less likely to develop policies and 
programs to address gender inequities (Lyon et al. 2017). 

It is possible to enhance women’s meaningful participation in collective 
bodies when interventions require female participation (Mulema et al. 2017) 
or participation of individuals, rather than households, in the value chain 
(Fischer and Qaim 2012); when gender quotas are implemented (Agarwal 
2010, Woldu et al. 2015); when women occupy leadership positions (Coleman 
and Mwangi 2013, Bhalla 2016); and when meeting schedules take women’s 
reproductive responsibilities into account (Stoian et al. 2018b). Ethiopian 
women are more likely to join cooperatives with members from the same 
community, educated leaders who can read and write, and trainings and 
input services. Here, women from more educated households are more 
likely to participate (Woldu et al. 2015). Women may be more comfortable 
voicing their needs and opinions in all-women groups as opposed to mixed 
groups. However, mixed groups may have greater access to financial and social 
resources. Participation in women’s groups can be more socially acceptable—
but women-only groups may also prompt resentment among men (Riisgaard 
et al. 2010). In Tanzania, such groups in the mud crab value chain created 
male resentment, leading to acts of sabotage and strained relationships with 
male fishers upon whom the women were reliant (Coles and Mitchell 2011). 

Strengthening women’s collective action, such as that derived from 
cooperatives and producer groups, can strengthen positive interactions 
between women’s social, human, and financial capital (Mayoux 2012). After 
training, a women’s fish retailer committee in Egypt successfully proposed 
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the establishing of a marketplace, where women subsequently engaged with 
local government officials and conveyed their needs to them. This resulted in 
a dialogue on the need for water supply, which the council finally provided 
(Dickson et al. 2016). Women’s increased participation and leadership in Village 
Savings and Loans Associations in Ethiopia, Malawi, and Tanzania has led to 
more men paying attention to women’s decisions and a gradual shift toward 
more equal household decision-making. The inclusion of men in gender-aware-
ness trainings was a key success factor (FAO and CARE 2019). 

In Burkina Faso, members of the women’s union and producer groups in the 
shea value chain cite not only income generation opportunities but also social 
benefits: forging friendships through union assemblies, working together and 
supporting each other’s production, and reducing isolation (Elias and Arora-
Jonsson 2017). In addition to their improved financial situation, many women 
expressed particular appreciation of increased opportunities to collaborate with 
other women (Chen 2017). Similarly, in Kenya’s tea sector, women formed 
various informal groups, such as rotating savings and credit associations, even 
though the union was viewed as largely ineffective in terms of improving 
employment quality. In this case, stable employment was identified as a critical 
prerequisite to enabling women to form associations. Having earned greater 
confidence in their individual and collective abilities, some groups also used 
their collective agency to campaign for the election of a woman supervisor. A 
supportive female leader was a key success factor in women’s collective achieve-
ments (Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014). Elsewhere, women leaders are also 
found to help enhance women’s social networks and their access to information 
(Loconto 2015, Lyon et al. 2017).

Whereas most of the studies above emphasize the importance of women’s 
collective agency and voice vis-à-vis men and powerful chain actors, they pay 
little attention to heterogeneity among women and to intersecting social power 
relations. In the shea value chain in Burkina Faso (Box 4.2), women experience 
exclusion along socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and age. Women’s groups may 
in themselves be sites of contestation and power struggles, despite providing 
multiple benefits to their members. 

VERTICAL COORDINATION

Vertical coordination efforts that forge stronger inter-nodal relationships can 
enhance women and men’s financial resources and social status (Coles and 
Mitchell 2011). Such efforts can strengthen women’s position within value 
chains and encourage them to take on new roles (Riisgaard et al. 2010). Many 
vertical coordination efforts reviewed here are geared toward accessing more 
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Box 4.2  Shea in Burkina Faso 

In the “shea belt,” stretching across the savanna south of the Sahara, women 
have long collected shea nuts and processed them into an edible butter that 
has a central role in local diets, trade, and cultures. Internationally, shea butter 
is better known for its skin healing and moisturizing properties. Growing 
demand for shea butter in specialty cosmetics and pharmaceutical markets, 
coupled with global consumer concerns for social justice, gender equality, 
and environmental sustainability, has led to new prospects for rural shea 
producers (Elias and Saussey 2013). As one of the few economic opportuni-
ties in the hands of women in West African countries such as Burkina Faso, 
the shea value chain has garnered the interest of private sector, non-govern-
mental, governmental, and multilateral actors with regard to promoting rural 
development and women’s economic empowerment (Laube 2015). This has 
resulted in efforts to organize associations of women’s producer groups; 
strengthen their capacities to produce to international quality standards; 
reduce the intense labor requirements of butter processing through technol-
ogies; and connect producer associations to certified fair trade and organic 
markets to enhance incomes.

Shea producer associations have offered innumerable benefits to their 
members. In central-south Burkina Faso, members of the women-only 
Fédération Nununa consider that working with other producers has given 
them much-needed economic, physical, and moral support. The ability to 
collectively negotiate high-volume contracts with international buyers, rather 
than selling individually on the local market, has translated into improved 
prices for their product. Moreover, when orders are placed with the associa-
tion, women come together to produce shea butter, sharing equipment and 
using mutual aid arrangements to relieve some of the physical constraints of 
production. 

The association has fostered closer ties and collaboration among women 
within and, importantly, across villages, as well as with other actors in the 
shea value chain (for example non-governmental organizations, local and 
international buyers, other producer associations). Women also feel less 
isolated: Fédération Nununa members describe how, at production sites, they 
laugh, talk, and enjoy each other’s company instead of working alone in their 
homestead. As the president of one women’s group explains, “When you’re 
alone at home, you have too much time to think of your problems, but when 
you’re surrounded by other people, you feel better because you see that 
they also suffer, maybe even more than you do, and with their husbands as 
well” (Léo, February 5, 2007, in Elias 2010). The association strengthens the 
sense of identity, common culture, and community among producers. In fact, 
producers consider the enhancement of social capital as a primary benefit of 
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profitable markets and linked to certification schemes or standards. Factors 
enhancing or constraining empowerment in such schemes may be associated 
more with specific governance aspects than with a specific vertical relation. We 
therefore discuss empowerment outcomes in a broader manner in relation to 
various schemes promoting vertical coordination. 

Women’s limited resources and heavy reproductive burdens can hinder 
their participation in export-oriented contract farming, in which it can be 
hard to match the stringent quality and compliance standards (Oduol et al. 
2017; see also Chen 2017, Amare et al. 2019). Further, outgrower or contract 
farming schemes have increased the marginalization of women and contrib-
uted to the invisibilization of their labor where it is male household heads who 

the association, equally if not more important than improved incomes (Elias 
2010). 

Yet not all shea producers benefit equally from the association, and collec-
tives are not necessarily emancipatory (Arora-Jonsson 2013). In south-cen-
tral Burkina Faso, benefits from the association are unevenly distributed, 
and have created generated exclusions based on producers’ location of 
residence, age, ethnicity, or interpersonal relationships with leaders (Elias and 
Arora-Jonsson 2017). For instance, town-based producers have access to 
equipment that enables them to produce large quantities of butter and gain 
lucrative contracts, unlike rural producers (Pouliot and Elias 2013). Spatial 
divides also create cleavages: some rural members distrust the association’s 
town-based leaders. 

Meanwhile, as competition for shea nuts has increased with market 
demand, older women can no longer compete with young women, who race 
to common collection areas (such as woodlands) to gather prized shea nuts 
before dawn. Women’s groups are formed along ethnic lines, with autochtho-
nous women capturing the most promising opportunities arising within the 
association. Moreover, in some areas, access rights to shea nuts have been 
renegotiated along ethnic lines, resulting in lower production capacities of 

“strangers” (non-autochthonous women who have migrated into the area), and 
their partial or total exclusion from more remunerative contracts. 

Spaces within the association, and the shea butter value chain, are thus 
both collaborative and intensely negotiated among socially differentiated 
producers. As Elias and Arora-Jonsson (2017, 122) argue, “Rather than mere 
inclusion of women in value chains, this calls for an acknowledgment of power 
relations throughout the value chains’ vertical but also horizontal links to bring 
about more equitable relations.”
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sign contracts despite women’s and other family members’ significant labor 
contributions (Dolan 2001, Eaton and Shepherd 2001, Singh 2003, Lyon 
2008, Maertens and Swinnen 2012, Li 2015). In Papua New Guinea, women 
working with their husbands in oil palm used to receive very low remunera-
tion for their labor. A vertical coordination scheme that paid women and men 
into their separate bank accounts resulted in a significant increase in women’s 
share of the household income and a reduction in economically motivated 
household conflict and violence (Koczberski 2007).

Fair trade certification has achieved little change in household decision-
making dynamics in Peru (Ruben and Fort 2012). The opposite is true in 
Uganda, where women in certified households enjoy significantly more 
control over production activities and income than do those in non-certified 
households. Over time, men in certified households have agreed to joint 
control over coffee production and revenues (Chiputwa and Qaim 2016). 
Certification schemes can increase women’s labor burden, for instance with 
schemes oriented at enhancing environmental sustainability that entail 
adoption of new, often labor-intensive, farming practices (Bolwig and 
Odeke 2007, Kasente 2012, McArdle and Thomas 2012, Loconto 2015). In 
certified coffee-producing households in Uganda, post-harvest labor demands 
increased greatly and women bore the brunt, even though organic certification 
resulted in increased household income associated with higher yields. As a 
result, women had less time to spend on their micro-enterprises, hence earned 
less own income compared with men (Chiputwa and Qaim 2016).

In Ethiopia, women participating in a Rainforest Alliance certification 
scheme reported gaining social relations and knowledge through interacting 
with other women farmers during meetings. However, the certification did 
little to increase their active participation in collective decision-making bodies 
(Riisgaard et al. 2009). In a woman-only coffee certificate and label developed 
in Guatemala, Café de Mujer, positive changes occurred in women’s access to 
new knowledge, management of production processes, and participation in 
capacity-building (Verhart and Pyburn 2010). This scheme required that each 
farm be managed or owned by women, and salaries be paid directly to the 
women farmers. In order to comply, a major cooperative adjusted its statutes 
to enhance women’s representation in its governing bodies. For certified 
women farmers, the most notable change was the sense of dignity and pride 
as their family and community recognized their work and roles. In a similar 
coffee scheme in 17 countries, operated by the non-governmental organization 
Twin, women’s membership and decision-making within mixed cooperatives 
increased. It also provided producers with a premium that is reinvested in 
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gender justice projects, such as developing a gender policy at producer organi-
zation level or GALS training at the household level (Jennings et al. 2018). 

In Guatemala, certification schemes requiring women producers to be 
present at sales provided women with access to market channels while altering 
norms that perceived women handling cash as socially unacceptable (Lyon et 
al. 2010). In Kenya’s horticulture sector, working conditions have improved 
as a result of the widespread adoption of certification schemes. In addition, 
the establishment of gender committees—as required by the Kenya Flower 
Council standard—have helped decrease sexual harassment in the workplace, 
improve the dissemination of information to workers, and address issues 
such as credit or family planning that have proved important to women 
(Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014). However, while codes set by the United 
Kingdom Ethical Trading Initiative address a number of pertinent gender 
issues, including maternity leave and equal pay, they are generally weak at 
addressing poor labor standards—thereby excluding women in precarious jobs 
from the above benefits (Barrientos and Smith 2007). 

Discussion: VCD for empowerment?

VCD efforts can contribute to women’s empowerment within value chains 
through enhancing their social, physical, and human capital as well as 
improving market linkages. This in turn can enhance women’s status within 
the household and community and provide avenues for challenging inequita-
ble gender norms. However, the direction and magnitude of “empowerment 
effects” turn out to be influenced by the specific features of the interventions 
in combination with a number of contextual factors. Effects can differ 
from case to case or even run concurrently. For instance, the introduction 
of labor-saving technologies may help reduce women’s labor burden while 
increased mechanization also risks disenfranchising women for whom 
financial, social, or cultural factors constrain access to technologies. Producer 
organizations and unions can enhance women’s social capital as well as their 
access to credit, labor, and more lucrative markets while the groups themselves 
may be subject to elite capture and exclusionary practices. Certification 
schemes and standards may similarly contribute to recognizing women’s work 
and improving market access while male-biased benefit-sharing mechanisms 
and the financial and labor costs associated with compliance may dispropor-
tionately disenfranchise women. 

An important conclusion is that most interventions associated with 
empowering outcomes adopt a deliberate and often exclusive focus on women 
and gender relations. In practice, this often entails identifying gendered 
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constraints, such as in women’s access to technologies and cooperatives or 
control over income; and deploying deliberate responses to these, such as 
gender-responsive technologies, more inclusive membership rules or women-
only cooperatives, or individual payment schemes. Women-only interventions 
can be suitable for addressing certain gender-based constraints, such as lack 
of mobility and access to assets and markets (Riisgaard et al. 2010). However, 

“even women-only focused interventions require specific gender strategies that 
seek to counter the special constraints of operating in ‘gender conservative’ 
areas” (ibid., 52). Indeed, addressing unequal norms and relations at multiple 
levels and engaging a broad range of stakeholders—including community 
leaders, policymakers and employers—in the process are of key importance. 

Interventions with a women-only focus risk limiting their aim to 
enhancing women’s agency without addressing underlying power structures, 
rather than seeking to challenge unequal structures in favor of more equitable 
and enabling institutions and mindsets (Cornwall and Edwards 2010; see 
also Chapter 10 on gender transformative approaches, this volume). Without 
meaningfully engaging both men and women in processes of social change, 
interventions with a single-minded focus on women risk placing unrealistic 
expectations on women to transform structures that are rigged against them. 
They can generate backlash through sparking resentment among excluded 
men or mask social divisions among women. Approaches meaningfully 
engaging men can facilitate women’s empowerment while enhancing the 
well-being of the entire household. 

Gender-intentional VCD efforts can create spaces for women to come 
together to access mutual financial, social, and technical support, to 
collectively market their products for better prices, and to gain increased 
confidence and social status. Such approaches demonstrate how VCD efforts 
can facilitate multidimensional empowerment within and beyond the value 
chain through concertedly building women’s social capital while addressing 
financial and capacity needs. At the same time, our review finds little evidence 
of enhanced collective agency resulting in women successfully challenging 
poor working conditions or exploitative labor practices. Instead, changes in 
labor practices stem mainly from third-party schemes or guidelines, providing 
companies with economic incentives for putting in place certain policies. 
While many certification schemes and standards have been found to perform 
rather poorly on gender issues (Lyon et al. 2010), these findings speak to the 
importance of embedding gender provisions in such schemes. 

At the same time, while collective organization certainly generates multiple 
benefits for women, this also raises questions about the extent to which 
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one can expect women’s collective agency to effectively challenge, resist, or 
transform some of the stronger power imbalances and exploitative relations 
that currently characterize many global value chains. Further, as successes in 
challenging exploitative and gender-insensitive labor practices appear to be 
contingent on consumer-driven pressure and premised on the viability of a 
niche market, we need to ask questions about the potential they hold in terms 
of achieving transformative change at scale in global value chains, which to 
date “rely on the utilization (some would say exploitation) of cheap labour” 
(Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014, 17). Indeed, analyses and interventions 
should not decouple women’s intrinsic and collective agency—or power to, 
with and within (Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014)—from more powerful 
actors’ power over women’s labor in agricultural value chains, or the market 
relations, institutional arrangements, regulatory frameworks, and societal 
norms that permit or incentivize exploitative practices. 

Concluding remarks
This chapter has aimed at answering the question: How and under what condi-
tions can participation in agricultural value chains advance or constrain women’s 
empowerment? Regarding the directionality and magnitude of empowerment 
effects, we identify a range of potential economic and non-economic gains. 
Within the value chain, positive empowerment outcomes pertain especially to 
women’s enhanced positioning, social capital, confidence, skills, and leadership. 
Beyond the value chain, outcomes include enhanced status, increased agency 
in household economic decision-making, and—often indirectly and to a lesser 
extent—the challenging of norms around the gender division of labor. 

However, we also observe that women’s participation in value chains as 
well as VCD efforts can have disempowering effects, including loss of control 
over production processes, loss of social status, exploitative labor conditions, 
marginalization, and time poverty. These outcomes are often contingent on the 
nature of pre-existing gender relations and inequalities within the household, 
community, and value chain. Importantly, processes of empowerment and 
disempowerment can run concurrently and produce contradicting effects 
within and beyond the value chain as well as between different dimensions of 
empowerment. This underscores the need to situate outcomes from value chain 
participation in a broader conceptualization of empowerment, rather than 
reducing empowerment to whatever the market can deliver.
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While gender-blind VCD efforts can exacerbate disempowering processes, 
our review also illustrates ways in which gender-responsive efforts can enhance 
women’s empowerment, through: 

•	 Strengthening women’s positioning and bargaining power within the value 
chain; 

•	 Enhancing professional confidence; 

•	 Facilitating spaces for sharing information and building collective agency; 
and, 

•	 Enhancing household bargaining power through increasing skills, 
knowledge, and access to independent income.

Our review suggests that it is possible to enhance such outcomes by 
combining regulatory interventions (for example gender quotas in producer 
organizations) with services and interventions targeted at addressing gender- 
specific barriers and building women’s social, financial, and human capital. In 
addition to value chain interventions, efforts aimed at engaging both men and 
women and fostering jointness and more equitable gender relations can be 
critical to facilitating empowerment beyond the value chain. 

Regarding the relationship between individual empowerment and broader 
structural transformations toward gender equality, however, we do not find 
conclusive support that empowerment gains at the individual level allow women 
to effectively challenge broader inequalities (for example the devaluation of 
women’s labor) that agricultural value chain processes can exploit. Our review 
hence finds little support for theories of change assuming structural transforma-
tion through individual, market-oriented gains, particularly when taking into 
account 1) the social and political dimensions of empowerment and 2) women’s 
ability to effect broader structural change. 

Indeed, it is worth questioning the extent to which we can realistically 
expect women’s incorporation into commercial markets to address broader 
societal inequalities or power imbalances, particularly when addressing them 
may run counter to the prevailing market logic or risk a tradeoff with other 
objectives (for example Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014). Overloading 
agricultural value chains with expectations of enhanced empowerment may 
water down the concept of empowerment to merely market access and financial 
decision-making. In order to place empowerment and gender equality at the 
core, we propose the devotion of more effort to understanding how gender- 
transformative change happens in different contexts—and then assessing 
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whether, when, and how various forms of value chain engagement can support 
these processes. Instead of considering women’s empowerment as a ripple 
effect of agricultural commercialization, placing empowerment at the core 
allows for a much more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the 
empowering and disempowering features of value chain engagement and 
VCD efforts. This constitutes a more honest assessment of potential synergies 
and contradictions between empowerment and other value chain priorities. 

Directions for future research
Future research should seek to fill some of the pertinent gaps in the literature 
on value chains and women’s empowerment. First, while gender dynamics 
have been studied across a wide range of value chains, evidence remains patchy 
and biased toward certain geographies, nodes, and specific value chains. For 
instance, a majority of studies—spanning a number of commodities—have 
taken place in Africa, possibly as a result of the increasing emphasis on 
value chains in international development (Chan 2010, Stoian et al. 2018a). 
Interestingly, studies in Asia tend to focus on forestry and aquaculture whereas 
coffee is a focus in Latin American studies. At the same time, studies on 
certification and empowerment in Latin America are likely to focus on coffee 
(for example Lyon et al 2010, Verhart and Pyburn 2010, Jennings et al. 2018), 
which may contribute to the overrepresentation in this chapter. 

Second, despite recent attention to various processing nodes, the majority 
of studies assessing empowerment outcomes focus on the production node. 
Few papers provide any information on traders and retailers, particularly in 
urban and peri-urban settings. Across commodity sectors, more attention 
is given to nodes and value chains where women have historically played 
an active role. Furthermore, despite the complex ways in which households 
engage with multiple commercial and non-commercial activities (for example 
Stoian et al. 2012), empowerment outcomes are assessed exclusively in 
relation to a single value chain. More analysis utilizing integrated household 
livelihood approaches is critical to understanding the ways in which changes 
in engagement with commercial value chains affect various economic and 
non-economic activities and responsibilities, including, for instance, women’s 
time poverty. 

Third, empowerment is often measured solely among women, and 
few studies disaggregate by other social categories or discuss the effects of 
intersecting power relations. However, accounting both qualitatively and 
quantitatively for multiple axes of social divisions and power relations can 
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be key to identifying heterogeneous outcomes and understanding multiple, 
concurrent processes of empowerment and disempowerment. Relatedly, a 
narrow emphasis on women risks missing ways in which masculinities (and 
femininities) are intertwined with various economic assets and activities 
(Stoian et al. 2018a). Resistance at household and/or community level can 
arise in response to transgressions of conventional gender roles in labor and 
decision-making. Understanding the relationships between locally constructed 
notions of masculinity and femininity, labor, and decision-making is thus 
vital to identifying points of contestation, anticipating social reactions, and 
uncovering potential entry points for promoting jointness across productive and 
reproductive domains.

Lastly, and perhaps most critically, while women’s empowerment increas-
ingly features as a key objective for VCD interventions, few studies adopt 
empowerment as the primary topic of inquiry. While many studies provide 
some information on some dimensions of empowerment at some levels, there 
is considerable heterogeneity in the ways in which studies operationalize and 
measure empowerment. In the absence of comparable conceptualizations 
and methodologies, as well as clear and transparent interrogations of impact 
pathways linking participation to empowerment, it is difficult to draw definitive 
conclusions about the role of context factors and the scalability of results.

The literature shows a somewhat dichotomous relationship between studies 
examining gender relations and empowerment within the value chain and those 
addressing the impact of participation on household and community dynamics 
(see also Said-Allsopp and Tallontire 2014). While the former focus on empow-
erment in terms of labor conditions, collective agency, human capital, etc., the 
latter assess empowerment as household bargaining power, control over income, 
and shifting gender roles. In addition, the increasing attention to market-led 
empowerment indicators such as assets, income decision-making,  
or professional skills and confidence risks depoliticizing empowerment by 
removing it from the broader material and sociopolitical context (Cornwall 
2018). The following six points are critical in future gender and value chain 
studies: 

1.	 Enhance conceptual clarity and develop more transparent operational-
izations of “empowerment”—particularly in relation to value chains—in 
order to enable cross-case comparisons;4 

4	 See for example Ahmed et al. (2018) and Malapit et al. (2020) for efforts to amend the WEAI to 
value chain research. For a broader discussion on the WEAI as a measure for assessing empower-
ment, see Chapter 9 on measuring women’s empowerment, this volume.
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2.	 Develop a clear theory of change laying out various pathways from 
participation to empowerment across multiple dimensions, spheres, and 
levels; 

3.	 Build approaches that can link processes within the value chain and 
processes in the broader systems within which women and men are 
embedded (Bolwig et al. 2010); 

4.	 Critically assess ways in which economic, institutional, and environ-
mental processes and transformations shaped by the expansion of 
commercial value chains influence the choices and options available to 
women and men; 

5.	 Invest in methodologies that can account for intersectionality5 and 
engage with notions of masculinity and femininity in the context of 
value chain-related processes; and,

6.	 Collect quantitative and qualitative baseline data across multiple 
dimensions of empowerment in order to make it possible to assess 
change over time. 

In addition to contributing to a more comprehensive and nuanced body of 
research on value chains and empowerment, these points are critical to deliver 
research that allows policymakers and practitioners to design more effective 
and appropriate interventions as well as to monitor impacts along a more 
refined and empirically grounded theory of change. 

5	 See for example Sugden et al. (2014), Ravera et al. (2016) and Colfer et al. (2018) for approaches to 
operationalizing and applying intersectionality in CGIAR (and other agricultural) research. 
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Globally, malnutrition1 remains unacceptably high, and its burden falls 
disproportionately on women and girls. The 2018 Global Nutrition 
Report states that women experience a disproportionate burden of 

some forms of malnutrition: one in three women of reproductive age has 
anemia; women have a higher prevalence of obesity than men—yet millions 
of women are underweight (Development Initiatives 2018). Women and 
adolescent girls have greater nutritional needs. For example, young women’s 
iron requirements are higher at puberty, and caloric and micronutrient 
needs are higher during pregnancy and lactation. Poor nutritional status for 
women and girls also has direct intergenerational consequences via pregnancy 
and childbirth outcomes (Victora et al. 2008, Black et al. 2013a). The first 
1,000 days (start of pregnancy until the child’s second birthday) represent a 
critical window during which poor nutrition leads to irreversible deficits in 
children’s development, the ability to learn, and productivity and health in 
adulthood (ibid.). 

Many empirical studies and programmatic approaches have focused on 
the instrumental value of leveraging women’s empowerment for improved 
nutrition outcomes; nutrition-sensitive agriculture programs (NSAPs) have 
been one such area (Malapit 2019). (See recent systematic reviews on gender 
in NSAPs by Newton et al. 2018 and Ruel et al. 2018.) This chapter flips 
the framing of how women’s empowerment and gender equity can lead to 
improved nutrition outcomes in NSAPs by examining how investments 
in NSAPs contribute to women’s empowerment and gender equality. 
Empowerment is the process by which women acquire the ability to make 
strategic life choices in areas where they were previously denied that ability 
(Kabeer 1999). 

1	 Malnutrition refers to forms of undernutrition and overnutrition. Commonly assessed forms of 
undernutrition include stunting (low height for age), wasting (low weight for height), and anemia 
(low blood hemoglobin concentration). Overnutrition includes overweight and obesity. 
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In this chapter, we operationalize empowerment as the ability to 
make important decisions, especially regarding production, livelihoods, 
food provision, and other areas that are critical for the interventions 
implemented in NSAPs, as well as shifting gender attitudes and norms 
toward a more equitable division of labor and resources. We begin by 
describing the background on NSAPs in relation to gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. The next section reviews four NSAPs to highlight 
what we can learn about the potential of using NSAPs to achieve women’s 
empowerment and gender equality. We then discuss the four cases, drawing 
out lessons. In the final section, we outline a forward-looking research agenda 
for this theme. 

Nutrition-sensitive agriculture programs vis-à-
vis gender equality and women’s empowerment 
Despite increasing global commitments, it is clear that scaling up even the 
most effective nutrition-specific interventions and programs will not achieve 
global nutrition targets (Black et al. 2013b, Ruel and Alderman 2013). Doing 
so requires large-scale nutrition-sensitive programs in sectors that address the 
underlying determinants of nutrition, alongside nutrition-specific interven-
tions (Ruel and Alderman 2013). Nutrition-sensitive interventions cannot 
simply address food security or income with the expectation that these will 
improve nutrition. Rather, nutrition-sensitive programs and interventions 
must include nutrition-specific goals and actions targeted to populations 
with nutritional deficits (see Box 5.1). Nutrition-specific goals and actions 
must address the immediate determinants of nutrition, such as diets and 
nutrient intakes, feeding and care practices, and infectious diseases. An agri-
cultural program or intervention that promotes production of a nutritious 
food, without nutrition-specific goals and actions for increasing consump-
tion, cannot be considered nutrition-sensitive. 

Given agriculture’s role in the production, availability, and consumption 
of food, and in providing livelihoods and incomes in rural areas, the need 
for investments in NSAPs is undeniable. To enhance nutrition outcomes, it 
is necessary to redirect agriculture from merely producing large quantities of 
food toward producing nutritious foods and ensuring they are available to, 
and consumed by, those who need the key nutrients (Willett et al. 2019). 

NSAPs must also recognize that factors outside agriculture determine 
health and nutrition status, and that men and women face differential health 
needs and risks that vary across contexts and the lifecycle (A4NH 2016). 
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Poor households do not have the same access to the right kinds, qualities, 
and quantities of food, and the household dynamics that dictate the intra-
household distribution of food may place some individuals in poor house-
holds at greater risk of poor diets and undernutrition. For example, recent 
country-specific studies including macro and micronutrient assessment 
found inequitable shares of food and nutrients among household members 
(Wibowo et al. 2015, Harris-Fry et al. 2018).

Agriculture can contribute to nutritional outcomes through six general 
pathways (Ruel and Alderman 2013) (see Box 5.2). NSAPs justifiably focus on 
women, given their prominent role in three of the six pathways (Pathways 4–6). 
However, gender matters for all the pathways, because gender differences in 
roles, preferences, and power mediate each step in the series of actions leading 
to nutrition and health outcomes. Different genders and social groups may also 
receive differential benefits and risks associated with these pathways owing to 
their specific health needs and sources of resilience that vary across contexts 
and the lifecycle (A4NH 2016, Harris and Nisbett 2018). 

NSAPs could potentially improve women’s empowerment and gender 
equality in two ways. First, if NSAPs succeed in improving the nutritional 
status of women and girls, the immediate consequences are improvements in 
well-being and the narrowing of existing gender gaps in nutritional status. If 
sustainable, these impacts lay the foundation for better health and nutrition 

Box 5.1  Definitions of nutrition-specific and nutrition-sensitive 
interventions or programs 

Nutrition-specific interventions or programs are those that address 
the immediate determinants of fetal and child nutrition and development: 
adequate food and nutrient intake, feeding, caregiving and parenting 
practices, and low burden of infectious diseases. 

Nutrition-sensitive interventions or programs are those that address the 
underlying determinants of fetal and child nutrition and development: food 
security; adequate caregiving resources at the maternal, household, and 
community levels; and access to health services and a safe and hygienic 
environment—and incorporate specific nutrition goals and actions.

Source: Ruel and Alderman (2013).
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outcomes not only for themselves but also for their future children. For 
women, improved nutritional status may unlock the empowerment process, 
whereby the benefits of improved health can enable them to take advantage of 
opportunities and exercise agency. Whether these changes result in long-term 
improvements in gender equality is still unknown. Longitudinal studies with 
sufficiently long follow-up periods have traced the benefit of good nutrition 
in early childhood over the life course, but these studies are few (for example 
Maluccio et al. 2009, Hoddinott et al. 2013). Additionally, nutrition impact 
studies typically measure nutritional status (for example height and weight) 
only for the target populations of interest (usually women and children 
within a specific age range), and rarely document how gender gaps in nutri-
tional status have changed as a result of the intervention. 

Second, many NSAPs recognize that gender dynamics and women’s 
empowerment play an important role in achieving nutrition impacts. By 
targeting pregnant women and mothers of young children, these programs 
have capitalized on the instrumental role of women’s empowerment and 

Box 5.2  Agriculture–nutrition pathways 

Pathway 1: Agriculture is a source of food, both for households directly 
engaged in production and for the food system as a whole. 

Pathway 2: The sale of agricultural products is a source of income, which 
can be used to purchase nutritious food, and goods and services that 
support good health. 

Pathway 3: Agricultural markets determine food prices, which influences the 
relative cost of buying and selling nutritious foods. 

Pathway 4: Women’s empowerment and social status influence how 
resources are allocated within the household.

Pathway 5: Women’s participation in agriculture influences their time use, 
which can have positive or negative consequences for their ability to provide 
care for children. 

Pathway 6: Women’s participation in agriculture may also have positive or 
negative consequences for women’s own health and nutrition, through 
exposure to health hazards related to agricultural activities, and the balance 
of energy expenditure and consumption.

Source: Ruel and Alderman (2013).
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leveraged it for enhancing nutrition and health outcomes. NSAPs may adopt 
specific strategies and actions that shift gender norms and promote women’s 
empowerment as a pathway for achieving their nutrition goals. While 
initially motivated by instrumental objectives, in practice this presents an 
opportunity to directly empower women as part of the intervention. Such 
impacts are measured alongside other outcomes that the NSAPs are seeking 
to improve within the program’s timeframe. 

Evidence from selected case studies
This section presents evidence from four types of NSAPs that used different 
approaches in addressing gender dynamics in design and implementation. 
We purposely selected these cases from among technologies that CGIAR 
and other agricultural research centers have developed, as well as those 
implemented by partners and evaluated by a CGIAR research center. We 
selected only nutrition-sensitive programs—that is those that incorporate 
nutrition-specific goals and actions targeted at nutritionally vulnerable 
populations (see Box 5.1). We therefore excluded CGIAR programs that have 
nutrition objectives (for example reducing malnutrition, increasing dietary 
diversity) but that do not have nutrition-specific goals and actions (for 
example nutrition training), as they do not meet this definition of “nutrition- 
sensitive.” We also selected cases based on the strength of the evaluation 
design, including particularly those with peer-reviewed publications on 
their impacts and those that provided more systematic information and 
analyses on how the program had addressed gender dynamics. Finally, cases 
selected show a range of approaches to gender programming in a diverse set 
of interventions and contexts, to highlight what we can learn from different 
approaches to NSAPs. 

The cases feature programs that introduced biofortified orange-fleshed 
sweet potato (OSP) in Uganda, improved vegetables and fish technologies in 
Bangladesh, a dairy value chain project in northern Senegal, and homestead 
food production (HFP) and home gardening in Bangladesh and Burkina 
Faso. All four cases address the production pathway (Pathway 1), two of the 
cases address the income pathway (Pathway 2), and three address the women’s 
empowerment pathway (Pathway 4). The last case also reports findings on 
the program’s negative influence on time use (Pathway 5). At the minimum, 
most NSAPs aim to both reach and benefit women, as reflected in the four 
cases featured; in three of the selected cases, the programs also included 
activities to empower women, whether implicitly or explicitly. In reviewing 
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the evidence, we acknowledge that not all of these NSAPs were designed to 
empower women or to achieve gender equality, and thus not all evaluations 
included indicators for these outcomes. Nevertheless, the evaluations as well 
as organizations’ reflections on implementation can provide important lessons 
on how NSAPs can promote women’s empowerment and gender equality. 
Table 5.1 presents a summary of the approaches used in the four cases.

Disseminating orange-fleshed sweet potato to women’s farmer 
groups in Uganda2
Biofortification, the process of breeding staple crops rich in essential micro-
nutrients, is a feasible and cost-effective means of delivering micronutrients 
to populations with limited access to diverse diets and other micronutrient 
interventions (Bouis et al. 2011, Bouis and Saltzman 2017). Biofortification 
has been shown to be effective for vitamin A-rich OSP in Mozambique and 
Uganda, where randomized controlled trials (RCTs) document impacts on 
vitamin A intake among mothers and young children in both countries and 
on child vitamin A status in Uganda (Hotz et al. 2012a, 2012b). Additional 
analyses also show large reductions in the prevalence and duration of diarrhea 
among young children (Jones and de Brauw 2015), supporting the well-
known role of vitamin A in protecting immunity (Ruel et al. 2018).

In Uganda, the HarvestPlus Reaching End User (REU) project intro-
duced OSP to approximately 10,000 farm households between 2007 and 
2009, by providing free OSP planting material (vines) and complementary 
training. The intervention included a one-time distribution of OSP vines to 
project households, provision of extension services to men and women who 
were members of project farmer groups on OSP production and marketing, 
and provision of nutritional knowledge training on vitamin A deficiency 
to women in the same households (female farmer group member or female 
spouse of the male farmer group member). The impact evaluation sample 
included 84 farmer groups from 3 districts where white and yellow sweet 
potato were commonly grown and consumed. 

The REU project was designed to increase production of OSP and 
increase vitamin A availability in the household (Pathway 1), by promoting 
its cultivation alongside complementary nutrition training intended to 
encourage the consumption of OSP by mothers and young children among 
beneficiary households. As typical in nutrition projects, this NSAP aimed 
to reach and benefit mothers with young children who resided in the project 

2	 This section draws heavily on Gilligan et al. (2020).
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households. It targeted mothers as beneficiaries of the nutrition improvements, 
and they received training on the nutrition content of the biofortified crop, but 
there was no explicit strategy to involve men in the nutrition training. While 
men take a lead role in crop choice decisions in the Uganda project areas, 
women also play an active role in crop selection, particularly for food crops for 
household consumption, and they often supply labor on household farms. 

Gilligan et al. (2020) find that the probability of adoption of OSP is 
highest on parcels where there is joint (rather than female-exclusive) control 
over productive decisions, and where women take the lead in deciding which 
crops are grown. On the other hand, the probability of adopting OSP is lowest 
on parcels exclusively controlled by men. These results suggest women play 
an important role in the decision to adopt OSP but that they often make 
this decision jointly with their husbands. Thus, the strategy of targeting only 
women with nutritional training may be missing an opportunity to create 
awareness of the benefits of OSP among men, and recognition that engaging 
with both men and women may be the best strategy for promoting adoption. 

The REU project in Uganda is an example of a NSAP designed to influence 
OSP production and consumption, but it did not explicitly aim to shift gender 
norms or empower women in OSP crop choice or consumption. Rather, it 
viewed gender norms around crop choice and consumption decisions as given 
and was designed to accommodate these norms. Women were reached in the 
nutritional training but less so in the extension services on OSP. While the 
REU project achieved positive nutrition impacts, providing benefits to women 
through improved vitamin A intake, the impact evaluation was not designed to 
assess whether it had increased women’s ability to exercise greater agency over 
OSP production and consumption decisions, or whether the changes in dietary 
intake of vitamin A had closed gender gaps in micronutrient deficiencies. 
Nutrition information was collected only from women and children, and even 
the impact results on children in Uganda are not reported separately for girls 
and boys (Hotz et al. 2012a). 

Improved vegetable and polyculture fish management 
technologies in Bangladesh3
In Bangladesh, as in other countries in South Asia, a pro-male bias in food dis-
tribution within the household is closely linked to women’s micronutrient defi-
ciencies (Kumar and Quisumbing 2011). Boys in this region are also favored 

3	 This section draws heavily on Kumar and Quisumbing (2011) and Quisumbing and Kumar 
(2011).
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in the distribution of non-food health inputs such as healthcare (Haddad et al. 
1996). Thus, many of the food-based interventions that government and civil 
society organizations in Bangladesh have undertaken have targeted women. 
Examples include programs that promoted improved vegetable and polyculture 
fish production technologies that were evaluated for their long-term impacts 
on household and individual well-being using a quasi-experimental approach.

The agricultural technology interventions included a vegetable inter-
vention targeted to women’s group members who grew vegetables on small 
plots on or near the household compound, and a polyculture fish technology 
intervention implemented using two alternative dissemination strategies. 
In one site, the implementing non-governmental organization arranged 
long-term leases of small ponds managed by groups of 5–20 women who 
received credit and training in polyculture fish production methods. Some 
groups also took advantage of a food-for-work program to excavate ponds. In 
the other fishpond site, a government extension program required beneficiary 
households to already own or manage a pond or to share pond ownership 
with other households. 

The group fishponds intervention provided training to some members 
of each adopter group and credit to all group members. The individual 
fishponds intervention provided training to all adopters but credit only to 
relatively poorer households. The individual fishponds training and credit 
was supposed to reach both men and women, but it reached more men than 
women, and the training tended to reinforce existing gender norms about 
women’s tasks and mobility in public spaces. 

All three intervention modalities aimed to increase household well-being, 
as measured by consumption expenditures, assets, income, and calorie avail-
ability; diet, as measured by intakes of calories, protein, iron, and vitamin A 
consumed by children and adults; and nutritional status, as measured by the 
concentration of blood hemoglobin and anthropometric measures (height 
and weight) converted into standardized height-for-age and weight-for-
height indicators.

While all three intervention modalities aimed to work through the 
production and income pathways (Pathways 1 and 2, respectively) by 
providing training and credit so that beneficiaries could adopt the improved 
agricultural technologies, the vegetable and group fishponds interventions 
worked through women’s groups and provided them with resources, such as 
credit and access to a fishpond site. These group-based interventions offered 
opportunities for the women beneficiaries to manage and make important 
decisions on different aspects of vegetable and fish production (Pathway 4). 
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Thus, while all three intervention modalities aimed to reach and benefit 
women, only the group-based interventions had the potential to contribute to 
women’s empowerment.

The largest monetary returns to early adoption at the household level 
were in the individually operated fishponds sites, while early adopters of the 
vegetable technologies experienced insignificant impacts on household-level 
monetary returns, in large part because the diffusion of the vegetable tech-
nologies beyond the original treatment area may have eroded any short-term 
gains the early adopters enjoyed. Nevertheless, early adopters of improved 
vegetables achieved sustained improvements in nutritional status, especially 
for women and girls. The proportion of stunted girls decreased differentially 
by 28 percentage points while the proportion of thin boys decreased differ-
entially by 43 percentage points. Women’s body mass index (BMI) increased 
as desired, although men’s BMI decreased—an unintended effect in this 
undernourished population. These findings suggest that working through 
women’s groups and disseminating vitamin A- and iron-rich vegetables that 
are consumed by women had a positive net impact on the nutritional status of 
women and children, especially girls. 

Early adoption of group fishponds had mixed impacts on children’s 
long-term nutritional status, and did not significantly affect men’s or 
women’s nutritional status. Among early adopters of the individual fishponds, 
consumption expenditures and calorie availability at the household level 
improved and the proportion of women with low hemoglobin levels 
decreased. However, impacts on long-term indicators of nutritional status 
for girls were not sustained. Unlike at the vegetables site, BMIs of women in 
the individual fishponds site did not improve, perhaps because the increase 
in nutrient intake did not compensate for women’s increased work effort. 
Because the individual fishponds approach did not effectively target women 
for disseminating technology or nutrition knowledge, the intervention did 
not enable women to invest the family’s resources toward their own nutrition 
or girls’ nutritional status in the long run. 

These NSAPs promoting improved vegetable and fish technologies show 
that group-based dissemination strategies targeted to women are an effective 
strategy to reach women and can benefit them by improving the nutritional 
status of women and girls. The group-based approach may also help women 
build social capital and accumulate other physical assets. Social and physical 
assets are important resources that support the empowerment process, 
alongside agency and achievements, which in this case are improvements in 
nutritional status (Kabeer 1999). A mixed-methods study by Hallman et 
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al. (2007) and qualitative work by Naved (2000) have explored the role of 
group-based approaches in building social capital and enhancing women’s 
decision-making. 

In addition, although the evaluation was not designed to assess empower-
ment impacts (for example using decision-making indicators), a related paper 
assesses the impact of these new technologies on men’s and women’s asset 
accumulation (Quisumbing and Kumar 2011). The paper finds that women’s 
assets increase more, relative to men’s, when technologies are disseminated 
through women’s groups, suggesting that implementation modalities are 
important in determining the gendered impact of new technologies. Social 
capital, as embodied through women’s groups, not only serves as a substitute 
for physical assets in the short run but also helps build up women’s asset 
portfolios in the long run. However, even if women’s assets increased more 
than men’s in the group vegetable site, men’s asset stocks were still much 
greater than women’s. This finding suggests that closing the gender asset gap 
may require more concerted and deliberate programming to increase women’s 
control of assets and reduce gender asset inequality. This intervention did 
not include any programming to increase men’s involvement in health and 
nutrition, so it is difficult to compare the results with the counterfactual 
approach involving men. This continues to be a gap in the design and imple-
mentation of NSAPs.

Dairy value chain project in northern Senegal4

A nutrition-sensitive value chain integrates nutrition objectives and nutri-
tion-specific interventions along the supply chain while maintaining the 
product’s economic value and taking into account the nutritional needs of 
multiple actors, including consumers (Le Port et al. 2017). Nutrition-sensitive 
value chain approaches have the potential to deliver nutrition-specific inter-
ventions, such as micronutrient supplements or micronutrient-fortified food 
products, at scale cost-effectively. Can such approaches also promote women’s 
empowerment and gender equality?

A pilot study in a remote area in northern Senegal tested whether it was 
possible to use a dairy value chain to distribute a micronutrient-fortified 
yogurt (MNFY) to improve hemoglobin and reduce anemia among women 
and children in semi-nomadic milk supplier households (Le Port et al. 2017, 
Bernard et al. 2019). A local dairy factory (La Laiterie du Berger) produced 
the MNFY using milk collected from its suppliers. The intervention used 

4	 This section draws heavily on Le Port et al. (2017) and Bernard et al. (2019).
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a novel nutrition-sensitive contract design, whereby milk producers who 
supplied a minimum amount of cow milk delivered five days a week received 
daily MNFY the following week and were instructed to give it to their 
children aged 24–59 months (Le Port et al. 2017). The MNFY was delivered 
to milk collection points mainly accessed by women. Thus, the scheme 
implicitly targeted women as the main recipients of the incentive, whereas 
men are typically the main recipients of cash payments (Bernard et al. 2019). 

Additionally, the study conducted a behavior change communication 
(BCC) strategy with all target households. This strategy focused on optimal 
infant and young child nutrition, the importance of micronutrients, and the 
role that diverse diet and fortified food can play in delivering them. Although 
the BCC training was open to all, it was mostly women who attended 
the sessions.

The intervention was designed to influence the dairy production and 
women’s empowerment pathways (Pathways 1 and 4, respectively), recogniz-
ing that, among the semi-nomadic pastoralists (the Pulaar or Fulani) who 
dominate milk production in this region, gender norms around milk pro-
duction are clearly established at a young age, with women in charge of milk 
production and men in charge of herd management. The MNFY incentive 
was also viewed as valuable to women, given their role as primary caregivers. 
It therefore functioned as a valued resource transferred to women dairy 
farmers directly, benefiting them by increasing the returns to their individual 
efforts in dairy production. The intervention was also designed around the 
milk production domain, which women already controlled (men were in 
charge of contracts and traveling to the central processing plant to receive 
payment). Because women provided the labor in household dairy production, 
they could adjust production to fulfill the contract and receive the incentive 
at milk collection points, which were in areas they could access easily. 

Evaluation of the impact of the nutrition-based incentive on children’s 
nutritional status and milk production using a cluster RCT shows that the 
dairy value chain intervention was effective, increasing the regularity of 
milk deliveries, although these impacts were limited to the dry season and to 
those contracts headed by a woman (Bernard et al. 2019). It also improved 
hemoglobin in children 24–59 months of age at baseline, after one year of 
intervention, with a statistically significant impact on boys but not girls. 

The incentive also increased women’s decision-making: the overall female 
decision-making index increased by 0.53 points, from an average of 4.48 in 
the control group. It led to significant increases in women being the main 
decision-makers with respect to veterinary, vaccination, and insemination 
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services, and cow migration decisions.5 For female-controlled contracts, the 
incentive also led to women being significantly more likely to be the main 
decision-maker on domains of selling milk and cow migration. 

Overall, the intervention successfully reached, benefited, and empowered 
women. It effectively reached women by selecting milk collection points that 
women accessed and by focusing on aspects of milk production that women 
already controlled. Women benefited through increased returns on their 
labor, provided in the form of an in-kind transfer that they valued (MNFY). 
Women were also empowered, as improvements around their ability to 
make decisions regarding milk production show. These results highlight the 
potential of using nutrition-sensitive value chain interventions to empower 
women. 

It is also notable that men had a limited response to the incentive. The 
intervention implicitly targeted women but there was no explicit strategy 
to exclude men. It is possible that, because the MNFY was distributed at 
collection points where women more often went, men were less likely to 
directly receive the incentive. Men may have been less aware of the nutritional 
benefits of the MNFY that the BCC, which reached more women than men, 
reinforced. As in the OSP case, this supports the recommendation to include 
men in BCC strategies to emphasize the shared responsibility of both men 
and women in enhancing the nutritional status of all household members.

Homestead food production programs and their evolution6 

HFP programs, which focus on the production of nutrient-rich foods 
on homestead plots, represent a notable type of NSAP. Helen Keller 
International (HKI) originally piloted the HFP model in Bangladesh in the 
1980s; it expanded and adapted the program for Cambodia, Nepal, and the 
Philippines in the late 1990s and recently adapted it for West Africa. These 
programs typically target women in smallholder agricultural households 
and train them to cultivate kitchen gardens and often to raise poultry or fish. 
Training is conducted on Village Model Farms (VMFs) and field staff train 
women to cultivate on their own homesteads. Production of both crops and 
animal source foods is intended to benefit households via home consumption 
(Pathway 1) and through the sale of surplus produce for increased incomes 

5	 Decision-making was assessed over cattle purchases and sales, inputs provided to cows, milk 
sales and use of money from cows, home consumption of milk, and timing of seasonal migration; 
responses were also aggregated into an index (Bernard et al. 2019). 

6	 This section draws heavily on Quisumbing et al. (2015), Olney et al. (2016), and personal corre-
spondence with Stella Nordhagen of Helen Keller International (April 10, 2018).
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(Pathway 2). HFP programs are nutrition-sensitive; in addition to cultivating 
nutrient-rich foods, they include a BCC strategy that teaches beneficiaries 
optimal nutrition, health, and hygiene practices and provides them with 
skills to negotiate in favor of these behaviors in their household. 

Evaluations of these programs have consistently found positive impacts 
on the diets of women and households (Girard et al. 2012), and on the nutri-
tional status of children and women in Burkina Faso and Cambodia, among 
others (Olney et al. 2009, 2016). 

Early HKI programming did not deliberately aim to empower women. 
The original Bangladesh model did not initially challenge gender norms 
or patriarchal power structures (Hillenbrand 2010). All-male field staff 
conducted agricultural training while all-female staff delivered nutrition 
education. The main selection criteria for the VMF owners were possession 
of a suitable and sizeable land plot and prior experience in farming, which 
favored men. Inadvertently or deliberately, men were not held responsible for 
the nutritional side of food production, reinforcing existing gender norms. 
Agricultural technology transfer in this model reinforced the stereotypes that 
men are capable of “farming” whereas women are suited for “gardening” and 
food preparation. 

HKI’s programs have since evolved to increase attention to empowering 
women and transforming gender dynamics. Feedback from field managers 
and beneficiaries indicated positive changes in women’s lives related to 
program participation (Hillenbrand 2010). Earlier evaluations, although 
not always optimally designed, also found evidence of increased influence 
on household decisions (Bushamuka et al. 2005, Iannotti et al. 2009). 
Subsequently, programming in Bangladesh was modified to address gender 
concerns more directly, by eliminating land size as a criterion for choosing 
VMF owners, having women’s groups themselves choose the Village Farmer 
Leader (VFL), using group-based marketing, employing new tools to describe 
and build women’s own capacities and needs, and creating opportunities at 
all levels for staff training and reflection on gender concerns. Many of these 
changes have been included in the design of HKI’s current HFP programs, 
including the Enhanced Homestead Food Production Program (E-HFP) in 
Burkina Faso. 

However, women taking on the role of VFL faced heavier workloads 
(Pathway 5), because, despite their added responsibilities in farming, 
attending meetings, and other program-related activities, their household 
workloads did not diminish (Hillenbrand 2010). Beneficiaries often cited 
workloads and time as constraints, which may have not only limited uptake 
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but also discouraged women from growing labor-intensive crops and selling 
products in the market (Kjeldsberg et al. 2018). 

Specific adaptations made for Burkina Faso included training women 
as VFLs, cultivating model farms on land designated by the village for that 
purpose, and providing drip irrigation on the VMF. As is the case in much of 
West Africa, the Burkina Faso site faces more severe water constraints than 
do HKI’s Asian sites, and the process evaluation identified potential program 
adaptations related to irrigation. Even if both men and women benefit from 
adaptations addressing water scarcity, women may gain greater benefits, 
because they are typically responsible for water collection. In addition, 
increasing space available at VMFs tends to benefit women more, as they 
typically do not have land of their own that has a reliable water supply (Olney 
et al. 2013). 

The E-HFP program in Burkina Faso reduced wasting and diarrhea and 
increased hemoglobin among children aged 3–12 months old at the start of 
the 2-year program, although no significant impacts were found on stunting 
or underweight prevalence (Olney et al. 2015). The program also reduced 
underweight among mothers and increased their say in decision-making, 
notably in areas relating to purchasing decisions and healthcare decisions, 
as well as overall empowerment (Olney et al. 2016). These improvements 
in women’s say in the domains of spousal communication and decisions on 
purchasing, healthcare, and family planning contributed to the program’s 
impact on reducing wasting, with the largest share attributable to spousal 
communication, although improvements in these same domains of women’s 
empowerment did not contribute to the increase in hemoglobin (Heckert et 
al. 2019). 

There were also positive impacts on women’s ownership and control of 
assets, as well as an increased perception among community members of 
women’s ability to manage agricultural land (van den Bold et al. 2015). The 
change in gender norms on women’s landownership is notable, given that the 
program did not distribute land to women but taught them how to manage 
their home gardens. 

Increased evidence of program impacts on women’s decision-making, as 
well as other aspects of women’s empowerment, has led to greater integration 
of empowerment objectives in HKI’s programming over time (Haselow et 
al. 2016). The current phase of the E-HFP program serves as a platform for 
Nurturing Connections©, a gender-transformative curriculum that aims to 
change gender norms, attitudes, behaviors, and institutions that underlie 
or reinforce gendered inequalities, through dialogues with husbands, 
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community leaders, and community members in general (Nordhagen et al. 
2017). This approach focuses on enhancing women’s self-esteem and self-ef-
ficacy and also aims to mitigate the excessive demands that such programs 
place on women’s time. 

The Nurturing Connections© curriculum has been applied in a number 
of projects in the CGIAR. For example, WorldFish in collaboration with 
the Cereal Systems Initiative for South Asia-Bangladesh (CSISA-BD) 
applied Nurturing Connections© activities focused on the intrahousehold 
distribution of food with the nutrition-sensitive small-scale aquaculture 
program (Farnworth et al. 2015). Through practical family activities focused 
on distributing food within the household, women reported a change in 
husbands’ attitudes toward women’s practice of eating last and leaving a small 
amount of food on their plates. Until this exercise, men had not noticed this 
practice. The men acknowledged that women worked hard all day and should 
eat equally, and committed to paying more attention to what their wives 
were eating in the future. Nurturing Connections© was also the basis for the 
gender-sensitization curriculum in the Agriculture, Nutrition, and Gender 
Linkages (ANGeL) project in Bangladesh (Ahmed et al. 2018), a cluster RCT 
whose treatment arms included agricultural training, nutrition BCC, and 
gender-sensitization trainings to husbands and wives together. 

HKI continues to use the Nurturing Connections© curriculum in new 
projects. An RCT in Cambodia has three arms: a treatment arm with a 
gender-transformative HFP model using the Nurturing Connections© cur-
riculum, gender messaging within technical trainings, and women elected 
as homestead producers; a second arm in which households decide who will 
be the main producer and participant in trainings that are gender-blind; and 
a control arm (A4NH 2019). HKI’s willingness to learn from implemen-
tation and to design and test modifications to improve its programming to 
enhance empowerment impacts illustrates how programming can be more 
intentional in tracking progress on gender outcomes. Such gender-intentional, 
well-evaluated NSAPs help build the evidence base to show how these types 
of programs can empower women and transform gender dynamics.

What have we learned?
Our review of selected NSAPs indicates that, while such programs can 
contribute to women’s empowerment and gender equality, this does not 
happen automatically. First, there are multiple pathways linking agriculture 
and nutrition, and, although gender dynamics influence all of these pathways, 
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the design and implementation of NSAPs do not always consider the role of 
gender dynamics. They are more likely to pay attention to women but not 
always in relation to men and other influential persons within their house-
holds and communities. When NSAPs do pay attention to gender relations, 
they may design programs to accommodate existing gender norms rather 
than to transform them. That is to say, most often these programs are gender 
accommodative (that is, they operate within existing gender norms and 
dynamics but do not attempt to change them) rather than gender transfor-
mative (that is, they aim to address gender inequalities by addressing harmful 
norms and dynamics). 

For example, although both the HarvestPlus REU project that dissem-
inated OSP and the Senegal dairy value chain intervention recognized 
women’s productive roles as farmers growing OSP and as dairy producers 
in the fortified yogurt intervention, respectively, these NSAPs targeted 
nutrition trainings to women and not men, reinforcing existing gender ste-
reotypes. The fact that OSP adoption was highest in plots that were jointly 
owned (but where women had a greater role in deciding what to grow) signals 
a missed opportunity to educate men on the benefits of growing OSP for 
their families. In Senegal, the limited impact of the incentive on men may 
have been an unintended consequence of targeting women, even if men were 
not intentionally excluded. While there is evidence of gender-accommoda-
tive approaches increasing women’s empowerment, gender-transformative 
approaches may lead to larger and sustained increases in women’s empower-
ment (see also Chapter 10, this volume).

Second, even when the design of NSAPs considers gender relations, they 
may seek only to “reach” (for example including them in nutrition education 
activities) or “benefit” women (for example leading to improved diets), not 
to “empower” them. This falls short of providing women opportunities to 
empower themselves and make strategic life decisions (Johnson et al. 2018). 
Without explicit empowerment objectives, they may not have specific strate-
gies or actions that can empower women. This is well illustrated in the case 
of the agricultural technologies in Bangladesh: the group-based strategies 
had more sustained long-term impacts in reducing the gender asset gap (even 
if the gap was not completely closed) and in improving the nutritional status 
of women and girls compared with the program that targeted the household 
as a whole (but ended up reaching men by default). Qualitative work under-
taken in conjunction with the agricultural technology study attested to the 
increased decision-making power of women who were involved in group-
based programs (Naved 2000, Hallman et al. 2007). NSAPs that were more 
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intentional in addressing gender barriers had more transformative impacts, 
such as the E-HFP program in Burkina Faso, which reduced the gender 
asset gap, empowered women, and changed local norms around women’s 
land ownership.

Third, even if NSAPs have empowerment objectives, they may fail to 
attain them because of lack of intentionality and limited consideration of 
the range of domains that could be affected. NSAPs may be more likely to 
attempt to increase women’s ability to make decisions in domains related to 
health and nutrition (OSP; HKI Burkina) or in productive domains where 
women traditionally make decisions (milk production in Senegal; vegetables 
in home gardens) but have only recently begun addressing nutrition messages 
to men or improving spousal communication. NSAPs, particularly those 
dealing with agricultural production, may increase women’s control of 
assets, and perceptions that women are able to manage land (HKI Burkina), 
yet none of the NSAPs reviewed had attempted to address labor burdens 
or workloads. Engaging men in recognizing women’s roles in agricultural 
production may help improve decision-making around those domains but 
involving men in sharing in domestic work and childrearing is a relatively 
unexplored area that may both shift gender norms around caregiving and 
reduce women’s workload.

Finally, even if NSAPs aim to empower women, their monitoring, evalua-
tion, and learning (MEL) frameworks may not include measurable indicators 
of empowerment, and thus will not be able to ascertain whether they have 
empowered women (Santoso et al. 2019). We are unable to ascertain the 
empowerment impacts of the agricultural technology interventions in 
Bangladesh or of disseminating OSP through farmer groups in the REU 
project because these interventions did not have empowerment as a stated 
objective, and thus no efforts were made to monitor progress toward it. 

Moreover, when the earlier NSAPs were implemented, no internationally 
validated measure of women’s empowerment existed to monitor empower-
ment impacts; as such, projects that assessed such impacts did so with an 
ad hoc set of indicators, making comparisons difficult. Later projects, more 
aware of the importance of empowering women, deliberately collected 
empowerment indicators so as to assess whether they had empowered women, 
and used internationally validated indicators. Nevertheless, across NSAPs, 
there is often no uniformity in the empowerment indicators collected, 
suggesting that future research that articulates what empowerment survey 
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modules could or should look like would be valuable to guide understandings 
of the complexities of capturing gender equality and empowerment.7

In sum, based on the case studies presented here, NSAPs that have the 
most potential to empower women and to shift underlying barriers that 
perpetuate gender inequalities are those that share the following features. 
First, they are intentional about their objective to empower women and 
to transform gender relations. Second, they recognize potential tradeoffs 
between women’s different roles and the unintended consequences of partic-
ipation in NSAPs, such as increased work burden. Third, they employ evi-
dence-based strategies that work to empower women, and continue to learn 
from their experience and adapt, as illustrated by the experience of HKI. 
These strategies include women’s group-based programming, gender-sen-
sitization activities that reach men and communities, building women’s 
technical capacity, and addressing exclusionary gender norms. Fourth, they 
make deliberate efforts to monitor progress toward women’s empowerment 
and gender equality by using the appropriate indicators and methodologies. 

Building a research agenda that supports the 
next generation of gender-transformative NSAPs
Nutrition-sensitive agriculture holds promise as a vehicle to achieve 
women’s empowerment and gender equality. However, it is vital to address 
programming and evidence gaps if we are to transform the harmful norms 
and dynamics that perpetuate gender inequalities. Addressing these gaps 
begins with recognizing both the comprehensiveness and the blind spots of 
measures in the area of nutrition and NSAPs, and designing research to close 
these gaps. 

First, for research to shape the next generation of gender-transformative 
NSAPs, project designers and researchers should work together to ensure that 
strategies aim to empower women and assess impacts on women’s empow-
erment as an outcome in its own right, not merely as an instrument for 
achieving nutrition outcomes. Significant work is now being conducted 
under the Gender Assets and Agriculture Project Phase 2 (GAAP2), working 
with a portfolio of nutrition- and gender-sensitive agricultural development 
projects, to fulfill the need for improved women’s empowerment measures.8 

7	 See also Chapter 9, this volume.
8	 Descriptions of the projects in the GAAP2 portfolio are available at http://gaap.ifpri.info/

portfolio/. 

Nutrition-sensitive agriculture  for gender equality  207

http://gaap.ifpri.info/portfolio/
http://gaap.ifpri.info/portfolio/


GAAP2 has developed the project-level Women’s Empowerment in 
Agriculture Index (WEAI) (pro-WEAI) (Malapit et al. 2019), adapted from 
the WEAI, a survey-based tool that measures inclusion and empowerment in 
the agriculture sector (Alkire et al. 2013). Pro-WEAI has been designed to 
diagnose disempowerment and assess empowerment impacts in mixed-meth-
ods impact assessments of agricultural development projects (Malapit et al. 
2019). To complement pro-WEAI’s significant focus on agricultural produc-
tion, GAAP2 is also developing an optional add-on pro-WEAI health and 
nutrition module for nutrition-sensitive agriculture projects, which measures 
women’s ability to make decisions in the area of health and nutrition 
(Heckert et al. 2020). 

An ongoing project under the Innovative Methods and Metrics for 
Agriculture and Nutrition Actions (IMMANA) portfolio is developing the 
Women’s Empowerment in Nutrition Index (WENI), designed to measure 
women’s nutritional empowerment in relation to their own nutrition 
(Narayanan et al. 2019). Its development is based on qualitative and quan-
titative work in two sites in India. The instrument focuses on measuring 
knowledge, resources, and agency in the areas of food, health, and fertility. 
The WENI has expanded the health and nutrition relevant domains in 
which empowerment is being measured. 

Second, research can contribute to understanding how NSAPs can bring 
men on board in efforts to transform gender norms. The majority of 
nutrition-related interventions and research focused on women’s empower-
ment and gender equality has targeted women as potential agents, and been 
oriented toward improving the well-being of women and children. Men, 
the other half of the gender equation, have been understudied in nutrition 
research, especially the roles they can play in improving nutritional outcomes 
for women and children and in gender-transformative change. Engaging men 
may help improve the gender-equitable allocation of food produced or ensure 
women have a say in controlling the income from it. The shift in the alloca-
tion of food and all types of resources may occur through increased commu-
nication and more equitable negotiation about the use of these resources. 

Engaging men may also help relieve women’s time burdens, which are 
often high as a result of productive and domestic labor requirements. Many 
nutrition interventions involve trainings that increase women’s time com-
mitments, and, for those with young children, potentially increase women’s 
labor in fulfilling the caregiving tasks that these programs encourage 
(Johnston et al. 2018). Evaluations of such approaches should continue 
measuring workloads via time use measures. Moreover, mothers and fathers, 
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through their respective social roles, may offer different benefits to their 
children. Given the potential for male involvement to affect these pathways, 
understanding how male involvement in nutrition-focused interventions can 
be channeled toward increasing gender equality and the empowerment of 
women is an important area for future research. 

Third, research on NSAPs should pay attention to the unintended con-
sequences of women’s involvement, including increased work burdens and 
the possibility of backlash from men. The gendered division of labor is deeply 
rooted in beliefs that women are primarily responsible for managing the 
household and caring for children; women’s work burdens at home tended 
to remain constant despite the additional time required for farming or live-
lihood activities. Challenging these norms by not performing assigned tasks 
may result in intimate partner violence (IPV): women and men smallholder 
pastoralists in Tanzania reported that “physical punishment awaited the wife 
in case of problems” related to tasks assigned by men (Galiè et al. 2019, 130). 
Thus, women felt they had limited capacity to gain more control over their 
own time and inadequate time to engage in revenue-generating activities of 
their choice (ibid.). 

Gender-sensitization trainings are well suited to addressing the household 
division of labor and resources and shifting the distribution to promote 
joint household goals on income and nutrition. Because individuals often 
make tradeoffs in allocating their time, it will be important to measure 
not only time use but also time-use agency, or the ability to decide how 
women allocate their time. Complementing agricultural interventions with 
gender sensitization is a promising approach for transforming entrenched 
beliefs and reducing adverse outcomes. The Nurturing Connections© 
curriculum, for example, includes messages that encourage men to share 
domestic responsibilities with women. Moreover, BCC may have beneficial 
consequences for reducing IPV. A recent study shows that intensive nutrition 
BCC was critical for sustained reductions in IPV, where women who received 
both transfers and BCC experienced 26 percent less physical violence post-
program compared with women who only received transfers or who were in 
the control group (Roy et al. 2018).

Intensifying women’s engagement in agriculture may also require greater 
work effort. Women’s increased energy expenditures, if uncompensated by 
adequate food intake, could negatively affect their own health and nutrition. 
For example, a recent study finds that time spent in agricultural cropping 
work is negatively associated with BMI for non-overweight individuals, 
suggesting that gains in nutritional status from increased income and food 
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availability could be offset by an increase in work effort associated with 
agricultural work (Komatsu et al. 2019). However, impact evaluations tend to 
focus on the gains in consumption following interventions, and rarely look at 
impacts on energy expenditures, which are more difficult to measure. Recent 
advances in wearable devices such as accelerometers are now expanding 
the ways that NSAPs can analyze other potential impacts. For example, 
researchers at the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid 
Tropics (ICRISAT), in collaboration with the University of Reading, the 
University of East Anglia, and the National Institute of Rural Development 
and Panchayati Raj (NIRDPR), are developing methodologies for using these 
sensor-based technologies to create reliable energy expenditure profiles asso-
ciated with agricultural and livelihood activities in rural agricultural settings 
in developing countries. 

Fourth, there is a need to collect data on nutrition and health outcomes 
from all household members, not just the target group of the intervention. 
Many NSAPs focus on maternal and child nutrition but do not necessarily 
examine the diets and nutrition and health status of other household 
members, making it impossible to assess whether the intrahousehold distri-
bution of food has shifted. To assess whether the NSAP is contributing to 
gender equality, we need to collect data on the diets and nutritional status 
of other household members, including adolescent girls and boys. The 2020 
Global Nutrition Report (Development Initiatives 2020) also calls for these 
data, to investigate and address drivers of nutrition inequalities.

To be effective, NSAPs must recognize that gender relations and intra-
household dynamics can either impede or facilitate the achievement of 
their nutrition goals in complex ways. Some NSAPs limit their programs to 
reaching or benefiting women while accommodating rather than transform-
ing existing gender relations and structures. These restrictive gender relations 
and structures are not confined to the household. To make the next gener-
ation of NSAPs gender transformative will require a different approach to 
NSAP programming that takes into account the multi-level nature of struc-
tures that need to be transformed: from intrahousehold relations between 
individual men and women to structures that limit women’s rights within 
the community and beyond. It will also require a different approach to MEL 
that goes beyond the individual and household, and may point to a research 
agenda that examines how individuals and households are embedded within 
their communities and societies. 

Finally, the lessons from the review of case studies are not specific to 
NSAPs: lessons learned from evaluations of other agricultural development 
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projects also point toward the importance of gender-transformative 
approaches that explicitly aim to “empower” women. We expect that impact 
evaluations of ongoing NSAPs will generate more evidence on how they 
can not only meet their nutrition objectives but also empower women and 
promote gender equality. The next generation of research that emerges from 
these impact evaluations will help sharpen our focus on how NSAPs can be a 
pathway toward women’s empowerment and gender equality.
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Gender relations shape identities, norms, rules, and responsibilities for 
women and men, and mediate access to, use, and management of water 
resources, as well as ownership, tenure, and user rights to land and 

forests (and related infrastructure, services, technologies innovations and 
interventions). Natural resource management (NRM) interventions thus 
have important implications for women’s labor, time, decision-making, and 
transformational gains.  

In the current context of fluid economic and political changes, together 
with changes to climate, the gendered dynamics of natural resource use, 
allocation, and management are also evolving. There are rapid shifts in 
livelihoods, mobility, and migration for women and men, as well as differing 
vulnerabilities and capacities for resilience in climate change processes and 
emergencies. Gender in its intersections with class, race, religion, ethnicity, 
age, disability, and other dimensions of difference determines who gains and 
who loses “in the rapid restructuring of economies, ecologies, cultures and 
polities from global to local levels” (Rocheleau et al. 1996, 3). These inter-
secting inequalities point to the complex and dynamic character of spaces of 
assumed common interest, such as “the community” and “households,” as well 
as to the plurality in interests, needs, vulnerabilities, and agency of diverse 
groups of women and men (Elmhirst 2015). 

The upcoming decade of 2021–2030 is dedicated globally to restoring 
the ecosystem: “to scale up the restoration of degraded and destroyed 
ecosystems as a means to fight the climate crisis and enhance food security, 
water supply and biodiversity.”1 The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
indicate a broad policy consensus among development actors that the eco-
logical resilience of the planet is not disassociated from people’s well-being. 

1	 https://www.decadeonrestoration.org/
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This narrative is mirrored in several other international agreements and 
conventions, for example the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, the International Labour Organization Convention 
Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries and 
more recently the Voluntary Guidelines on the Governance of Tenure of 
Lands, Fisheries, and Forests. 

These declarations and guidelines all draw some attention to equality 
and inclusion—and call on nation states to ensure more equal access to 
natural resources. Since the first United Nations Summit dedicated to the 
environment (1972), which marked a turning point in the development of 
international environmental policies,2 there has also been progress in artic-
ulating the links between gender and who engages, benefits, or is excluded 
from processes of natural resource governance and management. While this 
is a hard-won gain, we discuss below the enormity of tasks that still remain in 
ensuring inclusive natural resource governance.

This chapter tackles the question: How has NRM research for development 
(R4D) contributed to gender equality? In addressing this, the converse question 
inevitably surfaces: What impacts has gender theory and discourse had on 
natural resource management? However, the former is the main focus—
drawing on an extensive review of natural resource-related research. 

The first section looks at how and why gender came to matter in the 
management and governance of natural resources. It offers an analytical posi-
tioning for the chapter and explores the confluence of several bodies of work 
that have informed the gendered dynamics of natural resources, from political 
ecology analyses of nature–society intersections, to the political economy of 
environmental agendas and mandates, to feminist analyses of environmental 
change processes. Together, these insights help explain the connection 
between the two questions posed above. 

The following three sections each provide an in-depth analysis of how 
innovative thinking and action on natural resources—forests, water, and 
land, in particular—was crucial vis-à-vis impact on gender equality. These 
three natural resources have shared as well as distinct characterizing features. 
Forests are geographically and also administratively contained, and land is a 
fixed asset, with easy-to-define dimensions of ownership. Water, on the other 
hand, is fluid and dynamic because it is inherently mobile and transitory 
(Meinzen-Dick et al. 1997, 1307). Analyzing the gendered nature of the 

2	 See https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/CONF.48/14/REV.1
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management, governance, and rights to these natural resources makes for an 
interesting comparative analysis. 

Approaches to NRM and governance and recognition of agriculture–envi-
ronment intersections have grown in promising directions, providing opportu-
nities to address gender equality and inclusion. However, we need to critically 
reflect: Are we doing enough? Are complex and intersectional gendered 
inequalities in rapidly changing social, political, economic, and ecological 
contexts understood and addressed? This is a pressing concern, especially 
given the peripheral mention of gender in the upcoming Decade on Ecosystem 
Restoration, which aims to “prevent, halt and reverse the degradation of ecosys-
tems worldwide” (Elias et al. forthcoming). Gender and the environment (or 
natural resources) still tend to be treated as distinct and parallel agendas across 
R4D institutions, with simplistic understandings of “nature” as an “economic 
resource” and “gender” as being mostly “about women.” This explains why 
gender power imbalances persist in the economics and politics of NRM. 

In the conclusion of this chapter, we critique progress on gender equality 
in relation to natural resources, and highlight challenges for transformative 
change, as well as the potential for forward-looking research agendas.

How gender came to matter in the management 
and governance of natural resources
Overlapping processes laid the foundation for unpacking gender dimensions 
of natural resources, bringing attention to “gender and other forms of social 
difference as relational, dynamic” and making links “between environment, 
human and nonhuman others across scales and spaces” (Clement et al. 2019a, 
5). Breakthroughs included seminal research on plural (von Benda-Beckmann 
1979, von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1997, 1998), customary usufructuary rights 
(Fortmann and Bruce 1988, Fortmann 1990) to land, water, and other natural 
resources; and polycentric governance, collective action, and management 
of the “commons” (Ostrom 1990–2007). These trajectories are discussed at 
length elsewhere. Here, we discuss the cross-fertilization of these ideas with 
the CGIAR System-wide Program on Collective Action and Property Rights 
(CAPRi) (see Meinzen-Dick 2017, Meinzen-Dick et al. 1997). 

Another strategic milestone was the critical review of irrigation design, 
infrastructure, management, and outcomes in South Asia. This body of work 
helped shape water policy discourse from “management” to “governance” of 
water, consequently demonstrating the gendered nature of access to, use of, 
and decision-making in irrigation systems and services (van Koppen and 
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Mahmud 1995, Zwarteveen 1997, Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen 1998). 
Similar socio-political interventions helped change the focus from forests as 
commercial timber harvesting sites, to forests as environmental resources to 
be conserved as collectively owned and used natural resources (Agrawal and 
Ostrom 2001, Otsuka and Place 2001, Colfer and Capistrano 2005, Larson 
et al. 2010). Attention to the voice and agency of marginalized communities 
and rural women in forest management significantly highlighted the gendered 
dynamics of forest access and use (Jackson 1995, Leach et al. 1999, Leach 2007, 
Mwangi and Dohrn 2008, Mwangi et al. 2009, Mwangi et al. 2011, Colfer 
2011).  

Work is emerging around intersectional inequalities in the case of forests 
and of water (Locke et al. 2017, Clement and Karki 2018, Colfer et al. 2018, 
van Koppen 2018, Clement et al. 2019a, Elias et al. forthcoming). This 
research, influenced by political ecology scholarship, highlights environmental 
politics: how environmental changes and challenges are not mere by-products 
of biophysical changes to the ecosystem but rather outcomes of economic, 
political, and social interests and mandates (Haraway 1991). The distinctions 
between the terms “environment,” “nature,” and “natural resources,” and how 
we use them, have long been recognized as neither casual nor without implica-
tions (Harvey 1993). In other words, in the framing of NRM, “values entered 
[and significantly impacted] processes of scientific reasoning” (Lapniewska 
2016, 143). 

After the 1992 United Nations Earth Summit, natural resources were 
defined as “natural assets” (raw materials) that can be subject to economic 
production or consumption.3 The intent to manage nature (land, water, forests) 
as a resource with ascribed economic values and implications is an outcome of 
deep-rooted economic and political agendas (Harvey 1993). This narrative, 
an outcome of a “partial perspective,” is precisely what Haraway (1988) said 
needed to be critically reviewed as the “Science Question in Feminism.” 
Policies, strategies and interventions to manage water (as well as land and 
forests) have historically been guided primarily by managerial and economic 
perspectives (see Mosse 1997, 2002, 2008). It is only relatively recently that 
nature–society interrelations—that is to say, how ecosystem functioning is an 
outcome of multiple uses, knowledge/s, and social relations between diverse 
groups of people—have questioned natural resource mandates, innovations, 
investments, and technologies. 

3	 See https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=1740
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A focus on gender equality and inclusion helps connect environment 
and natural resources, as well as agriculture and food security agendas. 
CGIAR—the largest agricultural innovation network globally and framed 
as “food commodity-centric”—started more than two decades ago to unpack 
agriculture–environment intersections and reverse environmental degradation. 
This shift to addressing the agriculture–environment interface was critical 
in understanding how addressing poverty and vulnerability required looking 
beyond agriculture to understand diverse rural livelihoods that rely on a wider 
subset of natural resources. 

Recent reforms in CGIAR have been shaped by growing critiques of a 
narrow focus on developing land and water resources to intensify production of 
certain commodity crops (Rockström et al. 2017). The links between poverty, 
hunger, and intensification have long been questioned outside CGIAR but 
not necessarily with a focus on gender (Sen 1980, Chappell 2018). It is in this 
context that we draw attention to CGIAR research analyzing women’s empow-
erment through sectoral lenses: agriculture and women’s empowerment (IFPRI 
2012), women and irrigation management (IWMI 2017), or women–forest 
relations (CIFOR 2016). 

In sum, diverse bodies of work across multiple disciplines and diverse tra-
jectories enabled a shift in focus within CGIAR agriculture–natural resources. 
These change processes brought women’s agency and empowerment—more 
than simply engagement and participation—into the frame. In analyzing these 
trajectories, we point to how innovations geared toward improving the func-
tionality of natural resource interventions have contributed to broader goals 
of gender equality and inclusivity—despite this not always being deliberate. 
These trajectories have been influenced by feminist analyses of masculinities, 
patriarchy, and exclusions in natural resource policies and interventions. 

This chapter does not aim to delve into the scope and breadth of these 
feminist analyses of NRM and governance processes; however, to very broadly 
set  the context here, ecofeminists put “women” on the NRM agenda and 
pointed out that women’s inherent wisdom and commitment to nature had 
been overlooked in the patriarchal and neoliberal design of natural resource 
appropriation and accumulation. Engineered by male-dominated institutions 
and mandates, such an approach to natural resources was identified as detrimen-
tal to the well-being of both women and nature (Mies and Shiva 1993). Feminist 
political ecologists have critiqued the singular focus on women—pointing out 
that gender was but one construct of difference, divide, and inequality in the 
politics and economics of natural resource access, use, and governance (Agarwal 
1995, Rocheleau et al. 1996, Jackson 1993), and that tying nature to women 
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was often detrimental to them (Leach 2007). Feminist researchers argued that 
the focus should be on reversing structural inequalities and not just on “fixing 
women” (Mies 1986, Jackson 1993, Kabeer 1999, Leach 2007). 

Recent echoes of this argument by mainstream institutions (WEF 2020) 
are promising but we should not overlook the differences between academic, 
activist, and R4D scholarship on the topic of natural resources and gender. In 
other words, the synergies have not always been deliberate and this is precisely 
why a depoliticization of gender–power dimensions of commons management 
persists (Clement et al. 2019a). The point we make here, is that, without the 
essential cross-fertilization of thinking between natural resource interven-
tions and feminist analyses, there would have been little progress on gender 
and natural resources. Gender researchers within the CGIAR system have 
represented a conduit, facilitating these critical intersections. However, much 
remains to be done. 

From management to governance 

The first shift in natural resource thinking we highlighted above concerns 
Ostrom’s work on environmental governance. Post-World War II, structural 
adjustment interventions promoted nationalization and a corresponding 
state accumulation of natural resources across the global South (Bromley and 
Cernea 1989). In this context, Ostrom powerfully argued that water bodies, 
forests, and pastoral grounds were essentially common pool resources and 
thereby best governed and managed by plural institutional arrangements of 
and by local communities (Ostrom et al. 1994). Unsurprisingly, these ideas 
met considerable resistance, as collective property and actions or collectives 
themselves were perceived as obstacles to efficient development of natural 
resources (de Soto 1986, 2001). 

Ostrom’s work, which demonstrated how the flow and benefits derived 
through plural politico-legal arrangements and collective action improved 
efficient and equitable management of, access to, use of, and control over 
these resources was useful in influencing NRM policy and practice. The 
importance of plural rights and norms, asset endowments, and politico-legal 
arrangements of natural resource governance made a strong business case for 
going beyond technocratic approaches to natural resources.4 This entailed 

4	 While there was feminist critique of technocratic and narrowly econometric NRM interventions, 
Ostrom’s work focused more on alternatives: the “why and how to” of plural decision-making and 
control of natural resources, so as to enable commons, communing, and collectives for NRM (see 
Clement et al. 2019a). For a review of environmental governance, see Lemos and Agrawal (2006); 
for a review of water governance see Roth et al. (2015); for a review of forest governance see Arts 
(2014).
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a pivotal discursive from state management to more shared governance of 
natural resources (McCulloch et al. 1998, Lemos and Agrawal 2006).

Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and Development Framework provided 
strategic entry points for CGIAR researchers, working under the broader 
umbrella of CAPRi, to examine the gendered dynamics of natural resources, 
including collective institutional arrangements of NRM (Knox and Meinzen-
Dick 2001, Meinzen-Dick et al. 2011, 2014, Doss and Meinzen-Dick 2015). 
Ostrom’s work had far-reaching outcomes—as water, forests and large areas 
of land in the global South were (and are still) managed under plural manage-
ment and politico-legal arrangements (Zwarteveen and Meinzen-Dick 2001, 
Mwangi et al. 2011, Wily 2011). Most prominent of these was the setting-up 
of community-based natural resource user groups and associations, which 
expanded the scope to consider gender in decision-making spaces (Lemos and 
Agrawal 2006). 

Through the various overlaps discussed above, gender is today an 
important variable in the structure and functions of NRM collectives; and 

“good governance” of natural resources has come to be associated with princi-
ples of inclusion, participation, transparency, and accountability—as opposed 
to the earlier focus on effectiveness and efficiency. These shifts in inclusive 
natural resource governance have also been widely acknowledged as essential 
to achieving co-determining social, economic, and environmental outcomes 
(UNDP 1997, FAO 2012, Davis et al. 2013, Arts 2014).

However, while Ostrom’s work transformed the dynamics of natural 
resources from technocratic management interventions to more “polycentric 
governance, collective action and commons management… creating legitimate 
space and authority for grassroots structures to self-govern the commons” it 
blurred the heterogeneity and inequality that characterize “commons,” “col-
lectives,” and “communities” (Clement et al. 2019a, 2). This, too, is changing 
slowly but surely as we write, with increasing attention to rights, recognition, 
power relationships, and norms that shape gender inequalities (Badstue et 
al. 2018). The focus on gender within CGIAR itself today concerns not only 
who does what in terms of roles and responsibilities at the household and 
community levels but equally how gender dynamics are at play in natural 
resource institutional arrangements and policy directives, as well as natural 
resource investments and innovations (CGIAR GENDER Platform 2020). 
The latter especially are key strategic gains. 
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From governance to the plurality of rights

The second discursive shift we discussed above related to how rights to natural 
resources are defined by institutional arrangements—who are rights-holders, 
the scope of rights, and the types of responsibilities and benefits one may 
obtain from resources (Agrawal and Ostrom 2001, Schlager and Ostrom 
1992). Rights to land, forest, and water resources are plural and diverse—and 
determined by informal more than the formal rules and norms that authorize 
the exercise of these rights (Schlager and Ostrom 1992, Meinzen-Dick et al. 
1997). Rules are institutional arrangements that sustain claims and legitimize 
rights at different levels. For instance, the nation-state can establish formal 
rules through legal regulations on land, water, and forests while communities 
or resource user associations may have local rules concerning who gets to use 
which resources, and how (Zwarteveen and Meinzen-Dick 2001, Meinzen-
Dick and Mwangi 2009). These rules, however, may or may not be recognized 
by statutory or customary law, and different sets of regulations often overlap, 
and can even be contradictory. In other words, what is the rule is not always 
the outcome, in practice.  

A groundbreaking body of work showed how plural and often co-existing 
politico-legal frameworks and arrangements shape social differentiation; it 
opened new windows to analyzing gendered disparities in relation to natural 
resources (von Benda Beckman and von Benda Beckman 2009; von Benda 
Beckman et al. 2006). Research along these lines showed how nature–society 
relations are continuously subject to negotiation and contestation, often 
marginalizing certain groups of resource users in diverse local contexts 
(Perreault 2014, Roth et al. 2015). Power struggles, conflicts over resources, 
and exclusions from access to and use of natural resources are essentially about 
the recognition of rights—and issues related to agency or voice often have an 
impact on this. 

Legal pluralism, which explains the relevance of why and how of the 
co-existence of multiple legal arrangements in legitimizing claims over 
resources, proved crucial to understanding the social dynamics of NRM 
(Meinzen-Dick and Pradhan, 2002). CAPRi work on natural resource 
research showed how women’s rights or their exclusions from rights to 
resources are entangled with their ability to participate in, and their agency to 
inform, natural resource decision-making (see Were et al. 2008). This work 
continues to analyze, inform, and monitor inclusivity in natural resource 
interventions with particular attention to women’s individual and collective 
agency. 
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Do rights to natural resources contribute to gender equality and 
women’s empowerment?

There is a great deal of discussion and differing opinions on whether and 
to what extent clear, secure rights to natural resources are key in addressing 
poverty and food insecurity (Agrawal 1994, Larson et al. 2010, Sunderland 
et al. 2014, Meinzen-Dick 2017, Bose et al. 2017). On the one hand, nuanced 
studies on natural resource governance and institutional arrangements show 
that understanding people’s choices, their ability to benefit and decide on 
how to use these, and the outcomes derived from these resources is as key to 
understanding and achieving women’s empowerment as is securing formal 
rights (Kabeer 1999). This argument is supported by analyses that show that 
rights to natural resources are not dependent only on formal recognition but 
also embedded in social relations that legitimate claims over resources (von 
Benda-Beckman and von Benda-Beckman 2000). Our intent here is not to 
further analyze these arguments but to simply state that the focus on natural 
resource governance, institutional arrangements for NRM, and rights to 
natural resources have all been central to analyzing the socio-political dynamics 
of natural resources, and thereby to drawing attention to gendered inequalities, 
as well as intersectional vulnerabilities—nested in kinship, community, and 
other social relationships (Li 1998, Kabeer 2005, 2017). 

The issues discussed above, coupled with feminist analyses of natural 
resource policies, institutions, and outcomes, significantly influence the current 
transformative agenda of “fixing the system” and not just attempting to “add 
in women, and stir.” This shifts the focus from “only” monitoring the extent to 
which women benefit from natural resource access, to critically analyzing issues 
of power, politics, and difference, including participation and representation 
in natural resource governance institutions, policies, and narratives at scale. 
This was precisely the feminist agenda for change in development policy and 
practice (Mies 1986). 

The focus on natural resource governance, institutions, and rights has thus 
been a game-changer not just for women but equally for diverse marginalized 
groups. In the next sections, we discuss in more detail how these conceptual 
shifts took root in forest, land, and water policies, strategies, and interventions. 
In doing so, we discuss how institutional arrangements unfolded at different 
levels, from policy decisions to institutional arrangements of planning, imple-
mentation, and practice at the community and household levels—and how 
all of these were in turn informed, as well as reiterated, by gendered norms, 
behaviors, opportunities, challenges, choices, and redefining values.
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Forest governance and the recognition of rights: 
contributions to gender equality
The diverse value of services and goods that forest ecosystems provide 
to both humans and non-humans, as well as the relational value of these 
ecosystems to local communities, were largely invisible in early programs 
on forest management (Scott 1998). Management approaches that focused 
on the economic returns from timber commercialization were promoted by 
colonial administrations, and even facilitated by scientific forestry institutions. 
Additionally, agricultural intensification facilitated by the mechanization and 
modernization of agriculture resulted in increasing deforestation (Angelsen 
and Kaimowitz 1999). These approaches led to rapid and widespread loss and 
degradation of forests5 in the global South. 

In the late 1990s, there was an overwhelming call for alternative solutions, 
driven by two key arguments. First was the need for a sustainable forest 
management paradigm that emphasized not commercialization but rather 
conservation of forest resources (Sayer and Palmer 1994, Noble and Dirzo 
1997). Second, there was a strong call to involve local people in collaborative 
governance of forests—enabling different perspectives, plural rights, and 
shared roles and responsibilities of diverse stakeholders to define forest man-
agement (Colfer et al. 2005, Sunderlin et al. 2005, Porter-Bolland et al. 2011, 
Arts 2014, Seymour et al. 2014). Today, the vast majority of the world’s forests 
are under state custodian ownership, with overlapping customary user rights 
and tenure regimes. This has been a significant change, even though it needs 
to be acknowledged that these two legal systems are far from harmonized in 
most cases (Meinzen-Dick et al. 1997, Agrawal et al. 2014).  

In the case of forest governance, much more so than for land and water, 
grassroots initiatives that led to community collectives were significantly 
impacted by feminist movements. The women-led Kenyan Green Belt 
movement in sub-Saharan Africa saw the award of a Nobel Peace prize for its 
proponent, Wangari Maathai. Similarly, in India, the famous Chipko (“to 
get stuck to”) movement, where local communities protested and prevented 
state-led commercial logging by hugging trees, is said to have been essentially 
led by women—that is, the ecofeminist discourse of women nurturing nature6 

5	 We use the term “forests” following the definition provided by Sunderlin (2005, 1386) including 
“all kinds of forests, ranging from relatively untouched ‘‘natural’’ ones to those with high levels 
of intervention and management. ‘Natural’ forests are the focus of most conservation concern, 
though highly managed forests can also be an important source of biodiversity.

6	 There are contested opinions around this claim of predominantly female leadership in this 
movement (Guha 2000).
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(Shiva 1988). However, as we discussed above, there are feminist critiques of this 
narrative. 

The consideration of gender in forest management was significantly influ-
enced by shifts toward collaborative governance of forests, which called for the 
recognition of the plural rights of forest-dependent communities, including 
indigenous and customary groups (Agrawal and Ostrom 2000, Larson et 
al. 2010, Agrawal 2014). As discussions around forest governance policy and 
practice began to translate to interventions that favored decentralization of 
authority over large forest areas—and shifting responsibilities from central to 
local governments—several questions needed answering. Who should manage 
forest lands and resources? Who should be involved in which activities? 
Who should have the right to govern forests and who should set the rules for 
governance (Ribot and Larson 2005, Ribot et al. 2006, García-Ferández et al. 
2008)? 

An analysis of 290 forest user communities in Kenya, Uganda, Bolivia 
and Mexico highlighted the importance of involving forest-dependent, often 
marginalized, communities in technical and policy discussions, and called 
for interventions based on the participation of resource users (Colfer 2011). 
Several other analyses showed that enabling spaces created for local commu-
nities—initiatives that built the skills of both men and women in adopting 
new technologies, monitoring practices, managing conflict, and enhancing 
cooperation—were more likely to contribute to sustainable practices and more 
effective management of forests (Mai et al. 2011, Mwangi et al. 2011, Sun et al. 
2011, Seymour et al. 2014, Notess et al. 2018). 

The importance of clear tenure rights to forests is increasingly an 
important precondition in the implementation of currently popular inter-
ventions related to Payment for Environmental Services (van Noordwijk and 
Leimona 2010, Blundo-Canto et al. 2018) and Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation, or REDD+ (see Duchelle et al. 2017, 
Sunderlin et al. 2014, 2018). Recent analyses of these interventions both 
within and outside CGIAR highlight the need to critically review potential 
impacts of such interventions on diversely unequal local communities, 
including negative implications for local people’s livelihoods and strategies, 
institutions, and socio-cultural systems (Elias et al. forthcoming). These 
analyses draw attention to gender power issues in relation to unequal bene-
fit-sharing, food insecurity, introduction of new powerful stakeholders, illegal 
land acquisition, unfair free prior and informed consent, and the introduction 
of monoculture plantations (Bayrak and Marafa 2016).
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In local communities, gender, social status, and membership are significant 
determinants of who can benefit from acquired forest rights and influence 
perception around rules, tenure security, and livelihood outcomes (Colfer 
2011, Larson et al. 2019a). Having a voice in the management of forest or other 
common pool resources increases women’s recognition in their community 
(Colfer et al. 2015), although the converse may also be the case—that is, 
women with more recognition in the community are more likely to have a 
voice in the management of common pool resources (Meinzen-Dick et al. 
2019; Balasubramanya et al. 2019). Additionally, securing tenure rights of 
forest resources for women can provide security in cases of loss of rights to 
privately owned assets (land) through death of or separation from their spouse 
(Quisumbing and Otsuka 2001a, Doss and Meinzen-Dick 2018); enhance 
their engagement in public processes of negotiation and thereby their self-
determination (Larson 2010, Larson et al. 2015); and improve their agency in 
collective rule-making processes. 

Attention to how reforms are being implemented provides not only the 
opportunity to address inequalities in resource access and participation in deci-
sion-making but also insights on gender equality in general. For instance, in 
Burkina Faso, forest regulations that prevent grazing in forests and customary 
rules and regulations around land have resulted in serious constraints for 
women, minorities, and migrant groups (Coulibaly-Lingani et al. 2009). 
Alternatively, there are many examples of how formalizing community rights 
to forests has allowed women to be recognized in communal by-laws, usually by 
establishing mechanisms for their participation in collective decisions around 
forest resources (Larson et al. 2019b). 

For instance, Uganda’s Forest Policy (2001) is explicit about increasing 
tenure security for women, encouraging their active participation in decision-
making, resource management, and benefit-sharing. It also goes a step further 
in initiatives to promote changes in attitudes and organizational cultures in 
order to break down gender barriers (Banana et al. 2012). Similarly, in Peru, 
the National Forest Law and the Law of Subnational Governments adopts 
equity and social inclusion as important principles—although the guidelines to 
monitor these changes are missing (Larson et al. 2019b). 

Social forestry initiatives have thus provided an opportunity to review 
how collective action in forest management has paved the way to open the 
institutional spaces for women to engage in forest decision-making processes 
(Agrawal and Ostrom 2001, Colfer and Capistrano 2005, Colfer et al. 
2005, Ribot and Larson 2005, Coleman and Mwangi 2013). The combined 
outcomes of ecofeminist discourses and grassroots-led forest management 
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interventions have resulted in better understanding and addressing intersecting 
inequalities. 

In sum, rethinking forests as communal, shared spaces has been instrumen-
tal in reshaping gender equitable rights to forests, and, in some cases, broader 
gender equality gains for women. Rights have proved important preconditions 
for effective management and inclusive governance—that is, collective action 
and institutional arrangements, processes of rule-making, provision and alloca-
tion of resources, monitoring, enforcement of compliance, and decision-mak-
ing arrangements at scale. 

Yet caution is needed in integrating gender into these studies and interven-
tions. Gender stereotyping—that men are the public face for decisions relating 
to forests management—is pervasive and entrenched among official, non-gov-
ernmental, and private actors (Nightingale 2011, Elmhirst et al. 2017). This 
is also evident in the way extension services prioritize men and address limita-
tions. It calls for reviewing the way training, capacity-building, and extension 
services are being organized to ensure different needs are being addressed at the 
local level (Nightingale 2006). Similarly, there has long been feminist critique 
of positioning women as formidable environmental stewards (Jackson 1995, 
Leach 2007) and a call for more nuanced analyses of women’s relations with 
forests (Gururani 2002).  

From water management to water governance: 
the outcomes for gender equality and women’s 
empowerment
In 2000, the Global Water Partnership referred to the world water crisis as an 
issue of governance. This did not imply that the availability of accessible water 
was not an issue or that the technical and financial aspects of service delivery 
were unimportant. Rather, it emphasized that, the distribution and allocation 
of water and related services reflected distribution and allocation of power 
in society. Therefore, addressing water problems required paying attention 
to issues of power, politics, and inequality (UNDP and SIWI 2005, 3). This 
shift in focus from water development or management to water governance 
significantly paved the way for looking at issues of gender inequality and 
empowerment in relation to water. 

Here, we discuss how CGIAR research informed the shift to water 
governance from the planning and implementing of water development inter-
ventions informed (only) by economic or engineering perspectives. Looking 
more critically at the complexity of water–society interrelations at scale, in 
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other words, “Who gets what water, when and how, and who has (what kinds 
of) rights to water and related services, and their benefits” (UNDP and SIWI 
2005, 3) has contributed to furthering gender inequality. We also look at how 
scholarship on legal pluralism has helped raise attention to gender inequalities. 

Water’s legal pluralism 

Research on the legal pluralism of water surfaced the incoherence between 
what is said—that is, outlined in policies, formal laws, and institutional 
approaches vis-à-vis what actually happens in practice—how diverse local 
communities accessed, managed, and governed water through pluralistically 
informal ways. This scholarship helped address the ambiguity on the rights to 
water in state-led irrigation interventions, and challenged the narrative that 
managing irrigation systems effectively and ensuring agricultural productivity 
required intervention by engineers to “modernize” water development—its 
capture, transport, allocation, and delivery to farmers (Roth et al. 2015). The 
framework for interdisciplinary, legal anthropological approaches made the 

“legal pluralism” around everyday water access, use, and management visible. 
In time, it became very evident that a co-existence and interaction between 
multiple legal orders such as state, customary, religious, project, and local laws 
were what determined and influenced claims to water rights and the use of 
water locally (Meinzen-Dick and Pradhan 2002). 

In parallel, research at the International Water Management Institute 
(IWMI) demonstrated different dimensions of the gendered dynamics 
of water’s legal plurality. Research in Bangladesh showed how groups of 
poor, landless women managed water boreholes to sell water to other water 
users (van Koppen and Mahmud 1995). While the source of water might 
determine its accessibility, ownership does not disable water use or its asset 
value. Those driven by sheer need and poverty, like poor landless women in 
Bangladesh, had found ways to access and use common pool water resources. 
Similarly, research in Nepal pointed out that the exclusion of women from 
irrigation water user associations was not necessarily negative for the women 
(Zwarteveen and Neupane 1995). The excluded women actually informally 
accessed (as “free-riders”) the irrigation water, which they used for multiple 
purposes, without having to abide by the financial obligations of association 
membership (ibid). 

In sum, water’s fluidity and legal plurality make negotiations on access, use 
and control dynamic, as well as spatially and temporally contextual (Bruns 
and Meinzen-Dick 2000). The growing recognition that water access and use 
is somewhat disassociated from ascribed formal rights not only helped reshape 
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water management and governance in development policy and practice but 
also set the stage to focus on gender. More recent research on the plurality of 
interconnected land and water rights in sub-Saharan Africa has helped define 
approaches that reconcile customary law and formal water regulations in 
new tools for equitable water allocation (van Koppen et al. 2017; van Koppen 
and Schreiner, 2019). This work proposes combining customary rights 
with formal permits to prioritize water access and use in South Africa and 
Zimbabwe to ensure water to vulnerable groups.

Engendering water governance

Even if inherently fluid, water has also been managed and governed historically 
and traditionally through centralized approaches (Joshi 2015). Colonial 
governments appropriated traditional and autonomous governance structures 
for water resources, for centralized management and control to meet economic 
agendas across the global South (Agarwal and Narain 1997, Shiva 1988, van 
Koppen and Schreiner 2018). These changes—especially evident in relation to 
water for irrigation and urban, industrial use—have persisted post-colonization, 
and are exacerbated by neocolonial liberal agendas of growth and development 
involving powerful outside actors and forces (Verzijl et al. 2017). Water policy 
reforms in the 1980s transferred management from government agencies to 
community-based governance initiatives, and widely promoted the creation of 
water users’ associations as alternatives to centralized management. 

Research led by IWMI in the 1990s assessed the viability and functional-
ity of these shifts, and showed how these interventions were shaped by policies 
that did not “explicitly consider the possibility that women are water users.” 
They also proved to be based on assumptions that “all users are equally able 
to pay for water” and consequently, “impact studies” did not assess the links 
between inclusivity and functionality (Zwarteveen 1998, 301). Such assump-
tions were challenged by the earlier mentioned studies paying attention to 
women’s irrigation work, and the exclusion of women from irrigation manage-
ment led to women becoming ‘free-riders’—practical realities which, among 
other things, affected irrigation management performance (Zwarteveen 
and Neupane 1995). Further research pointed out that, while women might 
informally access and use (irrigation) water, their lack of formal rights and 
the mediation of their access to water through relationships with male 
rights-holders—husbands, fathers, or other male relatives—could reinforce 
structural gendered inequalities (van Koppen 1990). More importantly, 
initiatives to involve women in water management did not address complex 
intersectional inequalities (Joshi 2011).
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Research conducted by IWMI in Sri Lanka in the 1990s also showed the 
mismatch between interlinked domestic/productive water needs of rural 
communities and sectorally planned and designed water services (Bakker et al. 
1999). Because women’s roles and responsibilities vis-à-vis water span domestic 
and productive sectors, the mismatch has implications especially for women’s 
health, nutrition, and gendered social relations (van Koppen and Hussain 
2007, van Koppen and Smits 2010, van Koppen et al. 2017, Mitra and Rao 
2019). The alternative, Multiple Use Water Services (MUS), is now an estab-
lished policy intervention and strategy for water resource planning in several 
countries and inspires further innovations. For example, in remote, rural 
Nepal, MUS-informed micro-hydropower projects meet electricity, irrigation, 
and domestic water supply needs of local communities, targeting lower-caste 
Dalit households and poor, marginalized women (Shah 2016). 

CGIAR researchers have analyzed how policy shifts and financial invest-
ments in irrigation system rehabilitation and decentralization in Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America to find that, “Rights to irrigation land and water were 
rarely vested in poor men, and even less in poor women” (van Koppen 1998, 
361). This work on irrigation and gender is continuing in interesting ways in 
evolving socio-political and socioeconomic landscapes (Balasubramanya 2019). 

Unresolved water–gender–poverty links have impacts on health, nutrition, 
and food security for women and marginalized communities and households 
(Hussain and Giordano 2003). For the poor, including women, to be counted 
in and gain from these interventions, it was necessary to include poverty and 
gendered barriers to land and water rights early on (van Koppen 1998, 361). 
However, this was easier said than done. “Entrenched masculinities” in the 
water sector are a key reason for persistent gender water inequalities, and lack 
of attention to these issues in water planning, implementation, innovations, 
and investments. That water management organizations in most countries 
are almost entirely staffed by men is an outcome of deep-rooted social 
inequalities, and is the reason water infrastructure and technology are not 
geared to address gendered patterns of water roles, rights, and responsibilities 
(Zwarteveen 1994, 2008). Gender equality outcomes are not achieved merely 
by focusing on women, without addressing how increasing their participation 
in water management, implementation practices, institutional arrangements, 
and policy- and decision-making is nested in cultures of masculinity (Shrestha 
et al. 2019). 

CGIAR-led research that critically engaged with the dynamics of water 
access, use, and control, especially in relation to irrigation, has had strategic 
implications for gender equality. The focus on multiple-use water resources 
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has not only exposed the limitations of sectoral water interventions but also, 
and more importantly, the fact that these limitations have by far the greatest 
impacts on the poorest and most marginalized of women. On another note, 
the focus on institutional arrangements beyond the community—looking 
into masculine structures and cultures of organizations implementing 
irrigation projects—has led to an emerging body of work on masculinities 
in relation to water. Going forward, water is key to achieving the SDGs of 
sustainable agriculture intensification and ecosystem restoration. The work 
described in this section challenges interventions to seriously reconsider 
narrow, sectoral technocratic framings and perspectives, calling for more 
nuanced understandings of the complexities of gender-power inequalities 
informed by feminist perspectives (Joshi et al. 2018).

Land and gender—a contested terrain 
Unlike forests and water, which are essentially common pool resources, land is 
a fixed asset and can be classified as public, private, common, and communal 
property (Bromley 1992). The formalization of private land rights makes land 
less likely to be a common pool resource. However, as we discuss below, this is 
not always the case. 

Nonetheless, much of the discussion on land in terms of agriculture is in 
terms of formal ownership. In this section we look critically at narratives and 
interventions related to women’s formal ownership of land—identifying that 
these interventions do not simplistically lead to equitable outcomes, increased 
empowerment, or improved agency. This is especially so because gender and 
the intersection of other social identities—for example race and ethnicity—
determine entrenched inequalities, which are deeply nested in institutional 
structures and cultures and therefore governance systems (Joshi et al. 2018, 
van Koppen et al. 2017). 

Historically, restructuring ownership of and control over land, together 
with agricultural production, was a key driver of the colonial agenda. In 
India, for example, colonialism set in place land reforms, new revenue systems, 
and processes of taxation that irreversibly altered its agrarian economy and 
society—in the process also creating different types of disparities along 
ethnicity, caste, and religious lines (Baviskar 2005, Datar 2017). However, in 
India and elsewhere, land dispossessions through accumulation and appro-
priation of “common lands”—land not demarcated as private—have been 
widespread and raised challenging questions. The colonial appropriation of 
land resulted in unequal rights to and use of land in both the global North 
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and the global South, and led to large-scale displacement and marginalization of 
local people (Frankema 2010). 

North America and sub-Saharan Africa in particular saw wide-scale 
dispossession of customary, traditional rights to land and the forced dis-
placement of indigenous communities. In areas where feudal and patriarchal 
histories had already established disparities in ownership and control of land, 
colonialism further entrenched exclusionary systems. In Africa, the severity 
of land scarcity is linked to the colonial appropriation of land, promotion of 
commercial agriculture, and urban sprawl (Whitehead and Tsikata 2003). All 
these impacts were also distinctly gendered. While this is not discussed in 
great detail, there is evidence that colonialism resulted in irreversible changes 
to more equitable traditional practices and systems of inheritance that recog-
nized women’s land ownership and use (Akinola 2018). 

Land tenure thus refers to larger bundles of highly dynamic land rights, 
including rights not only to land but also to trees, irrigated lands, water, and 
woodlands.7 CGIAR research in the early 2000s on the evolution of land 
tenure institutions, in Ghana, Indonesia, Uganda, Nepal, Viet Nam, Japan, 
and Malawi, provided evidence on factors that enabled an understanding of 
the impacts that changes in land tenure institutions have on NRM (Otsuka 
and Place 2001). CGIAR research has also paid attention to the gendered 
impacts of changes in customary land systems. In Indonesia and Ghana, land 
inheritance systems evolved from matrilineal systems to systems in which 
both daughters and sons inherited (Quisumbing and Otsuka 2001a). 

These studies show that gender-land interrelations are complex and contex-
tual. In Indonesia, women’s ability to improve their incomes was impacted by 
their educational levels, regardless of their inheritance of land (Quisumbing 
and Otsuka 2001a). Nonetheless, these insights do not dilute concerns—that, 
regardless of the contextual nature and meaning of land ownership, globally 
women not only own disproportionately less land in comparison with men 
(15:85 percent) but also own smaller and less productive pieces of land. 
Women are also reported to be less able to capitalize on other gains from the 
ownership of this fixed and vital asset; for example, they have disproportion-
ately less access to agriculture extension services, institutions, credit, and value 
chains.8 

In 1994, Bina Agarwal’s research in India observed the lack of access to, 
ownership of, and control over property as the most critical influence on the 

7	 http://www.fao.org/3/y5744e/y5744e0a.htm
8	 https://wle.cgiar.org/content/gender-and-agriculture-infographic

238  Chapter 6

about:blank
about:blank


gender gap, along with how it affects women’s ability to improve well-being, 
social status, and empowerment. This work was key in shaping development 
interventions to secure womeń s rights to land, through both individual and 
joint land titling initiatives. Later analyses of statutory and customary land 
tenure systems demonstrated that it was not only women in Asia who were 
disadvantaged in their access to and control of land but also women in Africa 
and Latin America (Lastarria-Cornhiel 1997, Deere et al. 2012, Kieran et al. 
2015). 

A broad consensus has since then emerged that strengthening women’s 
property rights over land and resources is important for both poverty 
reduction and equitable growth (Kieran et al. 2015). To address the need for 
accurate and reliable statistics to monitor these rights, gender researchers from 
the Policy, Institutions, and Markets (PIM) program developed an analytical 
framework to assess landownership, in order to expand the statistical content 
of the Gender and Land Rights Database. They used five indicators: distri-
bution of agricultural holders by sex; agricultural owners by sex; incidence 
of male and female agricultural landowners; distribution of agricultural land 
area owned by sex; and distribution of agricultural land value owned by sex. 

The application of this framework in different ecological and socio-politi-
cal contexts is beginning to show large and complex gender gaps in landown-
ership across countries (Doss et al. 2015). While there is wide variation across 
countries and regions in women and men’s ownership of land, the value of 
land owned by women is disproportionately lower than that owned by men or 
that owned jointly (ibid.). In Bangladesh, Tajikistan, Viet Nam, and Timor-
Leste, gender gaps in land ownership exist, and they vary, especially across the 
diversity of land tenure systems (Kieran et al. 2015, 2017).

In general, the ownership of cultivated land, including irrigated land, 
evolving toward more individualized, mainly private forms of property, has 
had different gendered impacts. A growing body of work is showing that 
increasing women’s ownership of land is unlikely to narrow and reverse the 
gender gap or deliver empowerment of women (Jackson 2003). First, with 
women less likely to be listed on ownership documents, and more likely to 
hold fewer land titles in cases where joint ownership is promoted, a simplistic 
focus on “title” to land misses much of the reality regarding land tenure, 
access, and use (Doss et al. 2013, 77). Second, transferring ownership of 
land to women on its own does not increase productivity if other structural 
constraints, such as access to and use of other inputs, technology, and credit, 
are not addressed (Quisumbing et al. 2001b). Landless poor women, who rely 
on agricultural labor as a means of livelihood, are more likely to benefit from 
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improved wage labor and work conditions as opposed to land ownership per se, 
especially because a small parcel of land by itself is adequate neither for subsis-
tence nor for productive agriculture (Whitehead and Kabeer 2001). 

The allocation of separate land titles for women has also been found to be 
problematic in patriarchal contexts, as this can result in a loss of social capital 
for women (Rao 2010). A case study from Kenya showed how formalization of 
customary rights, through individual titling, resulted in new forms of exclusion, 
because plural, multiple claims to different types of rights were reduced to 
singular rights (Meinzen-Dick and Mwangi 2009). 

Many other questions remain unanswered around uncultivated lands 
or “resources” that are dangerously ambiguous—sometimes under communal 
property regimes as “commons” but more often as land (with resources) to be 
developed. These were lands that were historically appropriated and colonized 
to form plantations of tea, coffee, cotton, sugarcane, etc. (Ely 1918). This trend 
of appropriation of ambiguously co-owned lands continues and is precariously 
linked to a so-called “development” of natural resources, or what is known as 

“carbon colonialism” (Lyons and Westoby 2014). This is precisely why Ahlers 
and Zwarteveen (2009, 409) question the agenda for “individualization and 
privatization of resource rights as offering possibilities for confronting gender 
inequalities” vis-à-vis “challenging the individualization, marketization and 
consumer/client focus of the neo-liberal paradigm.”  

Recent research in Africa explores the challenges of implementing reforms to 
ensure gender equality in land governance, including access to services (Ghebru 
2019). This work highlights the need for analyses that consider how gender, in 
conjunction with age, ethnicity, religion, and other factors, affect both individ-
ual and joint land ownership, as well as how these intersecting social categories, 
in turn, influence access to government services, relate to empowerment, and 
are linked to domestic violence. The pro-WEAI tool (see Chapter 9, this 
volume) is an attempt to capture some of these dimensions (Malapit et al. 2019). 
This tool includes 12 indicators that measure three types of agency: intrinsic 
agency (power within), instrumental agency (power to), and collective agency 
(power with) in relation to a wide subset of resources (including land). As such, 
it captures important dimensions of the diversified assets and livelihoods of 
women, either individually or collectively.  

However, standardizations in measures of empowerment can be challenging 
(see Chapter 9, this volume). Data from Bangladesh, Nepal, and Tajikistan, 
using WEAI illustrate further questions that need to be considered in relation 
to gender and land (Clement et. al. 2019b). For example, how can dynamic 
and evolving changes be assessed? How to assess local meanings and values of 
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gendered norms, roles, and identities? How to analyze structural barriers at scale 
that keep both marginalized women and men unequal and food-insecure (ibid.)? 

In sum, “the land question” in relation to gender, while strategic to women’s 
empowerment, is complicated, and calls for nuanced and transformative analyti-
cal frameworks that go well beyond looking at what happens within households 
and communities (Jackson 2003). In other words, these analyses will need to 

“articulate with wider political-economic structures and historical dynamics [as 
well as how these are] characterized by new ways of capitalist expansion” into 
natural resource regimes (Ahlers and Zwarteveen 2009, 409).  

Conclusion: collectives, commons, rights—what 
next?
CGIAR-led research on NRM has been instrumental in demonstrating the 
limitations of managerial approaches that see local communities as being 
composed of rational individuals who are driven by economic necessities and 
compulsions; they focus on income or livelihoods. Research that distinguishes 
management from governance of natural resources has helped capture the 
plurality of rights and the lived experience of diverse local communities. It 
underlined the fact that NRM landscapes are multifunctional spaces that 
cannot easily be compartmentalized into binary categories such as public/
private, rich/poor, biophysical/social, material/intangible, human/non-
human, or masculine/feminine. Today, it is no longer possible, at least within 
CGIAR, to conceive natural resource initiatives without attention to gender 
equality: a significant achievement. 

We now stand at a pivotal time in development history where there is 
increasing consensus to “fix the system” rather than “fix women” (WEF 
2020). It is now well acknowledged that securing access rights for women and 
calling on their participation in NRM does not automatically translate into 
improved agency and material, political, and social gains to women—that is, 
to women’s empowerment. Research on forest tenure reforms, water user asso-
ciations, and land reforms shows that, while changes in laws and provisions 
may provide the basis for more equitable access, use, and management, they do 
not always guarantee the ability to exercise these rights. Research increasingly 
shows that natural resource policies and reforms are nested in colonial legal 
systems and in institutional structures and cultures and driven by neoliberal 
agendas (Ahlers and Zwarteveen 2009; Joshi et al. 2018, van Koppen and 
Schriener 2018, Elias et. al. forthcoming). 
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While it is important to continue to analyze gender and land ownership, 
tenure, and outcomes (Doss et. al. 2015) and, in general, the efficacy of natural 
resource interventions and investments (Banana et al. 2012, Colfer et al. 2018, 
Shrestha et al. 2019), the writing is on the wall: we need to go well beyond 
popular women–environment narratives. Rights and access to, and control 
over, natural resources have the greatest impact on the poorest and most 
marginalized women and men: simply “adding in women and stirring” will 
not achieve the SDG of reaching the furthest behind (Harding 1995). As we 
move ahead with much more political agendas of transformative change, it 
is important to acknowledge that we need to push for approaches that will 
tackle root causes and the systemic and structural barriers to gender inequality 
(Hegde et al. 2017, World Fish 2018, Elias et al. forthcoming).

Moving forward and pushing the boundaries
Addressing inequalities across scale, incorporating intersectional approaches, 
and addressing systemic barriers to gender inequality are all integral to 
pushing the boundaries toward a next generation of gender and natural 
resource research. Natural resource governance must speak to and address 
interconnected and structural dynamics of gender inequality in rapidly 
changing social, political, and environmental contexts. Nuance as to these 
complexities needs to continue to inform the study of property rights and 
collective action, and of formal and informal networks, including social 
arrangements. When the ground reality is complex, solutions can hardly 
afford to be simplistic.

This requires a more conscious and deliberate synergy between natural 
resource R4D agendas and feminist approaches. While instrumental in sharp-
ening the focus on the meanings of gender equality and inclusion, feminist 
approaches have, until recently, exerted influence only from outside of the 
R4D arena. Our analysis shows that research findings, data, frameworks, 
and/or guidelines alone do not easily make a dent in the entrenched cultures, 
practices, and values of policy and practice related to NRM and agricultural 
R4D. Masculinities persist not only in social relations but equally in institu-
tions at scale, and in the very definition of what constitutes science (Haraway 
1988). And, intersectional inequalities are scalar and deeply entrenched too 
(Joshi 2011)  

The challenge of tackling change in the structures and cultures of 
organizations engaging in R4D remains, alongside resistance to feminist 
approaches. That said, several CGIAR centers and research programs now 
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focus on analyzing ways to “transform” complex, dynamic, and resilient social 
and gender norms at scale (see Chapter 10, this volume). This is the start to 
synergizing natural resource R4D agendas and feminist calls for “re-politiciz-
ing” the power structure and political order of change (Batliwala and Dhanraj 
2004) in “integrating power and politics in the analysis of the commons” 
(Clement et al. 2019a, 1). These shifts are aligned with the “transformative” 
implications of the SDG agenda, and with calls to “fix the system” rather than 
just “fixing women” by the drivers of the systems themselves (WEF 2020). 

It is promising that recently published work and work in progress within 
CGIAR explains why the process of “integrating” gender by way of statistical 
and technocratic solutions that “tackle only the symptoms” of inequality 
is not enough (Arora-Jonsson and Basnett 2018, Elias et al. forthcoming). 
Ensuring a focus on gender equality is now well embedded in natural resource 
agendas. This may work to prevent “gender evaporation,” whereby gender 
priorities are lost in the articulation of wider development goals and sectoral 
interventions, and between the formulation of a promising policy and its 
implementation. However, without intersectional analyses, gender policies 
are still likely to be diluted. To address systemic constraints, we must contin-
uously rethink our framing of gender equality and empowerment, and avoid 
instrumentalist interpretations. This requires mediating the focus from being 
just on women and binary framings of inequalities between women and men. 

To conclude, natural resource governance is inherently political. Most 
contemporary interventions—like Payment for Environmental Services 
and REDD+—tend to commoditize nature, blur complex social differences 
and disparities in overtly simplistic narratives of “local communities,” and 
reduce multiple, plural rights and access to natural resources through con-
venient project framings of “rational, technical” institutional arrangements 
(Rodríguez de Francisco et al. 2013). Feminist scholarship and research 
asserts that no substantive progress can be claimed unless gender, power, and 
inclusion are synergistically and systematically incorporated in the design 
and implementation of natural resource programs and reforms (Sweetman 
and Ezpeleta 2017, 363). We note with optimism that, given the long and 
entwined history of gender and natural research within CGIAR organiza-
tions, the network is in a good position to rethink politically and strategically 
how to embrace feminist agendas and “fix the system.” First and foremost, 
this needs to begin by looking inward at our own institutions, research 
programs, and agendas. 
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Rising temperatures and more extreme weather associated with climate 
change are expected to exacerbate existing social and gender inequal-
ities across the globe (Adger et al. 2014 , Dankelman 2010). The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) projects that the pro-
duction of major crops such as wheat, rice, and maize will be affected across 
all regions and that climate change will progressively increase variability in 
crop yields. All aspects of food security are affected, including food access, 
utilization, and price stability. In rural areas, major impacts are expected on 
water availability and supply, food security, and agricultural incomes, with 
shifts in production of both food and non-food crops as growing zones change 
as a result of weather variability (Adger et al. 2014, Girvetz et al. 2017). 

Climate-influenced migration is seen to be an intensifying factor in the 
feminization of agriculture in some regions, particularly South Asia and 
Central America, where out-migration for employment is predominantly 
male. Women left behind are required to manage farms and households with 
fewer resources and less family labor, further increasing their vulnerability 
(Gumucio et al. 2019a, Khatri-Chhetri et al. 2020).1 

In a 2°C (or more)2  world, gender equality will need to encompass women 
and men’s increased resilience, as well as reduced vulnerability to climate 
change. Vulnerability is commonly defined as the extent to which a natural 
or social system is prone to damage. In the context of climate variability 

1	  See Chapter 8 of this volume for a broader discussion on the dynamics around the feminization 
of agriculture. 

2	  According to the IPCC, global warming is likely to reach 1.5°C if not beyond (2.0°C) between 
2030 and 2052. This is expected to increase the risk of heatwaves, heavy rainfall events, crop 
productivity decline, reduction in water availability, undernutrition, habitat losses and others 
(Masson-Delmotte et al. 2018), and the effects get significantly worse at 2°C. The world has 
already witnessed about 1°C of temperature rise and is on track to exhaust the carbon budget for 
1.5°C by 2030. Some projections put the world on track for 4°C of warming. 
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and change, vulnerability is a function of exposure to climate risks (such as 
extreme weather events, losses in agricultural productivity, and alterations in 
hydrological patterns), sensitivity to such risks, and capacity to adapt. It is 
characterized by interrelations between ecological and, increasingly, social 
systems, such as weather impacts, viability of natural resources, access to 
markets, and societal safety nets. Resilience is the capacity of communities or 
households to resist, cope with, or recover from shocks and stresses (Ulrichs et 
al. 2015) and arrive at a state of reduced or diminished vulnerability (see Perez 
et al. 2015). Women’s agency in relation to climate resilience is the ability to 
access and act on (make choices based on) information and to participate 
in decisions that affect their lives. Women’s collective action is an effective 
platform for achieving agency (Kabeer 1999, CCAFS and FAO 2013; see also 
case study on women’s groups in South Asia, later in this chapter).

Climate change has varied effects on women and men, since they are 
exposed to different climate shocks and experience different impacts related 
to their gender-differentiated roles, rights, and opportunities (Dankelman 
2010, Fisher and Carr 2015). Women and men’s vulnerabilities vary according 
to gender, but also by ethnicity, religion, class, and age conditions. Less is 
known about men’s gender-specific knowledge in relation to adaptation and 
mitigation but we do know that women’s knowledge, networks, and assets 
are a significant aspect of resilience (Lane and McNaught 2009, Chanamuto 
and Hall 2015, McKune et al. 2015). Despite the significant roles that both 
women and men play as agents of change, however, gender discourses on devel-
opment and climate change have centered overwhelmingly on women’s greater 
vulnerability to climate change. This not only contributes to perpetuating 
stereotypes of women as victims but also prevents tackling the root causes of 
gendered vulnerabilities (MacGregor 2010, Arora-Jonsson 2011, Resurreccion 
2011) by denying women their agency (Dankelman 2010, MacGregor 2010, 
Okali and Naess 2013).	

Two approaches to climate adaptation and mitigation for sustainable 
rural development are climate-smart agriculture (CSA) and land use-based 
management. The goal of CSA is to help farmers adjust to climate change 
and manage climate risk by implementing strategies to sustainably increase 
productivity; build resilience of farming systems; and reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions. It builds on approaches that take into account the impact of 
land management decisions on ecosystem goods and services on a larger scale 
(Girvetz et al. 2017). Land use-based management initiatives focus on sustain-
able and inclusive interventions to reverse land degradation and biodiversity 
loss while promoting carbon sequestration. Delivering these environmental 
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benefits also results in benefits of food security, nutrition, market access, and 
employment opportunities (Smith and Scherr 2002). 

This chapter assesses how these climate adaptation and mitigation 
approaches can reduce women’s and men’s vulnerabilities, promote their 
capacities for resilience, support the ability of women to exercise their agency, 
and, consequently, increase gender equality. We review existing literature and 
regional case studies in relation to four dimensions of gender in/equality that 
are connected to these goals in climate-resilient agriculture and land use-based 
management: (1) participation in decision-making at different levels, (2) work 
burden, (3) access to and use of productive resources such as agroclimatic 
information, technology, livelihood incomes, and credit, and (4) collective 
action (see also Kabeer 1999, Dankelman 2010, CCAFS and FAO 2013). 

For example, agricultural technologies and practices for adaptation that 
reduce workloads can increase production, reduce negative impacts on health, 
and allow women more time for other activities such as education or enter-
prises. This is critical since climate impacts such as drought in combination 
with deforestation are expected to significantly increase women’s workload 
in rural areas (Dankelman 2010). Information and capacity-building to 
cope with and manage climate risk and variability, while important for both 
women’s and men’s capacity to adapt, can also promote women’s participation 
in household decision-making and increase their agricultural production 
(Rengalakshmi et al. 2018, Huyer 2019b). Women’s group organizing and 
collective action can engender capacity-building tailored to women’s needs 
and constraints, and serve as platforms for women to exercise agency in 
implementing climate adaptation strategies (see South Asia case study later in 
this chapter).

We first summarize the gendered effects of climate change, then assess 
what we know so far about the potential of climate-resilient agriculture and 
land use-based management practices for gender equality. We next put the 
spotlight on cases from three different regions—South Asia, Southeast Asia, 
and West Africa—as potential models for increasing women’s resilience and 
agency through the four dimensions of gender in/equality described above. 
The first case looks at women’s groups as a platform for access, agency and 
voice in Madhya Pradesh, India, as a collective action approach to enabling 
women’s agency and access to resources and information. The second case 
illustrates how women’s economic empowerment and participation in 
community decision-making through non-timber forest product processing in 
Senegal can promote resilience. The third case sheds light on how participa-
tory development of agro-advisories with women and men in Cambodia, Laos, 
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and Viet Nam can promote agency and reduce work burdens. Finally, we draw 
out key insights on how these climate adaptation and mitigation approaches 
can contribute to gender equality, and propose areas for forward- 
looking research and action.

Effects of climate change on women and men
By 2050 a medium–high level of climate change is expected to increase the 
number of undernourished children by 4.8 million (IFPRI 2017). This will 
affect food availability and prices, which in turn will lead to a decrease in 
the amount of food consumed as well as its nutritional quality (Beuchelt 
and Badstue 2013, Bryan et al. 2017). Climate variability, including extreme 
events, can have significant impact on women’s and men’s health, well-being, 
and empowerment. Few studies consider the impacts of climate variability and 
change on men—yet climate stresses pose a significant health risk for them, 
including in rural areas. In rural Australia, suicide rates of men quadrupled 
over the 12-year Millennium Drought, which decimated the country’s 
agriculture sector (Alston and Kent 2008). In India, suicide rates of men 
farmers have gone up over the past decade, owing to poverty and indebtedness 
from crop failures and water depletion (Reddy et al. 2019).

Rural women are at high risk of being negatively affected by climate 
change, particularly in relation to household responsibilities, agricultural 
activities, and male out-migration for employment—with resulting conse-
quences on family nutrition and children’s care and education (Kakota et al. 
2011, Rao et al. 2017, Ylipaa et al. 2019). Women’s nutrition levels are also 
affected: for example, when climate shocks affect food access, women tend to 
eat less to reserve food for the family (Nguyen et al. 2013). Natural disasters 
and their after-effects kill more women than men on average, for physiological 
reasons (such as pregnancy) or socio-cultural reasons (in the case of flooding, 
the clothes women wear or their responsibilities in caring for small children 
may restrict their ability to run or climb to avoid danger). Women are also at 
higher risk of physical, sexual, and domestic violence in times of climate shock 
and natural disaster (Correia 2001, Neumayer and Plumper 2007). 

In many cases, women appear to be less able to adapt to climate change, 
even if they are aware of its effects. Gender inequalities in access to and 
control over resources, technology, and information, alongside less stable land 
tenure, restrict women’s ability to act on and implement climate adaptation 
practices in agriculture (Fisher and Carr 2015, Huyer 2016, Jost et al. 2016, 
Assan et al. 2018). Gender norms may limit women’s ability to respond to or 
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make quick decisions in the face of climate events. In households where men 
are working off-farm in cities, women may lack the power to make timely 
farming decisions or to convince their husbands to agree to new practices 
(Goering 2015, World Bank et al. 2015).

Climate-resilient agriculture and land use-based 
management: can they advance gender equality?
Women have developed a range of coping strategies in response to risks and 
environmental impacts. Their assets, knowledge, and social networks related 
to their positions in the household and community are important pillars of 
resilience. Livestock-keeping is an important food safety net. Indigenous/
local breeds and animals, including poultry, sheep, and goats, are inherently 
resilient to climate stress and can survive on crop and household residues 
(Kristjanson et al. 2014, Chanamuto and Hall 2015). Women’s social 
networks for agricultural production can have a positive impact on household 
food security and productivity in the context of climate change (Tadesse et 
al. 2017, Violon et al. 2016). Community seed banks are repositories of local 
genetic diversity that can withstand climate stress, and are a useful resilience 
strategy. Women’s role in informal seed networks and the related conservation 
of genetic resources is connected to dietary diversity and local knowledge. In 
addition, women often retain ties in their home village while creating new 
connections in their marriage community, suggesting they can be important 
avenues of seed distribution (Otieno et al. 2018). When CSA and land 
use-based initiatives interact with the four dimensions of gender in/equality 
for climate-resilient agriculture, they can promote gender equality and expand 
women’s resilience strategies. 

Climate-smart agriculture: can it exacerbate gender inequalities?

Specific approaches for integrating gender in diagnostics, prioritization, and 
impact assessment of CSA practices and technologies as well as climate 
services have been developed and tested (Jost et al. 2014, Nelson and Huyer 
2016, Duong et al. 2016, 2017, Gumucio et al. 2018, Gumucio and Schwager 
2019). Analysis to date shows that gender equality dimensions of participa-
tion in household decision-making, access to finance and information, and 
position in the household are factors associated with adoption of CSA. It also 
shows women and men may adopt differing adaptation practices depending 
on the gender division of labor, their awareness of climate impacts, and the 
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type of information they have access to (Twyman et al. 2014; Jost et al. 2016, 
Mutenje et al. 2018, Aryal et al. 2020). 

More recently, analysis of whether CSA can contribute to gender equality 
has started to emerge, indicating that: (1) CSA can exacerbate existing 
inequalities if implemented in a “gender-neutral” manner; (2) gender equality  
is in some cases a factor in the adoption of CSA (Huyer and Partey 2020); and 
(3) CSA can support gender equality if it integrates one or more of the four 
gender in/equality dimensions of climate-resilient agriculture. Most analysis 
to date has focused on how CSA can support gender equality. More research 
is needed to identify the enabling gender equality conditions for adoption of 
climate-resilient agriculture as well as potential for increased inequality as a 
result of CSA implementation.

1. CSA can exacerbate gender and social inequalities. Agricultural 
production is situated within broader societal structures and gender relations 
that affect the allocation of labor, resources, and other assets (Jordan 2018). 
CSA interventions will inevitably interact with these gender dynamics. To 
date, however, research on gender and CSA is relatively new, and has been 
concerned mostly with a male–female dichotomy that ignores power and 
social and political status stemming from gender, race, class, ethnicity, religion, 
and age (Djoudi et al. 2016, Mungai et al. 2017, Colfer et al. 2018).

As a result, the introduction of CSA technologies or practices may 
intensify inequality: prevailing power and gender relations within a 
community can be entrenched or solidified if questions are not asked about 
who is controlling the technology and who benefits (Haapala 2018, IFAD 
2018). For example, in the western Indo-Gangetic plains of India, women 
adopt laser land-leveling (LLL) only through their children or a male relative. 
This is because of gender norms that prohibit public interaction between 
women and men: a woman farmer is not permitted to approach a male LLL 
owner or service provider either in person or by mobile phone (Aryal et al. 
2015). However, an additional reason for differences in the adoption rate of 
LLL between women and men is the gender division of labor: the technology 
is aimed at men’s agricultural domain exclusively; women’s technology needs, 
related to their work and priorities, are overlooked.

Elsewhere, it has been noted that women can choose to adopt CSA 
technologies that in fact increase their labor load, counteracting other 
gender equality benefits such as increased production and control over 
income. In other cases, it was observed that women were not able to consider 
the adoption of CSA until barriers of access to family labor and lack of 
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appropriate energy technology, transportation, and cultivation tools were 
addressed (Murray et al. 2016, Mutenje et al. 2019). 

In the livestock sector, climate-smart interventions tend to assume 
impacts to be gender-neutral, and, as a result, neglect gendered power relations 
affecting men’s and women’s differential roles in livestock-keeping (Djoudi 
and Brockhaus 2011). These interventions can then intensify inequalities, 
particularly where they increase labor investment (Arora et al. 2017), overlook 
the roles of women (Gallina and Rozel Farnworth 2016), or ignore their activ-
ities in sectors such as informal dairy (Tavenner and Crane 2018). However, 
once women’s roles in production are recognized, and they can access training, 
credit services, and technologies, the potential for gender equality outcomes 
improves markedly (see Gallina and Rozel Farnworth 2016). Since women’s 
and men’s responsibilities vary according to livestock type, program design 
should take into account the gender differences in a targeted livestock value 
chain. For example, cattle ownership is often a male activity because cows 
are a high-value commodity in comparison with chickens or goats. Gender 
dynamics like these may constrain women’s participation. Participatory 
planning of livestock interventions can benefit women when it informs 
project components such as livestock breed selection (KIT et al. 2012).

2. CSA adoption is often contingent on gender equality. Gender 
equality can be a precondition in the adoption of CSA when women are able 
to make choices about their farming practices and to access the resources 
to implement them. In three countries in Southern Africa—Malawi, 
Mozambique, and Zambia—households with more female adults, and 
where women had greater bargaining power, were more likely to adopt CSA 
(Farnworth et al. 2018, Mutenje et al. 2019). In Bangladesh and Nicaragua, 
women’s empowerment was a factor for increased crop diversification, an 
important element of dietary diversity and food security. Fruit and crop 
diversification tended to be a strategy in households where women had a say in 
decision-making in agricultural production (Gumucio et al. 2019a, de Pinto et 
al. 2019). 

Group membership may increase CSA adoption and investment decisions 
by women. Mutenje et al. (2019) found that being a group member of a social/
community platform (such as a savings group, cooperative, church, or mosque) 
positively influenced women’s investment decisions on drought-tolerant maize 
with legume intercropping. This likely occurred as a result of group exchange 
of information and/or revolving credit.

3. CSA can contribute to gender equality. While gender equality can 
be a precondition for CSA adoption, emerging evidence indicates that CSA 
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can also contribute to gender equality through the four gender in/equality 
dimensions:  

Women in climate-smart villages (CSVs) in two regions of India (Bihar 
and Haryana) experienced empowerment as a result of CSA adoption, in 
the form of increased participation in decision-making over income from 
increased agricultural production as well as on farming practices and chil-
dren’s education, among other issues. Men in both regions also experienced 
increased empowerment, but to a lesser extent (Hariharan et al. 2020). In 
another region in India, access to agricultural information allowed women to 
discuss agricultural production with their husbands, increasing their role in 
decision-making on the farm (Mittal et al. 2016).

Reducing women’s work burden by reducing time spent in labor, as well 
as increasing production, is an important aspect of gender equality in CSA, 
and often results in increased control over income (Mittal 2016). In East 
Africa, management of small ruminants (sheep and goats) and poultry that 
are hardy and adapted to climate stress promotes gender equality, since the 
livestock require less labor and women have greater control over the returns 
(Ojango et al. 2016). Climate services can also reduce women’s workload by 
improving planting and harvesting, as a result lessening the risk of replanting 
later in the season (Simelton et al. 2019).

Gender-responsive CSA technologies reduce the labor required for tasks 
women engage in, while also increasing agricultural productivity. In Nepal, 
women’s agricultural activities were matched with CSA technologies and 
practices that had been demonstrated, in other contexts, to reduce labor 
requirements in relation to efficiency, environment, and sustainability 
(Khatri-Chhetri et al. 2020). Some CSA technologies benefit both sexes 
directly. In a case study in Maharashtra, India, both women and men consid-
ered the rice drum seeder useful: men appreciated the increased production 
levels and farming income and women benefited from a reduced workload 
when seeding rice (Joshi et al. 2019).

The contribution of the third dimension, access to resources, including 
information and income, to gender equality is potentially significant. For 
example, in Viet Nam, participants in women-targeted training sessions on 
pest management and livestock-rearing experienced significant increases in 
self-confidence and participated more actively in household decision-making. 
Their incomes increased as a result of diversification of their production (they 
began to raise piglets for market with rice bran feed). Both the women them-
selves and family members felt their status in the household had increased 
(Chi et al. 2015). In East Africa, implementing different CSA options and 
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participating in knowledge-sharing events allowed women to contribute to 
joint household decision-making on CSA technologies and practices (Radeny 
et al. 2018).

Agro- and climate information services can promote gender equality if they 
contribute to the needs and priorities of both women and men in rural areas, 
increase their resilience, and provide a means for women to challenge gender 
norms through public discussion and airing of their views (Sekabira and Qaim 
2017, Huyer 2019b). In Kenya, hundreds of thousands of women benefited 
from the television show Shamba Shape-up, a show that presents real-life farm 

“renovations.” Women and men farmers in approximately 428,566 households 
made changes in their farming practices as a result of watching the program. 
Production increased for both women and men, with the increase in women’s 
dairy and maize production being proportionately greater than men’s (AECF 
and University of Reading 2014). Radio Mang’elete in Kamba, Kenya, was 
an experiment with an interactive technology that enabled women to record 
their voices remotely for radio broadcast, without the need for intermediaries 
to facilitate content production. Use of the technology encouraged women to 
make suggestions for programming and express their views. They experienced 
increased agency and voice, adding to their self-confidence while increasing 
their recognition in the community (Sterling and Huyer 2010).

The gender equality potential of climate information services needs to 
be further investigated in line with these empowering results. Meeting rural 
women’s service needs involves attention to communication channels that may 
differ from those used to reach men, depending on control and cost of tech-
nologies. Women may also need different information than men, depending 
on the gender division of labor in agriculture, including crop production. For 
example, in Kaffrine, Senegal, men control draft animals and plows, so that 
women must wait to prepare their fields until men have finished using them. 
As a result, information provided on rainfall onset benefited men but not 
women (Tall et al. 2014). Biased institutions and gender differences in group 
participation and networks can also constrain women’s access to weather and 
climate information for managing risks and planning production (Gumucio 
et al. 2019b). 

Despite these obstacles, women farmers who access climate information 
can use and benefit from it (Roncoli et al. 2009, Tall et al. 2014, Carr et al. 
2016, Carr and Onzere 2017, Huyer et al. 2017, Gumucio et al. 2019b). In 
Tamil Nadu, India, for example, understanding farmers’ perspectives on local 
weather and climate, and communicating gender-sensitive climate informa-
tion and advisories, increased the resilience of women smallholder farmers. 
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Creating trust in the information accessed and understanding gendered needs 
within existing communication networks was critical for women to make 
informed agricultural decisions. Strengthening the social contract between 
climate experts and farmers in communicating climate information is also an 
important ingredient (Rengalakshmi et al. 2018). It should be emphasized, 
however, that climate information services risk reinforcing gender bias if they 
fail to account for women’s concerns and priorities.

In relation to the fourth dimension, participation in organizing and 
collective action, women’s organizations and community groups can be 
platforms for capacity development and agency, while acting as a vehicle for 
access to and control of resources. They can provide opportunities to share 
experiences, exchange information, and engage in group activities such as 
revolving credit, production and processing, and production cooperatives. 
They can act as mechanisms to magnify women’s voice and shift the way they 
think of themselves and their entitlements, increasing their negotiating power 
in communities and households (Farnworth et al. 2017, Lecoutere 2017, Mello 
and Schmink 2017, Kumar et al. 2018). For example, the establishment of 
women’s self-help groups (SHGs) in a highly drought-prone district of India 
allowed women farmers to interact more effectively with local government 
officials while improving their access to water (Desai and Olofsgård 2019).

Group membership can also support use of climate information. In 
Viet Nam, the national Women’s Union trained women farmers across the 
country in low emissions development (LED) practices. It provided an avenue 
to navigate and overcome the discriminatory social and gender norms that 
were making it difficult for women to participate in LED, so that extension 
partners were able to reach women farmers more effectively (Farnworth et 
al. 2017). The inclusion of women’s groups and networks in communication 
delivery channels can help address challenges women face to access weather 
and climate change information (Rengalakshmi et al. 2018). 

Land use-based management approaches to resilience: can they 
promote gender equality?

Evidence as to whether land use-based management approaches contribute 
directly to gender equality is contested. For example, a recent assessment of 
the literature on gender and land degradation found that gendered biases 
related to land rights, access to resources and incentives, opportunities to 
participate in decision-making, and the distribution of costs and benefits 
hinder international efforts to promote gender equality in land improvement 
programming (Okpara et al. 2019).
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To date, the largest land use management initiative is the program on 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+), 
that attributes financial value to the carbon stored in forests. As such, it 
provides incentives for developing countries to protect and manage forests to 
offset carbon emissions (Brown 2011). The funds gained through these incen-
tives are meant to fund ecosystem services and pro-poor development. One step 
to empower rural women within the REDD+ framework is to ensure access 
rights to forest lands and resources (with commensurate carbon rights), thereby 
increasing their capacity to engage in decision-making and improving their 
economic and social status (Setyowati 2011). 

However, women have been largely marginalized as stakeholders in 
the design and implementation of REDD+ (Larson et al. 2015, Wornell et 
al. 2015). A synthesis of lessons learned from REDD+ in Viet Nam found 
a variety of barriers to meaningful integration of gender, including: limited 
guidance on how to address inequality in forestry policy; limited represen-
tation of women in stakeholder groups, such as community organizations, 
non-governmental organizations, and government; inadequate understanding 
of women’s priority needs; and lack of access by women to information (Thuy 
and Brockhaus 2015). A review of Indonesia’s REDD+ policies found that less 
than 4 percent of documents substantively integrated gender (Wornell et al. 
2015). A review by the Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) 
of 77 villages in 6 countries found that women were less involved in REDD+ 
design decisions and processes than men, even when they were the primary 
forest users. Program design focused on participation of women in meetings 
and training, ignoring deeper structural inequalities. As a result, implementa-
tion failed to take women’s strategic interests into account in terms of land use 
and rights to forests (Larson et al. 2015, Evans et al. 2019). 

REDD+ programming is also criticized for failing to take into account 
localized gendered power relations in pursuit of economic goals. Programs are 
designed to conserve forest resources and limit logging—areas that are largely 
under men’s purview—with the result that access by women to non-timber 
forest products requires greater effort without commensurate benefits, in 
effect increasing their workloads. REDD+ initiatives in Burkina Faso perpet-
uated inequitable gender divisions of labor by shifting formal environmental 
decision-making “upward” to the state and development institutions and 
the burden of environmental labor downward onto the poor, in particular 
women (Westholm and Arora-Jonsson 2015). For policies such as REDD+, the 
challenge remains to integrate gender equality into implementation as well 
as design. Accountability for implementation requires tools such as gender 
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budgeting, and the lack of this kind of incentive poses major challenges 
(Kristjanson et al. 2017, Ampaire et al. 2020).

Despite these critiques, land use-based management approaches have 
significant environmental, social, and gender equality benefits, including for 
resilience (Villamor et al. 2014). In agroforestry, trees or shrubs are grown 
between crops or around pastures for soil improvement; while fruit, nut, and 
vegetable production can improve nutrition and increase incomes. The culti-
vation of indigenous fruits and vegetables represents an important source of 
income for women in Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, and Tanzania (Kiptot 
and Franzel 2012). Wood from on-farm woodlots can be sold or used in the 
household (Kiptot et al. 2014), decreasing women’s and girls’ workloads sig-
nificantly. For example, in Malawi and Tanzania, improved access to woodlots 
decreased the time spent by women in collecting fuel by up to three hours per 
day (Oduol et al. 2006). 

Strengthening women’s collective action is an effective strategy for 
gender equality in agroforestry. In Tanzania, marketing by women’s groups 
has increased revenue from indigenous fruit processing, while the use of 
marketing and extension services by women’s groups in Kenya increased the 
value generated from fodder shrubs (Kiptot and Franzel 2011). Other strate-
gies include improving women’s access to information and extension services 
related to agroforestry (Kiptot and Franzel 2012) and targeting interventions 
to improve productivity and marketing of products considered to be women’s 
provenance (for example, wild forest foods, fodder, and branches not consid-
ered economically important). Evidence is emerging to suggest that pairing 
diversification strategies with commercialization has a more positive effect 
for women smallholders than commercialization alone (Tavenner and Crane 
2018, Tavenner et al. 2019). 

Promising gender equality approaches in the 
context of climate change: regional experiences 
Promising models for promoting gender equality in the context of agriculture 
and climate change are emerging. Three regional case studies presented 
here involve participatory approaches to climate adaptation and mitigation 
interventions as part of the CSV approach,3 in the context of one or more of 

3	  A CSV is a platform for action research to test, develop, and support the scaling of CSA tech-
nologies and approaches and develop practical adaptation options for food security, resilience, 
and decreased carbon emissions (Aggarwal et al. 2018).
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the four dimensions for gender in/equality. A common element is to promote 
women’s agency and enhanced resilience through active partnerships with 
farmers organizations, both mixed-gender and women-only. Two of the case 
studies (India and Southeast Asia) are CSA-focused; the other (Senegal) 
combines both CSA and land use-based management approaches. 

Women’s groups as a platform for access, agency, and voice in 
South Asia: Madhya Pradesh, India

Collective action is a common strategy for women across the South Asian 
region, in the form of SHGs that serve as a platform for the adoption 
and spread of successful resilience strategies while promoting members’ 
increased agency.
In 2017, a project was implemented by the CGIAR research program on 
Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS) and the Madhya 
Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar states of India to improve women farmers’ 
adaptive capacity. Components of the project included women-led groups, 
capacity-building, CSA technologies and practices, and climate information 
services, all placed within a larger initiative on climate-smart interventions 
for climate resilience. Preferences and needs of men and women were assessed 
and integrated into the design of the project. The representation of SHGs and 
other women-led groups in management and implementation was a strategic 
priority, as was strengthening women’s agency and voice.
The women’s collective action component was implemented4 in a region iden-
tified as a “hotspot” of gender and climate risk in Madhya Pradesh. The area is 
characterized by significant involvement of women in agriculture, with high 
levels of drought risk (Chanana-Nag and Aggarwal 2020). The socio- 
cultural norms defining participation of women in public activities in 
Madhya Pradesh are less stringent in comparison with other regions (for 
instance women cover their faces when talking to strangers). During the 
project baseline assessment, it was observed that women’s savings SHGs were 
well established in the region, and members of the community were familiar 
with and accepting of (to an extent) the idea of women’s group-based activities. 
A participatory consultation process resulted in a focus on local institu-
tion-building, which involved leveraging the social capital of SHGs for project 
decision-making and implementation. Two mechanisms were used: partic-
ipation of SHGs in Village Climate Management Committees to manage 

4	  Implemented by CCAFS, BAIF Development Research Foundation, and farmers’ organizations 
in Betul district of Madhya Pradesh, funded by USAID and CCAFS.

From vulnerability to agency in  climate adaptation and mitigation  273



and implement CSA; and setting up women-led Custom-Hiring Centers 
(CHCs) to rent out climate-smart technologies to farmers at affordable rates. 
While the two types of groups were part of a design implemented across all 
three project sites, in Madhya Pradesh the Village Climate Management 
Committee was women-only, in line with women’s significant participation 
in agricultural production. The CHCs in all three project districts were 
women-led, to promote economic independence and group-based agency. This 
approach was used to counter local norms constraining male–female inter-
action, to ensure women farmers could dependably access the technologies 
made available.

Through information and communication technology (ICT)-based 
agro-advisory and weather/climate information services, women farmers 
became aware of new practices, even implementing some of them. Women 
farmers also participated equally—or in some cases more than men—in  
capacity-building events, technology prioritization, and community con-
sultation, ensuring attention to their production preferences. Focus group 
discussions revealed that several technologies reduced women’s work in the 
labor-intensive activities of weeding (cono-weeder), water management (solar 
pumps), and harvesting (harvesting machine).

In this case, collective action was a platform for gender equality, agency, 
and resilience. Women gained better access to information; their production is 
increasing; their workloads have decreased; and they participate in community 
decision-making. They no longer rely solely on their social networks for 
information, and regularly access the project’s ICT-based agro-advisories for 
information on weather, markets, crop cultivation practices, and technology 
use. Survey results indicate that the percentage of household income generated 
from rice and wheat production has increased from 44 percent to 50 percent. 
Women are also actively sharing their new knowledge with other farmers. 

Promoting resilience through processing of non-timber forest 
products in West Africa: Daga-Birame CSV, Senegal 

CGIAR and partners implemented a collective action and technology 
training approach in the CSV of Daga-Birame in Senegal. The purpose was 
to promote women’s resilience through increased agricultural production 
and participation in community management of natural resources. Activities 
included (1) planting fruit trees for improved vegetation cover and income 
generation, (2) gardening to increase nutrition and market sales, and (3) 
baobab (Adansonia digitata) processing. In West Africa, it is traditionally 
women who lead non-timber forest product processing. This offered a 
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significant opportunity to increase incomes for women, to make up for 
decreasing agricultural production resulting from climate change.

A component of the project involved the establishment of a commu-
nity-based Innovation Platform (IP). As one of its actions, the IP set up a 
committee responsible for processing baobab powder; the committee subse-
quently founded a women-run micro-enterprise for processing and selling the 
powder. The micro-enterprise was specifically developed with and for women 
members of the community. 

Members of the micro-enterprise were trained in fruit processing and 
financial management, while environmental restoration activities such as 
increased vegetation cover and use of indigenous trees were introduced. To 
demystify beliefs about the length of time required for fruit production, and 
to provide training, five tree species were tested on community land as well 
as women farmers’ individual plots. This approach was used for selecting 
fruit tree options and products: farmers were convinced to plant baobab once 
they learned that the grafted varieties produced fruit in a shorter time period 
(Sanogo et al. 2016). 

Their involvement in the demonstration trials meant that the women 
farmers were trained in tree planting and grafting. They now grow baobab 
trees on their own plots, using the fruit, leaves, and bark for household 
purposes. A mixed-gender committee, also set up by the IP, manages 
community protected areas, including trees in the field and forest, and makes 
decisions on when to harvest fruit. Marketing and income management are 
carried out exclusively through the women-run enterprise (Sanogo et al. 2016). 
A village savings pool invests in community resilience activities. 

Overall, the project has increased women’s access to and control over forest 
resources, while the women’s group controls the funds used for community 
improvement. Incomes have increased through fruit powder sales, and, as 
members on the different committees, women participate in community  
decision-making on tree management. Mixed- and single-gender collective 
action approaches have been used in combination to promote gender equality 
and resilience by increasing incomes, and agency through participation in 
community decision-making.

Despite these gender equality gains, the question of the long-term sustain-
ability of the fruit processing enterprise remains. The product is sold locally, 
where there is limited demand. New commercialization initiatives need to be 
explored that can link the enterprise to subnational, national, and interna-
tional markets, requiring investment in quality control and certification.
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Promoting agency and reducing work burdens through 
participatory development of agro-advisories: Cambodia, Laos, 
and Viet Nam

The Agro-Climate Information Services project (ACIS) in Cambodia, 
Laos, and Viet Nam explored both mixed- and single-gender participatory 
approaches for integrating the preferences and activities of women and men 
in agro- and climate advisories (Le et al. 2018, Simelton et al. 2018b). The 
approach to gender equality went beyond provision of information in itself to 
enabling both women and men to co-develop the design, timing, and format 
of the agro-advisories. Unintended gender equality results of the approach 
included increased agency of women in the form of public speaking and joint 
household decision-making.

Across Southeast Asia, climate services value chains5 are generally 
top-down. The forecast is disseminated via TV whereas advice is transferred 
via extension. In this context, gender equality is influenced by differential 
access to information (extension workers are men and male trainers are often 
the norm); time poverty (women work long hours every day); gender division 
of labor (women tend to be responsible for small livestock and home gardens, 
and men for forestry); unequal decision-making (while many couples say 
that they take shared decisions, women more often than men will consult 
with their spouse before spending their own or joint money); and migration 
for employment (increasingly changing both household composition and 
farming itself).

The core of the project was to provide a seasonal forecast to groups made 
up of women and men farmers, who then developed their own agro-advisories, 
in their preferred format. The basic package of weather forecast plus partic-
ipatory agro-advisory development was either integrated into community 
development research projects (such as in My Loi CSV, Viet Nam) and 
rural development projects (CARE Viet Nam) or included as an add-on to 
already-existing projects (CARE in Cambodia and Laos; Ekxang CSV, Laos). 
The agro-advisory design component revealed gender differences in uses and 
formats: women wanted both text and visuals so that their children could read 
the advisory to them while they worked in the kitchen, whereas men relied 
more on visuals. The group work helped participants understand the underly-
ing reasons for gender differences in agro-advisory needs and preferences. 

5	 A climate services value chain approach looks at improving the way decision-makers and users 
understand and use climate information (WMO 2018).
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Local gender dynamics and differing project contexts led to project mod-
ifications in the different sites. In three sites, the project was combined with 
rural development projects targeting women-only village savings and loans 
associations (VSLAs) managed by CARE. VSLAs constitute a regular group 
activity for women in this region, and were considered an effective platform 
for ACIS, in addition to being empowering for women. The three sites all 
included ethnic minority populations, where local socio-cultural norms made 
women-only groups a better option: Cambodia, for example, has a high rate 
of male out-migration, with women left behind to manage the farm. In the 
CSV site in Viet Nam, the project utilized mixed-gender groups because both 
women and men participated significantly in household farming decisions. 

Project activities were intended to facilitate social learning, collaboration, 
and trust between women and men through different methods. The format 
of mixed-gender group activities (including gender awareness training) 
encouraged discussion and exchange of information between household 
members and among group members. Both women and men said they had 
learned from each other. A combination of female and male trainers was used 
whenever possible, to facilitate women’s active involvement. An unintended 
result was that the female trainers became role models for women in the 
community, who began to feel more confident to speak in public. Husbands 
and wives participated interchangeably in the mixed groups and both joined 
the savings group—ensuring they kept each other informed and encouraging 
greater communication at home. 

The localized format of the agro-advisories improved timeliness and 
relevance for the agricultural planning needs of both women and men. More 
efficient resource use resulted, with fewer wasted inputs and less replanting, 
reducing women’s work hours. The participatory design of the agro-advisories 
increased accessibility of content for both women and men farmers, which 
they shared with others, often through social media. Collective action 
approaches were successful in promoting women’s participation and facilitated 
joint decision-making. In sites where gender roles were strictly defined and 
women’s participation in mixed-gender groups was constrained, the project 
leveraged already existing women-led groups—the VSLAs—for gender 
equality results; in the site where more flexible gender norms allowed for 
collaboration between women and men in farming, work with mixed-gender 
groups was possible and encouraged joint decision-making in the household. 

Despite these positive results, it should be noted that significant changes 
in gender relations do not occur overnight. Building mutual trust behind 
husband and wife—including adoption of new roles—takes time, as does the 
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development of relationships between development practitioners and project 
participants.  

From learning to action: lessons from the regions

All three projects, despite responding to different economic, environment, and 
socio-cultural contexts, exhibit common trends and approaches. The focus on 
women’s participation in collective action supported resilience and promoted 
women’s enhanced agency in all three communities. Resilience improved 
in relation to one or more dimensions of gender in/equality in climate-re-
silient agriculture. Increasing women’s access to resources, technologies, 
and practices for climate-resilient production increased household incomes 
and resilience in two cases. The use of CSA technologies and practices to 
reduce women’s work burden was a component of two projects, in South and 
Southeast Asia. Integral to any labor reduction outcomes was the meaningful 
involvement of women farmers in consultations to identify their technology 
needs and preferences. 

All three cases are examples of how approaches that promote women’s 
collective action (either mixed-gender or women-only), in combination with 
one or more of the other three dimensions for gender in/equality, can redress 
gender inequalities. The diversity of successful approaches to collective 
action demonstrates the importance of designing approaches that fit the local 
context.  

Toward gender equality in climate-resilient 
agriculture and land management systems
Climate change has different effects on women and men farmers, in relation 
to their access to resources and income, stemming from gender norms around 
decision-making in different cultural contexts, and as a result of male out- 
migration for employment. Climate adaptation and mitigation strategies can 
perpetuate or, at worst, exacerbate gender inequalities when implemented 
in a gender-neutral approach—by, for example, diminishing or diverting the 
resources to which women have access. Gender-responsive approaches can 
promote equality while increasing resilience; at the same time, when women 
experience some degree of gender equality, they can be more apt to adopt 
CSA. This is predicated upon one or more dimensions related to agency and 
resilience: (1) participation in decision-making at local, national, and global 
levels, (2) work burden, (3) access to and use of productive resources such as 
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agro-climatic information, livelihood incomes, credit, and climate finance, 
and (4) collective action. 

To date, research on gender equality and climate-resilient agriculture has 
focused largely on “diagnostic” analyses of women’s vulnerability, and on 
differences in how women and men perceive, are affected by, and respond 
to climate change (Kristjanson et al. 2017). The critical priority now is to 
focus on how to promote gender equality and increase resilience. We need 
more action-oriented, participatory research that explores strategies to build 
on previous diagnostic research. We know that gender equality and women’s 
agency constitute an integral aspect of this research agenda, and there is 
a need for further exploration of the long-term interconnections between 
resilience and gender equality. For example, what are the longer-term effects 
of decreased work burdens on resilience and agency? Research is also needed 
on the conditions promoting gender equality along with women’s agency and 
voice in different contexts through collective action. Promising examples need 
to be identified and methodologies tested to better understand what consti-
tute successful approaches.

The full range of structural factors underlying gender inequalities in 
climate adaptation and mitigation also needs to be explored. This includes 
recognizing power relations between women and men, within house-
holds, communities, and countries, as well as among different groups in 
a community (Colfer et al. 2018, Haapala 2018). Power relationships are 
expressed through a range of structures—judicial, economic, social, and 
political—so that overcoming power imbalances involves promoting greater 
equality in control over resources (physical, human, intellectual, intangible) 
and ideology (beliefs, values, attitudes), as well as changes in institutions and 
structures (Rao and Kelleher 2005, Twyman et al. 2015).  At the global level, 
the term “climate justice” has been used in relation to mitigation and locus of 
responsibility for global warming (Richards et al. 2015), and can be expanded 
to include climate adaptation (Boyd 2002, Rossi and Lambrou 2008).  

The intersection of men and masculinities with women’s resilience and 
gender equality is another underlying structural factor that is under-re-
searched in relation to climate-resilient agriculture—although studies on CSA 
adoption do carry out sex-disaggregated analyses (see Villaneuva et al. 2016). 
More research is needed on the gendered impacts of climate change on men, as 
well as their experience of and responses to climate change (see Correia 2001). 
The role of men in promoting women’s resilience and agency is an important 
area for research in relation to their response to women’s increased incomes 
or their attitudes toward women-targeted initiatives. Questions to consider 

From vulnerability to agency in  climate adaptation and mitigation  279



here include: How do we engage with men and power-holders to overcome 
resistance to gender equality (Hearn 2001)?6  As the case studies showed, 
participatory, collective action approaches in the context of CSA and land use 
management are one avenue to address entrenched norms and attitudes. 

Three specific research areas critical to the promotion of gender equality 
and women’s agency and resilience in climate adaptation and mitigation are 
(1) use of CSA technologies and practices to reduce women’s work burden; (2) 
access to agro-climatic information; and (3) gender and climate policy.

More analysis is needed on how CSA technologies can promote gender 
equality by reducing women’s work burden and increasing their incomes. The 
examples from the literature review and case studies suggest CSA technologies 
can contribute to labor-saving outcomes for women when women’s activities 
and priorities are taken into account. Apart from more insight into which 
technologies are appropriate, better understanding is needed of women’s 
access to them, and the reasons women use or don’t use them. They may relate 
to cost, lack of information, or a design that is culturally or physiologically 
inappropriate. There is evidence that, when women are not consulted, or 
when the gender division of labor and localized power relations are not taken 
into account, CSA technologies may benefit some community members more 
than others, or inadvertently increase women’s workloads (Beuchelt and 
Badstue 2013, Haapala 2018). How can CSA technology approaches ensure 
women retain control over them and the proceeds of increased production? 
It is also necessary to assess how new technologies and practices may displace 
women’s paid work in different socio-economic contexts (Paris and Chi 2005, 
Khatri-Chhetri et al. 2020).

Evidence to date indicates that access to agro-climatic information in 
different formats can enable women to play a greater role in household 
decision-making, increase production, and improve household health and 
nutrition. Training sessions and workshops, joint agro-advisory development, 
and Farmers’ Field Schools are successful models. In cases where market and 
advisory information have been relevant to women’s economic activities, 
access to information has also been associated with increased income. 

Considering the importance of agro-climatic information and capac-
ity-building for managing climate and related risk (Hansen et al. 2019), 
targeted research is necessary to identify the conditions and approaches that 

6	  This occurs in the context of resistance of men to involvement in gender equality debates, 
policies, and activities; the need to recognize the responsibility of men (and power-holders) to 
take part in the promotion of gender equality; and the process of reaching out to those who are 
less interested and less involved (Hearn 2001). 
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promote gender equality in climate services (Gumucio et al. 2019b). What 
kind of information do women want and need?  What are women’s priorities 
for information content and formats? What are the empowering effects of the 
use of climate information (Mittal 2016, Huyer 2019b)? What partnerships 
and platforms, including women’s and community-based organizations, 
mobile service providers, and others, will support generation, access to, and 
use of climate information? 

Increasing reliance on ICT- and digital-based information services—as 
well as research and survey approaches—also poses new questions. What 
are the equality implications of the digital gender gap in rural areas and the 
predominance of men in the IT sector (see García et al. 2019, Huyer 2019a)? 
How accurate are digital surveys?

Research with policymakers at all levels, complemented by advocacy, is 
also needed in order to understand the types of support, partnerships, policy 
structure, coordination mechanisms, and climate finance instruments that 
are most effective for achieving gender equality goals. Policy has largely failed 
to recognize women as agents of change in climate adaptation and mitigation 
(Dankelman 2010, UNDP 2016, Evans et al. 2019), to acknowledge the root 
causes of gender inequalities, or to promote gender equality in implementa-
tion (Acosta et al. 2019, Ampaire et al. 2020). A research agenda on strategies 
to increase the participation of women and men in the formulation of climate 
policy is critical and largely neglected. Policy can lead to climate action, if 
women are recognized as key stakeholders and change agents for adaptation 
and recovery, in a low-carbon society (Michael et al. 2019). 

Research is needed on several fronts: substantive intersectional gender 
analysis should inform the content of climate policy, while we also need better 
understanding of how to integrate gender into climate policy. This includes 
how to build capacity of policymakers to mainstream gender (UNDP 2016, 
Ampaire et al. 2020), as well as identifying key aspects of national instruments 
such as National Determined Contributions, National Adaptation Plans, 
climate finance, etc. Political will as well as support from the private sector is 
needed, to ensure the commitment of financial and other resources to empow-
ering farmer and women’s organizations. Coordinated multistakeholder 
efforts with government, civil society, women’s organizations, farmers, and 
youth as well as the private sector are needed to ensure that rhetoric about 
climate action and gender equality becomes reality.

A final critical question is how the scaling-up of climate-resilient 
approaches can be consistent with gender equality. Limiting global warming 
to the 2°C target to which countries have committed in the 2015 Paris 
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Agreement, and reaching the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030, will 
require large-scale expansion of climate-resilient approaches in agriculture, 
food systems, and land management. How can such approaches integrate the 
conditions and mechanisms necessary for gender equality? Can small-scale, 
inclusive, and localized approaches that incorporate cultural and socio- 
economic differences be coordinated with the broad-brush approaches 
required to scale up? Can women’s collective action around climate-resilient 
agriculture and land use management be a mechanism for scaling up success-
ful equality approaches? Questions need to be asked as to what constitutes 
inclusive scaling: Who and what is it for? How do scaling strategies take into 
account the capacities, priorities, and goals of all groups in society? These are 
the challenges in a warming climate. 
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The term “feminization of agriculture” is used to capture a wide range 
of gender dynamics and shifts in rural gender relations. Definitions 
range from the broadening and deepening of women’s involvement 

in agriculture (Lastarria-Cornhiel 2006) to the increase in rural women’s 
measured economic participation in agriculture and a reported visibility of 
women in agricultural activities (Deere 2005). The term may be used to imply 
an increase in women’s labor in agriculture, in women’s labor relative to that 
of men, or in women’s roles in agricultural decision-making. Broadly speaking, 
however, literature on the feminization of agriculture has challenged 
researchers and development practitioners to consider how changing rural 
landscapes are affecting women, especially where men are moving out of agri-
culture. These changes have impacts on women’s productive and reproductive 
workloads, both paid and unpaid, as well as their agency and decision-making, 
both within the farm and the household and in the community and a variety 
of institutions.  

Literature on the feminization of agriculture has two distinct narratives. 
The first takes a negative view, suggesting that women’s workload in agricul-
ture is increasing at the same time as women continue to lack the resources 
needed to succeed (Song 1998, Padmaja et al. 2019, Tavenner et al. 2019, 
De Brauw et al. 2021). This narrative may refer to the women as being “left 
behind,” implying a lack of agency and a worsening of their livelihoods. A 
second narrative argues that processes of rural transformation are providing 
opportunities for women’s economic empowerment and gender equality 
(Khatri-Chhetri and Chanana 2017). As women move into paid employment 
or become more visible in smallholder commercial agriculture, they not only 
earn more income but also may gain greater visibility and voice within their 
household and community.  
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Uniting the narratives around the feminization of agriculture is evidence 
that the agriculture sector, and the rural sector more generally, are changing, 
and that these changes affect women and men differently. A number of 
different processes may be unfolding simultaneously—within as well as outside 
of agriculture—even within the same country. Some regions are experiencing 
growth in agriculture. Smallholder agriculture, including crops, livestock, 
forestry, and fisheries, may be commercializing, with changes in the products 
being produced and marketed and in the relative dependence on capital and 
labor. Newly created jobs provide new opportunities; these jobs may or may not 
be gender segregated, and they may differ from prior job opportunities in terms 
of both the location of the work and the skills required. New opportunities 
may also open up at various nodes along agricultural value chains for women 
and men (see Chapter 4 on value chains, this volume). Opportunities may also 
open up outside of the agriculture sector, changing patterns regarding who 
farms and how, as well as the returns to farming relative to other sectors. All of 
these changes are likely to influence gender equality. 

As Chapter 1 introduced gender equality: 
“… refers to the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of 
women and men and girls and boys. Equality does not mean that 
women and men will become the same but that women’s and men’s 
rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether 
they are born male or female. Gender equality implies that the interests, 
needs, and priorities of both women and men are taken into consider-
ation, recognizing the diversity of different groups of women and men” 
(UN Women 2001). 

Gender equality is multidimensional, and agrarian change will affect the 
various dimensions differently. 

This chapter assesses research and literature on the feminization of agri-
culture—especially that of CGIAR centers—with respect to insights into the 
process of rural transformation and its effects on gender equality. We identify 
both the key insights provided as well as what is missing. To do so, the first 
section below considers how various drivers of agrarian change affect patterns 
of women’s work and responsibilities. The second section then analyzes how 
these changes affect gender equality, primarily in terms of women’s work and 
agency, and what mechanisms and conditions can ensure that agrarian change 
ultimately promotes gender equality. Finally, we identify research and data 
gaps, proposing a research agenda that can advance gender equality.  

We draw primarily on research carried out through CGIAR. We carried 
out a comprehensive search for literature on gender and rural transformation, 
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changes in employment, or the “feminization of agriculture” written by any of 
the CGIAR centers and CGIAR Research Programs—placing no restrictions 
on dates, and capturing both peer-reviewed work as well as gray literature. 
In addition, we drew on a broader set of literature review undertaken by 
a program supported by the CGIAR Collaborative Platform for Gender 
Research: “The ‘Feminization’ of Agriculture: Building Evidence to Debunk 
Myths on Current Challenges and Opportunities.” 

Drivers of change in the agriculture sector
The agriculture sector remains the backbone of the economy for many devel-
oping countries and employs much of the labor force, especially in rural Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America (Sachs 2019). However, the sector is undergoing 
dramatic transformations, shifting gender dynamics across geographical and 
cultural contexts. This section considers a number of drivers of change in 
gender relations in agriculture. These include the commercialization of both 
large-scale and smallholder agriculture, climate change, technologies and 
innovation, war and conflict, and the migration of women and/or men. For 
each driver, we discuss its effect on labor patterns, decision-making, and/or 
management roles. We note that it is not possible to describe all of the changes 
as the feminization of agriculture; in some areas women are migrating out of 
agriculture and rural areas.  

Large-scale commercialization and wage work 

Worldwide, neoliberal policies beginning in the 1980s focused on market- 
based approaches, reducing agricultural subsidies, and public investment in 
agriculture. These policies had a variety of impacts on agricultural producers 
depending, in part, on their scale of farming. Large-scale commercial farming, 
aimed at export markets, created a demand for wage labor, providing employ-
ment opportunities to many, including women (Dolan and Sorby 2003, 
Deere 2005, Bigler et al. 2017, Sachs 2019). It also led to visible change in the 
gendered division of labor globally (Deere 2005, Sugden et al. 2014, Abdelali-
Martini and Dey de Pryck 2015, Najjar et al. 2018, Padmaja et al. 2019). 
Opportunities for employment in the sector offered an avenue for women to 
obtain remuneration for agricultural work and created a wave of women’s par-
ticipation in commercial farms (Lastarria-Cornhiel 2006). In Latin America, 
for example, women’s participation as wage laborers in new emerging non-tra-
ditional export production and packing, such as flowers, fruits, and vegetables, 
increased over this period (Deere 2005). 
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Although commercial agriculture may open up income opportunities for 
women, tasks and working conditions often differ from those of men. For 
example, women often work in seasonal packing and distribution on commer-
cial farms in Latin America whereas men typically hold permanent positions 
(Deere 2005). In Peru, women are employed cutting asparagus whereas men 
are generally responsible for field collection, packaging, pest control, and 
irrigation management (Bernardinie 2019). The details vary across countries, 
with some value chains offering year-long employment opportunities for 
both women and men (Dolan and Sorby 2003). Furthermore, wages typically 
differ across jobs, with men’s jobs paying substantially more (Bernardinie 
2019), even where women and men work together and perform the same tasks 
(Deere 2005, Sunderland et al. 2014, Najjar et al. 2018).  

Changes in the structure of commercial agriculture may influence gender 
relations more broadly. For example, in West Kalimantan, Indonesia, married 
couples working on government-managed plantations were given permanent 
contracts that included medical care, childcare, and accommodation. 
However, as private firms took over the industry, the terms and conditions of 
employment became more informal. Women and men were offered different 
jobs and wages; childcare and accommodation benefits were withdrawn. 
Women became more likely to accept lower wages and poorer working condi-
tions because of their lower bargaining power (Li 2015). 

Overall, the job growth that the expansion of commercial agriculture has 
fueled is having gendered impacts, in terms of segregation in tasks as well 
as gendered differences in working conditions and wages—with important 
regional heterogeneity as well. Much of the evidence comes from relatively old 
and small-scale case studies, however. 

Commercialization of smallholder agriculture 

Increasing commercialization of smallholder agriculture has impacts on rural 
households, which are often very different for women and men. Smallholder 
households often combine multiple livelihood strategies, mixing production 
for home consumption with some degree of market-oriented farming in 
addition to participating in off-farm agricultural wage labor (Bigler et al. 
2017). These mixed livelihood approaches, involving agricultural intensifica-
tion and diversification, are heavily influenced by gender relations.

Men often handle the more commercial activities of smallholder farming 
or livestock-keeping whereas women are often largely responsible for subsis-
tence agricultural activities (Ingabire et al. 2018, Tavenner et al. 2019) and 
activities related to household production. In some parts of sub-Saharan 
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Africa, women and men farm separate plots, with some crops seen as “men’s 
crops” and others as “women’s crops” (De Brauw et al. 2015, Ingabire et al. 
2018;). Yet patterns change over time, particularly in response to market 
opportunities, and they are not absolute (Doss 2001). In South Asia and much 
of Latin America, it is mainly men who lead agricultural production activities, 
with women viewed as “helpers” rather than farmers themselves (Twyman 
et al. 2015). In Southeast Asia, especially in rice-based production systems, 
women and men often work together on the same tasks in the same fields 
(Akter et al. 2017). But in all of these situations, men are more likely to be 
seen as the farmer who is commercializing.  

As smallholders move into more market-oriented agriculture, they may 
change the mix of crops grown, the provision of labor, and who controls 
the crops within the household. Crops traditionally grown by women may 
witness increased involvement of men when they become commercially viable. 
Depending on who dominates marketing and decision-making regarding 
production and access to and control over agricultural income may change for 
women. 

In an example from Uganda, beans were traditionally considered a 
women’s crop but when government policy prioritized their production as an 
export crop, men’s participation in some production activities increased; they 
came to dominate site selection, fertilizer and insecticide application, and har-
vesting and women’s activities came to include mainly winnowing, posthar-
vest handling, sorting, planting, and weeding (Nakazi et al. 2017). The study 
does not offer insight into who controls the income from bean production 
but illustrates that the commercialization of crops may alter the participation 
rates of men and women in production activities. Similarly, in Zambia, men 
moved into groundnut production as shelling  became mechanized and more 
profitable. In this situation, women welcomed men’s involvement and were 
willing to give up some control over production as they were also released 
from drudgery (Orr et al. 2016).  

Commercialization can also change the distribution of labor in other 
ways. For example, commercialization of livestock can result in new, gendered 
divisions of labor in which women assume physically demanding roles—spe-
cifically, tending livestock—while men take up less physically demanding work 
related to marketing. This can result in women feeling they have more work 
without receiving additional benefits (Njuki et al. 2016, Basu et al. 2019). 

While examples abound of men moving into women’s crops as market 
opportunities expand, or otherwise shifting less desirable work to women 
as more desirable work (for example marketing) arises, there is less research 
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on examples of gender equality improving as a result of increased market 
opportunities.    

Climate change 

Climate change is a key driver of structural change within the agriculture 
sector. Not only does it directly affect cropping patterns and natural resource-
based livelihood options (Sugden et al. 2014) but also it alters the existing 
division of labor via climate adaptation responses including migration 
(Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011, Mueller et al. 2014a, Kosec et al. 2018a, Khatri-
Chhetri et al. 2019). A synthesis of relevant research by CCAFS, the CGIAR 
program on climate change, finds that women and men are exposed to 
different climate shocks and experience the impacts differently: few farmers 
adopt practices that will increase their resilience to climate change and 
women are even less likely to do so (Kristjanson et al. 2017).

Declining agricultural productivity as a result of climate change impacts 
may push smallholder farmers to seek alternative economic activities outside 
of their village. This may affect the gendered division of labor in agriculture 
(Sugden et al. 2014). In Morocco, rural–rural migration has increased for both 
women and men in response to droughts and climate change. This emerging 
pattern is breaking many stereotypes regarding the extent of women’s 
involvement in agriculture in the region and the range of climate adaptation 
techniques they may employ (Najjar et al. 2017).

Climate change has visibly altered livelihoods, with gendered impacts in 
the north-western province of Mali (Djoudi and Brockhaus 2011). People 
have shifted from water- to forest-based livelihoods as a result of frequent 
droughts. Over the years, many men have abandoned livestock-herding and 
charcoal production and have migrated out of their villages. Women have 
moved out of crop agriculture and into forestry and livestock management. In 
smallholder farms in East Africa, climate adaptation through crop diversifica-
tion increases women’s control over income and foodstuffs, while adaptation 
measures that involve commercialization of crops have decreased women’s 
control (Tavenner et al. 2019). 

Thus, the literature confirms that the gender division of labor in agricul-
ture is changing in response to climate change and subsequent household 
adaptation strategies. In some contexts, this leads to increases in women’s 
work and responsibilities in agriculture. There is, however, insufficient 
evidence on whether and when these new roles and responsibilities contribute 
to reducing inequalities, particularly in economic opportunities. Policies 
and development interventions addressing climate change (for example 
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climate-smart agricultural practices) have the potential to advance or disrupt 
gender equality. For more on gender equality approaches to climate change 
adaptation, see Chapter 7, this volume.

Technologies and innovation

Technologies introduced in the agriculture and rural sectors may also alter the 
labor patterns of women and men (Farnworth et al. 2019). The technologies 
may reduce labor inputs, such as agricultural machinery, or increase produc-
tivity, such as improved seed varieties. Mobile telephones and the internet 
can reduce price dispersion and misallocation across markets (Jensen 2007), 
increase farmers’ access to weather data and thus influence planting decisions, 
serve as a platform on which to receive extension services (van Campenhout 
et al. 2018), permit access to services like picture-based weather insurance 
(Ceballos et al. 2019), and even increase communication between spouses—
including when one of them has migrated. Information technology also affects 
individuals’ influence over policymakers (Kosec and Wantchekon 2020). 

Because agricultural labor, control over outputs, and access to technology 
itself are deeply gendered in most rural settings, the introduction of new 
technologies is likely to affect women and men differently. Agricultural 
technologies and gender relations are interrelated, and adoption of technology 
shapes gender relations. The introduction of new labor-saving technologies, 
such as mechanization, may have both positive and negative gendered impacts, 
depending on the extent to which men’s or women’s tasks are mechanized 
(Johnson et al. 2016, Khatri-Chhetri and Chanana 2017). 

Abundant evidence suggests that women often have less access to and 
information about new technologies that would increase productivity, and 
fewer resources needed to purchase and use such technologies (Meinzen-
Dick et al. 2010, Ragasa et al. 2012, Peterman et al. 2014, Kondylis et al. 
2016). Women’s ability to adopt technologies is constrained by the fact they 
are also much less likely than men to own land (Doss et al. 2015, Kieran et 
al. 2015) or to have secure tenure, which is often required for financing or 
long-term investment. As a result, women tend to focus on low-investment 
and low-profit innovation developed through their own social networks 
instead of via extension workers (Kawarazuka and Prain 2019). Poor targeting 
of extension services often neglects women farmers (Farnworth et al. 2018, 
Balasubramanya 2019). Thus, when men migrate, while remittances may 
allow for the purchase of some new technologies, the origin household may 
have other challenges in accessing them. 
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Technologies to increase productivity may have unanticipated impacts on 
the allocation of men’s and women’s labor. For example, the introduction of 
an improved breed of goats into a pastoral community in Tanzania changed 
the household distribution of livestock labor: traditionally, men and boys had 
taken the household herd grazing on the savannah, but, because the improved 
goats were not adapted to the long journeys, they remained with the women. 
The women welcomed the increased work burden because they also gained 
more milk for home consumption (Galiè and Kantor 2016). Technology may 
also substitute for men’s labor. For instance, solar irrigation pumps installed 
in a village in Nepal with high rates of male outmigration have meant that 
de facto women household heads can irrigate their farms without relying on 
men (Khatri-Chhetri and Chanana 2017). Technologies that allow women to 
complete certain tasks on their own may reduce their dependence on men and 
increase their decision-making power in such tasks.

The impact technology has on gender dynamics also depends on what 
activities it aims to address and whose work it affects. New technologies 
adopted only by men may increase gender inequality. New technologies may 
also increase women’s overall workload. Merely providing technology is not 
the answer; it is necessary to identify women’s needs for labor-saving technol-
ogy and provide appropriate training, and women must be able to benefit in 
terms of declining drudgery or increased income and sense of achievement. 
Further evidence is needed on how to use labor-saving technologies effectively 
to support women’s work in the context of the feminization of agriculture.

Conflict 

Conflict also often changes labor patterns. CGIAR research in conflict-
affected areas such as Syria and the larger Middle East and North Africa 
region does not specifically talk about conflict as the main driver of structural 
shifts in agricultural labor. However, evidence shows that, with the increasing 
migration of men from such areas, women are providing more labor in 
smallholder agriculture (Abdelali-Martini and Dey de Pryck 2015, Galiè et al. 
2017).  In addition, research within Syrian refugee camps in Lebanon shows 
that women often undertake agricultural wage labor as a means of survival 
whereas men are more likely to take jobs in construction (Al Zoubi et al. 2019).  

While research on the relationship between conflict and crises and the 
feminization of agriculture is limited, the patterns of agricultural labor 
certainly change during such critical moments. Conflict rarely results in 
welfare gains for those it affects. It disrupts economic systems, including the 
agriculture sector, and changes labor patterns. More research is needed to 
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understand how conflict and crises—which disrupt supply and demand and 
may create security concerns that limit women’s mobility—more broadly shift 
labor opportunities for men and for women, on and off the farm. Research is 
also required on how women’s changing work and responsibilities in agricul-
ture can facilitate gender equality in conflict and post-conflict settings. 

Migration 

One important way that many of these drivers change labor patterns in agri-
culture is by influencing migration. The term “feminization of agriculture” 
is even occasionally defined as a situation in which women take on more 
agricultural responsibilities because men have migrated (Khatri-Chhetri 
et al. 2019). While seasonal and circular migration have historically been 
common livelihood strategies for rural households, changes in the economy, 
economic crises, decreases in landholding size, and declining profitability of 
smallholder agriculture are pushing people, especially men and youth, to seek 
economic opportunities outside of rural villages (Deere 2005, Basnett 2013, 
Mueller et al. 2014a, Kosec et al. 2018a, Mueller et al. 2018). Large-scale com-
mercialization, land reforms, and privatization of land have created a landless 
or land-poor labor force in some areas, which has contributed to migration 
(Mukhamedova and Wegerich 2014, Najjar et al. 2018), especially in settings 
where land rental markets are thin or otherwise do not function well (Kosec et 
al. 2018a). Climate change may make smallholder agriculture riskier and less 
profitable. Migration may also be a response to new economic opportunities 
in both rural and urban areas, as well as abroad, pulling people, especially 
youth, away from farms (De Brauw et al. 2014, Mueller et al. 2018).

The reasons for migration will influence the impacts in the rural com-
munities. In Kyrgyzstan, men’s outmigration is often a result of negative 
income shocks and economic stress facing agriculture-dependent households 
(Kosec et al. 2020). This predominately male outmigration is accompanied 
by reduced consumption and deteriorations in young child health (Kosec and 
Song 2019). A failure to control for economic conditions when considering 
the impacts of changes in rural labor patterns may skew the interpretation of 
their impacts. It may be more difficult for women to increase their agency and 
decision-making when prevailing economic conditions are bad.  

If we consider only male outmigration, we may miss some key dimensions 
of the changes in rural areas. In some parts of Southeast Asia, women migrate 
and men are “left behind” in rural areas to farm (Elmhirst 2007, Hoang and 
Yeoh 2011). In some parts of Latin America too, women have a long history 
of migration, initially to cities within their own country and, since the 1990s, 
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more frequently to developed countries for care work (Deere 2005, Deere et al. 
2015). Women’s migration has implications for the availability of labor in the 
sending community, but the empirical literature does not cover the impacts of 
female outmigration from agricultural areas in any depth.  

While marriage is often cited as a reason for women’s migration (Mueller 
et al. 2015), it is often categorized as a social rather than an economic reason 
(Rao 2017, De Brauw et al. 2018). Yet migration for marriage will influence 
whether or not women work, and in which sector (Mazumdar and Agnihotri 
2014). Once married, women may also migrate with their husbands, again 
affecting their patterns of work. 

One trend that has surged is the seasonal rural–rural migration of women 
to harvest crops. In Latin America, women may migrate seasonally alone 
or with their families (Deere 2005). In Morocco, women may migrate to 
nearby villages to work as hired laborers, since social norms discourage them 
from doing paid agricultural work in their own villages (Najjar et al. 2018). 
Similarly, women from rural Tajikistan migrate seasonally to other villages 
within Tajikistan or to nearby villages of Kyrgyzstan for casual agricultural 
work (Mukhamedova and Wegerich 2014). These cases show that migration 
trends are altering the pool of agricultural laborers as well as the set of 
economic opportunities for both women and men. Whether this is good or 
bad for gender equality depends on the work conditions and wages for both 
women and men as well as on who controls income.    

Lessons from the feminization of agriculture 
research for gender equality 
This section identifies key insights from the research on the feminization of 
agriculture regarding gender equality in the context of agrarian change. As 
discussed above, much of the literature focuses on the drivers of changes in 
women’s work and agency without explicitly framing the discussion in terms 
of gender equality. We look at gender equality in terms of work and women’s 
voice and agency. We consider this in four domains: commercial large-scale 
agriculture, smallholder farming, governance and natural resource manage-
ment, and the role of development interventions in agrarian change.  

The different aspects of gender equality are often not perfectly correlated: 
improvements on one indicator may correspond with a worsening on others. 
A nuanced view of gender equality that takes men into account and considers 
multidimensional impacts is thus critical. Importantly, we consider what 
other factors and gender dimensions we can draw from the existing studies 
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that affect how and the extent to which changes in women’s roles and respon-
sibilities improve gender equality. 

Equal employment opportunities in commercial agriculture

The review in the previous section confirms that the commercialization of 
agriculture can open up new employment opportunities for women yet it 
does not necessarily lead to gender equality related to wages, employment 
opportunities, and time use. Women often participate in these new activities 
and earn an income, but they tend to earn less than men and work under less 
secure contracts and in poorer working conditions. Thus, while there are new 
opportunities for women, they may not necessarily lead to gender equality. 
Broader structural changes that provide opportunities for women to earn the 
same wages as men and progress into both permanent and management jobs 
will be necessary for the sector to be a positive force toward gender equality.  

In addition, patriarchal gender norms are one of the key underlying 
constraints to women’s ability to take advantage of these new positions. 
Changes in men’s and women’s perceptions about the responsibilities around 
reproductive work appear to be a precondition for women to join commercial 
agricultural enterprises without a significant additional labor burden. Women 
are more likely to seize new opportunities when they are accompanied by a 
loosening of gender-biased norms that limit women’s mobility and livelihood 
options, and when they do not merely increase women’s overall work burden 
but rather create a more balanced division of labor between women and 
men. As women become visible in leadership positions, more households 
may become comfortable with the idea of their daughters, sisters, and wives 
earning money by working in the agriculture sector. 

In Syria, some men assumed domestic responsibilities or purchased 
labor-saving home appliances when women were getting paid jobs in agricul-
ture. Women’s increased involvement in agricultural wage work brought about 
shifts in gender relations and women’s empowerment. Labor contract work 
allowed women to come together as a community. Coming from a culture 
of seclusion, the work brought them into contact with women from other 
families. This offered them a space to share common problems, joys, and aspi-
rations, opening their narrow worlds to new information, experiences, perspec-
tives, networks, and friendships, and led to increased control over household 
expenditure and investment (Abdelali-Martini and Dey de Pryck 2015). 

Other social norms also may limit women’s ability to take advantage of 
new wage opportunities. For example, in South Asia, women’s communica-
tion with outside men is often discouraged, limiting their opportunities to 
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work in agriculture (Sugden et al. 2014). Norms that allow men to disrespect 
women may also limit women’s choices. Women agricultural workers in 
Morocco often self-select to work in women-only groups to avoid harassment, 
even though this leads to lower wages (Najjar et al. 2018). Thus, deeply 
entrenched norms are powerful barriers to making new employment opportu-
nities women-friendly and to bridging gender gaps in economic opportunities. 

To summarize, evidence confirms that women’s increased employment in 
agriculture does not necessarily yield gender equality in terms of wages and 
working conditions. Second, women’s paid employment or income-generating 
activities tend to translate to a higher workload, particularly when the gender 
division of reproductive labor does not shift. Third, women’s increased 
income-earning does not necessarily or directly translate into autonomy over 
that income and an increased say in household decision-making. Existing 
gender inequalities as well as gender-biased social norms affect the nature and 
impact of the employment and income-earning opportunities that women are 
seizing. Shifts in norms, in women’s voice, in the gender division of labor, and 
in decision-making can and do occur, but not automatically. Improvements in 
women’s opportunities in the commercial agriculture sector are welcome but 
are only one aspect in a broader complex of gender relations and dynamics. To 
move toward gender equality, it will be necessary for the sector to make good 
jobs available for women and for the social norms to change to allow women 
to take up these positions. 

Changing opportunities within smallholder agriculture 

In smallholder agriculture, several drivers of change with potentially diverse 
or contrasting effects are at play and have differing impacts on gender equality. 
Increased commercialization here opens up new opportunities for women but, 
without access to markets and control over the income earned, the changes 
may worsen gender equality. It is well documented in numerous contexts that 
women have less access to land and other resources needed to increase produc-
tivity (Deere and León 2003, Garikipati 2009, Ragasa et al. 2012, Peterman et 
al. 2014, Doss et al. 2015, Kieran et al. 2015). Increased market opportunities 
in the smallholder sector may also increase women’s overall work burden. 
Thus, women’s limited access to input and output markets, weak control over 
agricultural income, and double burden of reproductive and on-farm work 
(Ingabire et al. 2018) stand as barriers to gender equality. Often, these factors 
interact. As groundnut-shelling in Zambia was mechanized and men got more 
involved in production, women saw an increase in their decision-making 
around management and use of the income from the crop but men owned the 
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land and retained decision-making power over what crops were grown (Orr et 
al. 2014). 

Migration, particularly the outmigration of men, has had significant 
impacts with regard to patterns of work and responsibility within smallholder 
agriculture. The impacts on gender equality may be positive or negative. Men’s 
off-farm migration may create space for women to engage in agricultural man-
agement (Abdelali-Martini et al. 2003, Mukhamedova and Wegerich 2014, 
Stanley 2015, Farnworth et al. 2018, Kar et al. 2018, Padmaja et al. 2019). 
This includes not only primary agricultural production but also marketing 
of agricultural products, negotiating labor contracts, supervising hired male 
labor, and interacting with extension and municipality agents. The shift in 
perceptions of women as “farm helpers” to farm managers has the potential to 
contribute to gender equality in terms of women’s control of income. For some 
women, men’s absence translates into more decision-making power, freedom 
of movement, and financial freedom (Farnworth et al. 2019).

The balance of own-farm work and employment may also shift. In Viet 
Nam, women are increasingly farming rice in smallholder households as men 
and some younger women migrate from villages. Although women now have 
more autonomy over managerial decisions on the farm, they often substitute 
this unpaid on-farm work for their salaried work (Bacud et al. 2019). Other 
studies point to a relocation of women’s labor from non-farm to farm activities 
when a family member migrates (Binzel and Assaad 2011 for Egypt, Mu 
and van de Walle 2011 for China, Mendola and Carletto 2012 for Albania). 
Unless men’s outmigration is coupled with gender-sensitive changes in terms 
of access to and control over productive resources and decision-making 
platforms, we may not see improvements in gender equality.

To better understand what is changing and how this affects gender 
equality, more research needs to focus not only on how male outmigration 
and commercialization of smallholder agriculture affect women but also on 
what kinds of institutional and societal changes are required so that these 
changes move us toward gender equality. Situations are diverse across regions 
as well as within communities. Studies need to move beyond documenting 
current labor situations toward understanding changes in decision-making 
and control over resources. From a gender equality perspective, it is equally 
relevant to reflect beyond changes that the commercialization of smallholder 
agriculture and the outmigration of men have brought on, to also consider 
other changes in the rural landscape that influence relationships between 
women and men, which are a result of changing opportunities within 
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smallholder agriculture, such as women moving to cities; rural women’s par-
ticipation in the non-farm sector; and in-migration of other men.

Gender equality in governance and natural resource 
management  

Women’s involvement in the governance and management of agricultural 
enterprises and community resources is a critical dimension in achieving 
gender equality that addresses the interests, needs, and priorities of women 
as well as men (Li 2015, Elmhirst et al. 2017, Galiè et al. 2017). Evidence is 
emerging on how changes in the agriculture sector affect women’s voice in 
their community and in local institutions. CGIAR has ongoing work to look 
at issues of governance of local institutions in the context of male outmigration, 
for instance water management institutions in Tajikistan and Nepal.1 These 
have the potential to provide key insights on how to move toward gender 
equality as new governance structures develop. This type of research merits 
more attention, given that women’s voices have the potential to influence the 
mix of policies and interventions affecting the agriculture and rural sector. 

Women’s respect and involvement in their community may be linked with 
their higher-earning opportunities and resulting greater self-confidence. For 
example, in one village in Nepal with high rates of male outmigration, solar 
irrigation pumps together with trainings and better support from the district 
agriculture offices contributed to women farmers attaining higher productiv-
ity from their farming and increasing their incomes. As a result, they gained 
more prestige in the community, which is one dimension of gender equality 
(Khatri-Chhetri and Chanana 2017). In South Asia, women gain more con-
fidence in making decisions regarding their farms when they come together 
via informal or formal groups. These women also gain more access to rural 
institutions such as credit services and extension offices through collective 
effort (Padmaja et al. 2019). 

The changing nature of rural institutions in the face of agrarian change 
will also influence gender equality. In Sughd province in Tajikistan, the 
privatization of many collective farms has pushed many women out of 
agriculture into conventional and domestic roles (Mukhamedova and 
Wegerich 2014). At the same time, the existing collective farms have become 
female-dominated as men have migrated out. Women have been emerging as 
leaders who organize other women workers and negotiate on payment and 

1	 See https://wle.cgiar.org/influencing-water-investments-support-women-tajikistan and https://
gender.cgiar.org/selected-research-proposals-feminization-of-agriculture/
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workload with the contractual (dehkan) farmers. Gender relations are shifting; 
women are actively taking over agriculture as primary farmers and gaining 
more confidence, leadership skills, and bargaining power as they organize 
themselves in cooperative labor units. 

Yet commercialization and privatization can also negatively affect 
women’s voice and their control over (community) resources. A critical 
concern here is women’s voice in institutions that address issues of land 
tenure and land management. In Indonesia, changes in the rural sector have 
led to commercialized oil palm farming replacing women’s farms where 
they previously grew vegetables, fruits, and other crops for subsistence. The 
land women farmed was given to oil palm companies, whose governance 
and management decisions rarely included women (and often young men) 
(Li 2015, Elmhirst et al. 2017). Such policies of exclusion of women from 
decision-making platforms reinforce historic practices of gender injustice, or 
introduce new inequalities. 

Women are rarely compensated for their losses when they lose access to 
land as a result of a government policy or commercialization project; this 
is often because their involvement in agriculture is considered an “interest” 
rather than a “right.” Compensation policies are often skewed either toward 
men or toward the household as a unit—in either case neglecting women’s 
rights and usage of land, and often ignoring customary laws in the process 
(Doss and Meinzen-Dick 2019). In Burkina Faso, for example, the govern-
ment’s land expropriation policy has treated households as a single unit and 
given land to men, even though women are the main rice cultivators (von 
Koppen 2008). In Malawi, a resettlement program that otherwise improved 
households’ access to land, tenure security, and food security actually jeop-
ardized the land rights of women in male-headed households as matrilineal 
customs were abandoned in the new resettlement villages (Mueller et al. 
2014b). Thus, while the government policy could have actively bridged gender 
gaps in decision-making and control, it actually worsened the situation. 

Interventions to improve gender equality

Development interventions by government or non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) may influence rural transformation and the resulting impacts 
on gender equality. These interventions can introduce new awareness of 
rights and responsibilities and challenge existing inequalities. They have the 
potential to increase the likelihood that rural transformation will benefit 
women. For instance, through trainings and support from extension officers 
in Nepal, women are increasingly participating in making decisions about 

From the “feminization of agriculture” to gender equality  311



wheat farming and are emerging as autonomous wheat growers. Women 
consult their husbands and discuss decisions with them but, with their 
increased success and economic incentives, their families are more encourag-
ing of their participation as commercial farmers (Farnworth et al. 2019). 

Yet development projects may also reinforce harmful gender and socio-
economic inequalities. For instance, land restoration efforts in Kenya may 
also reinforce gender-biased norms where women are involved in low-paying 
and more labor-intensive tasks with limited control over land and productive 
resources; and minimal tenure rights and cultural factors reinstate men’s 
dominance in decision-making (Ihalainen 2018). In addition, development 
projects that ignore intersectionality may benefit some women while making 
others worse off. For example, international NGOs in India often find it 
easier to target upper-caste women from landholding households, which 
increases inequality among women of different castes and socioeconomic 
backgrounds (Farnworth et al. 2018).

For development programs to do good rather than harm to gender 
relations, insights into gender dynamics must inform gender-responsive inter-
ventions. To offset some of the negative effects of agrarian transformation on 
gender equality, a number of studies call for gender-responsive mechanisms. 
For example, creative solutions that bundle direct payments to women with 
non-financial incentives, such as increased access to veterinary services, can 
help offset the impacts of women’s loss of control over milk incomes under 
commercialization (Tavenner and Crane 2018). In some cases, women expe-
rience more control over the incomes they receive individually or through 
women’s groups, as opposed to through mixed gender groups (Ihalainen 2018). 

Other responses use gender transformative approaches to engage explicitly 
with social norms to influence gender equal outcomes (see also Chapter 10, 
this volume). A number of CGIAR projects are attempting to change negative 
attitudes that exist toward women’s engagement in agriculture. A project in 
Uganda encouraged couples to register at least one of their sugarcane blocks in 
the wife’s name. The result was significant increases in women’s involvement 
in the value chain and increased access of women to bank accounts, since 
these were a prerequisite for having a block registered in their name (Ambler 
et al. 2018). In Ethiopia, men as well as women were provided trainings 
on women’s rights in agricultural value chains, benefiting women through 
increased access to resources, technologies, and knowledge (Gebremedhin et 
al. 2016). 

One main takeaway from such projects is that it is important to target 
both women and men. This also counts for interventions that seek to raise 
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aspirations of farmers. In Kyrgyzstan, for example, interventions aimed at 
raising women’s aspirations can increase their involvement in household 
decision-making; interestingly, interventions that make their husbands more 
ambitious are associated with more egalitarian gender attitudes among both 
women and men, but no greater involvement of women in decision-making 
(Kosec et al. 2018b). 

A research agenda to promote gender equality 
Having explored the existing body of research on the feminization of agri-
culture, we now reflect on how it contributes to enhancing understanding of 
gender equality in agrarian change processes and develop a research agenda. 
A first observation relates to the size, scope, and generalizability of existing 
studies. The research on the feminization of agriculture, in its myriad dimen-
sions, tends to be based on relatively small-scale qualitative and quantitative 
studies, often in a single location for which findings may not generalize to 
other locations. A few quantitative studies analyze nationally representative 
datasets but the variables available often limit the scope. Even if findings 
do not generalize, it would be useful to understand the context in which 
these individual studies are taking place and what they imply for the types of 
settings in which their findings should (and should not) hold. Thus, it will 
be critical to build a body of research in which the individual analyses more 
closely speak to each other, drawing on common framings and terms. The 
current CGIAR research project on the feminization of agriculture is in the 
process of developing such a framework.2  

The literature discussed here both supports and challenges the two narra-
tives that we presented in the introduction. The rural transformation that is 
occurring may have multiple effects, some of which may be empowering for 
women and move toward gender equality whereas others may be disempow-
ering and disadvantage women relative to men. The findings confirm that, 
in many places, women’s labor force participation in the agriculture sector 
is increasing for a variety of reasons—including commercialization of value 
chains, climate change, technology, conflict, and migration—but women are 
often concentrated in certain domains, such as seasonal, casual, or unpaid 
work. 

Furthermore, women’s increased paid work in agriculture does not neces-
sarily result in gender equality in terms of wages, positions, and overall time 

2	 See https://gender.cgiar.org/feminization-of-agriculture/

From the “feminization of agriculture” to gender equality  313

https://gender.cgiar.org/feminization-of-agriculture/


use; prevailing patriarchal structures often create unequal distributions of 
both costs and benefits. Women’s working conditions and pay often continue 
to be worse than those of men doing similar jobs, and women often remain 
responsible for productive and reproductive work in the home. This means 
entrance into the paid workforce increases their overall workload. Rural 
transformation, however, can move us toward gender equality, particularly 
when women are offered management or supervising roles, when labor-saving 
technologies and training are provided to women, and when women gain 
greater access to and control over resources and incomes. 

While this review of literature has enhanced our understandings of 
gendered labor patterns in agriculture and provides insight into their implica-
tions for gender equality, it is necessary to address a number of key gaps. There 
is a need for greater evidence to identify the conditions under which rural 
transformation does increase gender equality. A future research agenda on 
rural transformation, the changing patterns of men’s and women’s work, and 
gender equality emerges when we look at the conceptual and methodological 
weaknesses and gaps. 

Reconceptualizing the “feminization of agriculture” 

Our review of existing studies points to the importance of looking at the 
existing institutional framework in order to understand the effect of rural 
transformation and the feminization of agriculture on gender equality. Social 
norms on gender emerge as a key factor in this. These include norms around 
women’s paid employment and behavior outside the household, perceptions of 
what women can and should do, expectations of women’s unpaid work within 
the household, and the extent of acceptance of violence against women and 
harassment. 

Another need that emerges is for more information on the macro- and 
institutional-level policy levers that can affect labor patterns and increase 
their potential to bring about gender equality. Since most research focuses 
on the micro level, it tells us little about relationships with national-level 
policies. There is evidence on how policies regarding property rights or wage 
employment affect women but these analyses usually do not consider the 
rapidly changing situation in rural areas. In addition, many of the institutions 
that affect agricultural production operate at the community level, such as 
producer cooperatives or water user associations. When are these institutions 
able to adapt to the changes and incorporate women not only as members 
but also as agenda-setters and leaders? Considering subnational differences 
in policies within a single country, changes in policies within a single country 
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over time, or differences in policies across countries can help researchers 
better assess which policies levers are most effective in bringing about gender 
equality in the context of rural transformation and other drivers of change in 
the rural sector.

Finally, there are dimensions of gender equality that are missing from 
current research and literature on the feminization of agriculture, and this is a 
gap that may need filling. In particular, how these rural transformations affect 
violence against women is critically important. CGIAR has carried out some 
innovative work on intimate partner violence in the context of social policy 
programs (Hidrobo et al. 2016, Roy et al. 2018) but less has been done on the 
relationship of agrarian change and violence against women.  

There is a need for additional research on how agrarian change is 
unfolding in conflict and post-conflict situations. Severe policy and gover-
nance disruptions have the potential to promote rapid changes in women’s and 
men’s roles. Appropriate agricultural and labor market policies may support 
movement toward gender equality. 

The institutional and policy environments in which women and men work 
affect both manifestations of rural transformation and the changing patterns 
of women’s work and responsibilities, but they are also themselves affected by 
rural transformation. For example, as more women take on work outside the 
household and contribute to household income, social norms around what 
paid work women can and should do and norms around women’s mobility 
and behavior outside the household are likely to change. Norms and percep-
tions around who is seen as a farmer and, therefore, a potential beneficiary 
of agricultural policies, may also change as more women take on the primary 
responsibilities for the household farm and men are absent from rural areas. 
And women may even help policies promote gender equality if agrarian 
change permits their greater involvement in decision-making processes at the 
local and national levels.

In analyzing the interactions between these different drivers, manifesta-
tions, and factors, it will be important to place these in the context of broader 
shifts in order to be able to assess whether change is moving toward or away 
from gender equality. There is a strong need for research on the broader trends 
across time and space in terms of rural women’s and men’s work within and 
outside of agriculture. As people move out of agriculture, where are they 
moving? To what extent are women moving into dynamic agricultural sectors 
rather than stagnating ones? And how do patterns vary with different drivers 
of change and transformation? New approaches, such as geo-spatial economic 
analyses and maps, may permit greater understanding and visualization of 
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these changes. They may also serve as a valuable policy tool for explaining 
broad patterns succinctly.

Finally, the research demonstrates the importance of considering the differ-
entiated impacts of these changing labor patterns on different groups of women 
and men. Who is providing more agricultural labor and who is providing 
less? How are the shifts affecting men’s and women’s total labor burdens and 
responsibilities? How are the poor and the landless particularly affected? While 
we may be interested in the impacts on gender equality at a national or regional 
level, there may be differences within specific contexts and groups of people, 
such as groups based on age, caste, ethnicity, or other socioeconomic characteris-
tics. Taking intersectionalities seriously can lead to a more nuanced understand-
ing of the trends—and thus more appropriate policy prescriptions. 

Future research should more consistently provide evidence on what is 
changing and how drivers of rural transformation affect manifestations of 
the feminization of agriculture. A critical step in this is to investigate how 
these changes and these drivers affect different dimensions of gender relations. 
Many of the studies reviewed describe women’s increased control over an asset, 
or their involvement in decisions as achievements in and of themselves. It is 
pertinent to go beyond such a narrow focus and to more systematically and 
comprehensively measure the domains in which gender equality has (and has 
not) been advanced. 

Addressing data gaps with improved measures

An improved conceptual framework needs to be accompanied by improved 
ways of measuring changes in the dimensions of gender relations and in the 
patterns in agricultural and rural sectors. New quantitative work needs to 
take measurement seriously, and consider how to build upon existing studies 
through the collection of high-quality detailed data. These include data 
that allow us to better understand “jointness” in decision-making; data that 
capture the nature of asymmetric information between spouses, especially 
following male outmigration; data on women’s and men’s time use and how 
each goes about multitasking; and data on the policies or norms in a given 
setting that may affect the potential for agrarian change to bring about gender 
equality. We consider some of these data gaps in more detail here.

To understand shifting labor burdens, we need better data on time use 
in agriculture and domestic and unpaid care work, as well as off-farm work 
for women and men, girls and boys. The development of new methodologies 
on time use are currently underway but challenges remain as to how to 
best collect such data in rural settings in order to be able to better analyze 
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patterns over time and space. In addition, while qualitative work, such as 
the GENNOVATE project (Petesch et al. 2018), has explored how to collect 
qualitative data across sites on gendered power relations, less quantitative work 
has been done to collect such data. Substantial work has been done, however, 
both qualitative and quantitative, on measuring women’s empowerment, much 
of it through CGIAR collaborative projects.3 See also Chapter 9, this volume,  
on measuring women’s empowerment. 

Related to the issue of measurement, a current body of research, again 
much of it within CGIAR, is exploring methods to better understand 
household decision-making. New approaches have involved analyzing data 
from multiple respondents within the same household to understand different 
perspectives regarding who within the household is making the decisions—
and how different respondents’ answers correlate with key outcomes (Kosec 
and Song 2019, Ambler et al. forthcoming). Other work seeks to understand 
how husbands and wives understand joint decision-making (Acosta et al. 
2020).  It would be useful to extend this literature to consider how gender 
dynamics affect household decision-making when one person has migrated or 
is spending time away from the farm or household.  

In addition, since we are interested in how these changes in labor patterns 
and decision-making influence the well-being of people living in rural com-
munities, it would be useful to identify additional measures of well-being, 
as well as of stress. Beyond increasing workloads, women may experience 
significant stress, despair, and other mental health issues associated with 
the increased pressures from new roles as primary household providers (for 
example in early stages of a husband’s migration). Men may experience signif-
icant stress because new patterns in the division of labor and decision-making 
may challenge traditional masculinities. Men who are migrants themselves 
may face stress and unhappiness (Chen et al. 2019), affecting both the level of 
remittances they send home and relationships with their families. 

We need new approaches to collecting well-being information from 
both family members who remain in rural areas and those who migrate. 
Comparative studies of how well-being, decision-making, and other indicators 
vary by migrant and non-migrant members are rare. We also need more 
studies analyzing the asymmetric information resulting from migration and 
the implications for the welfare of non-migrant women—including how 
the explosion of information technology has influenced these asymmetries. 
Research by Ambler (2015) uses experimental methods to identify these 

3	  See https://gaap.ifpri.info/; https://www.ifpri.org/project/weai
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asymmetries based on interviews with both the sending and the receiving 
transnational households. The lack of intra-household data and research that 
covers both migrants and non-migrant family members makes assessing the 
impacts of migration on gender equality especially challenging. 

Conclusion
The term “feminization of agriculture” is used to refer to the broadening and 
deepening of women’s involvement in agriculture—in terms of workload, 
decision-making, or visibility. Some see this increased involvement of women 
in agriculture as empowering because it creates new opportunities for women; 
others fears disempowerment for women “left behind in agriculture,” with 
few agency and livelihood opportunities. This chapter points to the need 
for more insight into how rural transformation is changing gender relations 
vis-à-vis progress toward gender equality. The emerging picture of changes in 
women’s work and responsibilities has significant implications for CGIAR 
system-wide agricultural research and interventions. 

First, the traditional gendered divisions of labor in agriculture are 
changing and labor patterns are increasingly diverse and variable. Agricultural 
interventions need to provide appropriate technologies, trainings, and policy 
recommendations to ensure that women as well as men benefit from the 
innovations and trends that are affecting rural labor markets, especially in 
agriculture. A failure to address these issues not only reduces adoption rates of 
technologies but also runs the risk of perpetuating gender inequality. Research 
and interventions need to question common assumptions about men’s and 
women’s roles and responsibilities; they must consider how the labor patterns 
as well as gender relations are changing, often in response to either new 
opportunities or setbacks. Context is critically important in this—and this 
raises the importance of qualitative work that sheds a light on why particular 
policies or interventions work in some settings but not in others. 
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The concept of empowerment has steadily made its way onto the inter-
national development agenda. Batliwala (2007) traces its equivalents 
back several hundred years and across geographies in struggles for social 

justice. Feminists brought the concept of women’s empowerment to the 1995 
Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, where it gained traction, 
with the Beijing Declaration referring to “enhancing further the advancement 
and empowerment of women all over the world” (UN 1995, 7). Then, it was 
about collective struggles to challenge patriarchal structures, and intersecting 
structures of class, ethnicity, caste, and race, that shape women’s (subordinate) 
position in society (Batliwala 2007). Twenty years later, “empowerment” 
animates the fifth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG5): “Achieve gender 
equality and empower all women and girls.” 

The field of agricultural research for development (AR4D) recognizes 
women’s empowerment for its instrumental value and its links with several 
desirable outcomes related to health and nutrition (Sraboni et al. 2014, Galiè 
et al. 2018, Heckert et al. 2019),1 productivity (Diiro et al. 2018), and resource 
management (for example Sodhi et al. 2010).  Its intrinsic value is also increas-
ingly acknowledged as a goal in itself (Cornwall and Edwards 2014). Yet a lack 
of conceptual clarity around the term as mobilized in the international devel-
opment agenda, along with the subversion of the term in neoliberal political 
agendas, has diluted the concept that social activists brought to the table in 
Beijing (Batliwala 2007, Cornwall and Rivas 2015, Nazneen et al. 2019).

The complex, intangible, political, and context-specific nature of empow-
erment renders its assessment a formidable task. In 1999, Kabeer provided 
an in-depth discussion of the difficulties operationalizing the concept for 
measurement; today, the ethical, political, and epistemological debates that 

1	  A systematic review urges caution regarding links between women’s empowerment and child 
nutrition, however, as many studies reviewed demonstrate a lack of rigor (Santoso et al. 2019). 
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characterize such measurement continue to merit proper consideration (for 
example Newton et al. 2019). Despite these challenges, applied researchers 
and practitioners pursue their attempts at assessment, based on “the realiza-
tion that we must devise ways of checking whether the policies, resources, and 
strategies applied toward building more equitable, sustainable, rights-affirm-
ing, inclusive and peaceful societies are working effectively or not—whether 
they are producing the changes we wish to see” (Batliwala and Pittman 2010, 
3). On the global agenda and in AR4D initiatives, which increasingly define 
women’s empowerment as a goal, such assessments—however imperfect—are 
important for advancing women’s empowerment and gender equality. 

In this chapter, we ask: “How is women’s empowerment assessed in AR4D, 
and how can such assessments advance women’s empowerment and gender 
equality?” In so doing, we challenge those working in the field of agriculture 
to return to the foundational concepts, to move from instrumental to more 
political and transformative engagements as implied in the original concept 
of empowerment. We further bring recent developments in assessing empow-
erment in agriculture into the fold of the broader literature on the concept. 
This is relevant not only to strengthen assessments but also for the framing of 
empowerment in AR4D and in the agriculture and natural resource manage-
ment (NRM) sectors, as “what is measured—and not measured—influences 
discourse and confers legitimacy to certain categories of intervention or insti-
tutional change” (O’Hara and Clement 2018, 112).

We begin by defining the concept of women’s empowerment as used in 
AR4D and how it relates to gender equality. We then argue that assessing 
women’s empowerment in the context of AR4D can advance gender equality—
although we highlight that tensions and challenges accompany such an effort. 
Next, we examine different methodologies, with a focus on tools, for assessing 
women’s empowerment in agriculture and NRM in and beyond CGIAR. 
Finally, we raise critical questions related to assessing women’s empowerment 
for a future AR4D agenda.

Conceptualizing empowerment
It is perhaps unsurprising that multiple definitions of empowerment exist in 
the literature, given the term’s use by scholars and practitioners from different 
disciplines, theoretical-epistemological backgrounds (for example Narayan 
2005), and regional contexts (Ibrahim and Alkire 2007). This multiplicity 
of definitions reveals healthy debates and evolving thinking about the 
concept. In AR4D, many studies (including this book, see Chapter 1) refer 
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to empowerment as “the processes by which those who have been denied the 
ability to make strategic life choices acquire such an ability” (Kabeer 1999, 
435, 2017). This conceptualization draws from Sen’s (1985, 1999) capability 
approach, and emphasizes people’s freedom to define and lead the life they 
have reason to value. “Strategic” life choices are those that hold significance 
over one’s life direction, such as those related to whether, who, and when to 
marry, family formation, or which type of livelihood strategy one will pursue. 
These defining choices set the parameters for practical, day-to-day decisions, 
with historical and structural conditions influencing the range of options 
people see before them and value (Kabeer 2005).

We can conceptualize the ability to exercise choice over strategic decisions 
along three interconnected dimensions: “resources (defined broadly to include 
not only access, but also future claims, to both material and human and 
social resources); agency (including processes of decision making, as well as 
less measurable manifestations of agency such as negotiation, deception and 
manipulation); and achievements (well-being outcomes)” (Kabeer 1999, 435). 
Resources are the preconditions that enhance people’s abilities to exercise 
choice—although women’s strengthened agency can also unlock access to 
resources (Farnworth et al. 2019). Formal and informal rules, including 
norms,2 mediate access to these resources in different institutional domains of 
society (for example the household, community, or market). Achievements are 
realized when people have agency and access to resources that enable them to 
define and act upon their goals. Achievements cannot be predefined, as in any 
given context different people may value and seek different ways of being and 
doing (Sen 1985).

Agency—a person’s ability to define and act upon one’s goals—is at the 
heart of the concept of empowerment. It is often operationalized as decision-
making but also takes the form of bargaining, negotiation, resistance, and 
critical reflection and analysis. Agency is exercised at individual and group 
levels, through collaborative relations and collective action3 (collective agency 
or “power with”), and can be framed in both positive and negative terms in 

2	  Norms are socially constituted rules that “govern social relations and establish expectations as 
to how we are to act in our everyday affairs” (Knight and Ensminger 1998, 105).

3	  Collective action entails women “gaining solidarity and taking action collectively on their 
interests, to enhance their position and expand the realm of what is possible. It mobilises and 
strengthens women and girls’ collective power, enabling them to have more influence than when 
they act individually and in isolation” (van Eerdewijk et al. 2017, 32). Collective action develops 
“power with” and is linked to “power within,” as coming together can change women’s percep-
tions of power inequalities and sense of self. It also influences “power to,” “by amplifying voice 
and exercising choice in decision-making processes” (ibid., 32).
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relation to power (as per Rowlands 1997). In positive terms, agency is when 
people recognize their self-worth and the purpose they bring to their actions 
(intrinsic agency, or “power within”) and are able to act to realize their goals 
(instrumental agency, or “power to”), even when opposed by others or by 
social norms. In negative terms, it refers to actors superseding the agency of 
others, and exercising control or “power over” their lives and resources (Kabeer 
1999). Empowerment, then, is about changes in these multiple manifestations 
of power, which interconnect and are mutually reinforcing to create unequal 
outcomes (Hillenbrand et al. 2015). Such changes in oppressive power 
relations can occur at the individual or group level (Eyben et al. 2008). 

There are fundamental contestations as to whether the expansion of indi-
vidual women’s agency represents empowerment, or whether empowerment is 
about something more—a critical consciousness4 of women’s rights, women’s 
solidarity, and the collective challenge to patriarchal structures and power 
relations that curtail their freedoms. Feminist scholars and activists adhere 
to the latter perspective (Kabeer 1994, Cornwall and Rivas 2015, Ewerling et 
al. 2017), and critique mainstream development practice for treating empow-
erment as an individual pursuit focused on entrepreneurship and self-reliance 
(Nazneen et al. 2014). This framing reflects a co-optation of the concept in 
the neoliberal international development agenda that divests the state of its 
responsibilities by “empowering” local women to look after themselves (for 
example Batliwala 2007, Nazneen et al. 2019). 

Empowerment is generally considered a process, although it is sometimes 
treated as both a process and an outcome or as an outcome (Carr 2003). As a 
process, it refers to the changes in institutional structures, access to resources, 
critical consciousness, and so on that facilitate people’s abilities to make, act 
upon, and achieve their strategic life choices. As an outcome, it embodies the 
degree of freedom people have to control and have positive impacts on their 
lives and futures (van Eerdewijk et al. 2017). Empowerment is relative: people 
are empowered (or disempowered) in comparison with others or with them-
selves at another point in time (Mosedale 2005). Importantly, empowerment 
necessarily requires women to be the prime movers. As such, interventions 
may “be conceived not as empowering women but as clearing some of the 
obstacles from the path and providing sustenance for women as they do 
empowerment for themselves” (Cornwall and Rivas 2015, 405).

4	  Critical consciousness refers to a person’s awareness of her or his ability to make life-changing 
choices, including by challenging oppressive socio-political structures (Freire 1970).
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The plural definitions of empowerment imply the use of various frame-
works to explain its multiple and interrelated dimensions. For example, van 
Eerdewijk et al. (2017) frame empowerment in terms of resources, agency, 
and institutional structures. Hillenbrand et al. (2015) argue that considering 
these three dimensions together is important to maintain a focus on collective 
responsibility and political engagement, rather than placing the burden of 
change on individual women. Narayan (2005) identifies key factors facili-
tating or constraining empowerment and broader development outcomes—
namely, institutional climate, social and political structures, individual assets 
and capabilities, and collective assets and capabilities.

Lombardini et al. (2017) (see also Lombardini and McCollum 2018) 
focus on measuring changes in empowerment at the personal, relational, and 
environmental levels. Personal empowerment relates to changes taking place 
within the person—in a woman’s beliefs about her own worth, capacities, 
and actions. The focus here is on the immaterial, related to power within, 
self-perception, and critical consciousness, rather than on individual-level 
material elements. Relational empowerment refers to changes taking place 
in a person’s relationships and in the power relations within which she or he 

Figure 9.1  Framework for assessing women’s empowerment

ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE

RELATIONAL CHANGE

PERSONAL CHANGE

Source: Lombardini et al. (2017, 6).
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is embedded—in a woman’s position relative to others, such as her partner, 
family, community, local authorities, or social networks. Changes at the envi-
ronmental level occur in broader societal institutions and structures. These 
can be formal (such as in political and legislative frameworks) or informal 
(such as in social norms, attitudes,5 and beliefs). Changes at one level will 
stimulate changes at others, although these changes do not necessarily move at 
the same pace or in the same direction (Figure 9.1). 

We draw upon this framing to structure our analysis of tools for assessing 
women’s empowerment; at the personal level, we also consider whether 
tools support an exploration of changes in material resources that can affect 
women’s empowerment. The relational and environmental levels of the 
framework are of particular relevance for highlighting the power-laden and 
political nature of empowerment, and the fact that transformative change 
toward gender equality must go far beyond only “changing women.”

Assessment to “move the needle” on women’s 
empowerment and gender equality
Assessing empowerment in AR4D can play an important role in advancing 
women’s empowerment and gender equality in at least four ways. First, quan-
titative and qualitative assessments of empowerment can support holistic 
design of projects, programs, and policies. Multidimensional measures 
can support the development and prioritization of interventions that address 
women’s empowerment, gender equality, and other project objectives. For 
instance, the project-level Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (pro-
WEAI, described below) allows projects to identify in which domains women 
are most disempowered, so they can develop and prioritize interventions 
that address these (Malapit et al. 2019). If no measures of empowerment are 
available, program implementers might concentrate on changes that can be 
measured and demonstrated, such as women’s income, rather than less tangible 
changes that hold equal or greater importance for women’s empowerment 
(Mosedale 2005). 

Evidence on how to advance women’s empowerment and gender equality 
is also needed to shed light on the causal pathways that lead to empowerment, 
and on how women’s empowerment correlates with other development goals. 
This can contribute to evidence-based interventions and policy-influencing 

5	  In contrast with norms, which are held at the group level, attitudes refer to individual beliefs 
and emotions toward something, someone, or some occurrence (Ajzen 1991).
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(Lombardini et al. 2017). Bangladesh’s Agriculture, Nutrition, and Gender 
Linkages (ANGeL)6 pilot project was designed based on results from the 
Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), described below. Data 
from the WEAI demonstrated the extent of women’s and men’s disempow-
erment, the factors that contributed most to this, and the interrelationship 
between women’s empowerment and household food security and dietary 
diversity of children (Sraboni et al. 2014). 

Second, assessments are needed to monitor whether and how initiatives 
such as projects, programs, policies, or social movements and efforts led 
by women’s organizations are contributing—positively or negatively—to 
women’s empowerment. Nuanced assessments are important for adaptive 
learning, to identify areas of strength as well as weakness in the strategies 
they deploy (Carter et al. 2014). Galiè (2013) discusses how a participatory 
plant-breeding project in Syria actively sought to address the needs of women 
farmers. Efforts to assess effects on women’s empowerment revealed the stig-
matization a young woman experienced for having traveled alone to a confer-
ence. Thereafter, the project took steps to reduce the risk of social ostracism by 
involving a larger group of women. Having sound and concrete bearings with 
respect to empowerment can thus encourage efforts to broaden or deepen 
strategies within institutions and their programming.

Third, measuring and/or assessing empowerment serves to build 
upward and downward accountability and credibility (Batliwala and 
Pittman 2010).7 For example, governments must be held downwardly account-
able to their constituents, and in some cases upwardly accountable to inter-
national and regional organizations, for their commitments, such as reaching 
SDG targets. Most of the key strategic elements women’s rights organizations 
advocated have been included as targets under SDG5 (Razavi 2016). Yet the 
SDG framework’s weak accountability mechanisms, with no mandatory 
reporting requirements, essentially rely on the goodwill of governments to 
implement the agenda and track changes (Deere 2018). Close monitoring 
using adequate measures is needed to track progress and enable women’s rights 
advocates and their allies to lobby for the agenda’s proper implementation 

6	  This pilot project was developed by IFPRI and implemented at scale by the Bangladeshi 
Ministry of Agriculture to identify actions and investments in agriculture that would help 
increase farm household income, improve nutrition, and empower women (see https://www.
ifpri.org/project/agriculture-nutrition-and-gender-linkages-angel).

7	  Upward accountability refers to accountability to higher-level structures or institutions, such 
as from senior managers to boards or projects to donors; downward accountability is account-
ability to lower levels, such as from governments to citizens or projects to the local communities 
with which they work.
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(Razavi 2016, Deere 2018). This imperative has given rise to initiatives such 
as Data2X, which uses gender data to support global efforts to achieve gender 
equality.8 Failing to track or using inadequate or narrow measures to monitor 
women’s empowerment can augment the risk of selectivity and dilution of 
policies in the process of implementation. 

At a programmatic and project level, governments and donors use indica-
tors in monitoring, evaluation, and impact assessments as the basis for judging 
performance and allocating resources. Inevitably, the things we measure are 
those that receive attention and on which we focus for change. Although a 
growing number of projects claim to advance women’s empowerment, many 
such projects do not, in fact, make conscious efforts to define what empower-
ment means in their context, or to diagnose or address constraints to women’s 
agency (Mosedale 2005). Danielsen et al. (2018) found that, out of a portfolio 
of 18 projects funded by the Canadian International Food Security Research 
Fund, which advanced gender integration as a key feature of its program, only 
about one third achieved “women’s empowerment sub-outcomes,” including 
changes in gender norms, and increased women’s recognition, control over 
decisions, and formal leadership. Likewise, reviewing 13 AR4D projects with 
the stated goal of empowering women, Johnson et al. (2018) found that many 
had neither strategies that would be expected to increase women’s abilities 
to make strategic life choices nor ways of measuring whether such changes 
take place. Hence, the authors highlight that it is important to be clear about 
whether project objectives are to reach, benefit, or empower women; and 
about what women’s empowerment may consist of in the context of AR4D.

Assessments also hold programs and projects downwardly accountable. 
For example, in Galiè’s (2013) study, women participants pushed to hold 
researchers accountable in supporting their empowerment, or in not pushing 
them too much if there was no support to be given.9 Assuming that empower-
ment, as captured in certain measures, is necessarily what women want can be 
misleading, and highlights the importance of gathering perspectives from the 
women whose life experiences are being explored. In a normatively restrictive 
environment, women who are considered “empowered” can be frowned upon 
and socially shunned, and risk direct backlash in the form of intimate partner 

8	  Data2X is a partnership to “improve the quality, availability, and use of gender data in order to 
make a practical difference in the lives of women and girls worldwide” (see https://data2x.org/).

9	  One of the project’s women participants asked, “Why do you make us dream, then, if you can’t 
do anything about it” (Galiè 2013, 87).
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violence (for example Basu 1995, Jewkes 2002)—a risk not all women are 
willing to take without any safeguards. 

Fourth and finally, the assessment process itself can challenge power 
relations (Hillenbrand et al. 2015). For instance, engaging participants in 
deciding what, how, and when to measure, as well as who does the measuring, 
can be empowering (Morgan 2014, Newton et al. 2019). When we apply 
participatory approaches to measurement in a transformative way, and 
women drive the assessment process, they can facilitate critical reflection 
and action on norms and power relations that disempower women and cause 
gender inequalities (Kantor 2013, Cole et al. 2014, Cornwall and Sardenberg 
2014, Newton et al. 2019). Privileging the voices of marginalized groups in 
the assessment process can validate their knowledge, shift power into their 
hands, and lead to locally demanded actionable change (Holland and Reudin 
2012). Newton et al. (2019, 4) note that, “Because empowerment is both an 
outcome and a process of transformative change it requires the participation 
of those being empowered to explain changes, as these may not be observed 
by others.” Exploring local visions of empowerment and priorities of women 
and men should also be a key step in informing programming and assessment 
(Hillenbrand et al. 2015).

Tensions and challenges with assessing women’s 
empowerment 
Yet assessing women’s empowerment is not necessarily empowering or desirable. 
Critical scholars and feminists flag the need to reflect on which measurements 
are meaningful and useful, at which conjuncture, and to challenge assump-
tions that it is possible, or should be, to assess abstract and intangible processes 
of social change (Batliwala and Pittman 2010). Difficulties associated with 
capturing “power within,” coupled with neoliberal biases, result in assessments 
privileging some dimensions of empowerment (such as economic) over others 
(such as psychological) (Narayan 2005). There are challenges with identifying 
appropriate methods to situate women’s empowerment processes within 
their spatial, temporal, and historical contexts (Nazneen et al. 2014), and 
with defining global indicators of empowerment, given that forms of agency 
or achievements that indicate empowerment in some contexts may not be 
relevant in others (Mahmud et al. 2012). Different local understandings of 
empowerment pose difficulties with translating the concept itself into different 
languages (or cultural equivalents) (Tsikata and Darkwah 2014, Meinzen-
Dick et al. 2019), and mean that externally determined indicators may not 

Assessing women’s empowerment in agricultural research  337



correspond with what is valued by those whose empowerment is assessed 
(Kabeer 1999).

Measurement is a political process that privileges certain types of 
knowledge and knowing, and the priorities of some actors over others 
(Batliwala and Pittman 2010, Holland and Reudin 2012, Hillenbrand et al. 
2015). There are thus ethical and epistemological issues related to why, and 
by whom, empowerment should be measured (Morgan 2014, Nazneen et al. 
2014, Newton et al. 2019). The use of feminist methodologies to understand 
women’s empowerment can flatten power hierarchies between researchers and 
participants, situate knowledge production within contexts and relationships, 
and foster the co-production of knowledge as part of a social change process 
(for example Cornwall and Sardenberg 2014). Yet current development and 
policy paradigms tend to favor quantifiable, “objective” indicators over qual-
itative analyses of trajectories of change in women’s lives, expressed in their 
own words (Nazneen et al. 2014). Nonetheless, all methods make assump-
tions about what we can and cannot measure and the scale at which we can 
assess empowerment. For quantitative measures, this includes judgments 
about proxy indicators of empowerment, their validity, and their relative 
importance (weighting) (Box 9.1).  

Lastly, assessing empowerment as a process is challenging because it is 
often attempted at one point in time but must capture forward and backward 
movements and trajectories. Ideally, assessments capture “different dimen-
sions and sites of empowerment in a more holistic way, one that aims to 
understand the relational dynamics of power and positive change at a variety 
of levels, in different spaces and over time” (Cornwall 2016, 345). Many 
measures are cross-sectional snapshots and must be applied longitudinally to 
provide a sense of change over time. Others ask for retrospective data, which 
can yield faster results but entails limitations associated with recall. Panel 
data on empowerment outcomes are better suited for examining longitudinal 
trajectories of women’s empowerment and can complement qualitative assess-
ments that focus on trajectories. 

Assessment approaches
Measuring empowerment requires a strong foundational understanding of 
the concept and its core dimensions, to guide the assessment, develop related 
indicators, and choose level(s) on which to focus (Narayan 2005, Ibrahim and 
Alkire 2007, Huis et al. 2017, Richardson 2018). Below, we review a selection 
of tools to measure empowerment in AR4D identified following a call to 
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Box 9.1  Methodological choices in development of the WEAI 

Most quantitative measures, recognizing the multidimensional nature of 
empowerment, use some form of aggregation to construct an empower-
ment scale or index. The WEAI measures women’s empowerment across 
five domains in agriculture: 1) decisions about agricultural production; 2) 
access to and decision-making power over productive resources; 3) control 
over use of income; 4) leadership in the community; and 5) time use (Alkire 
et al. 2013). These domains, measured in 10 indicators, were based on the 
areas the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) Feed 
the Future Initiative could directly affect through its programming. 

Two sections of the survey questionnaire proved difficult to administer 
in the field: the autonomy in production decisions module and the time use 
module. The desire to reduce survey administration time (and field costs) 
led to the development of the Abbreviated-WEAI (A-WEAI), with 6 instead of 
10 indicators. Indicators that were controversial were removed, such as the 

“speaking in public” indicator, which was difficult to implement in areas that 
had experienced civil unrest.

The choice of cut-offs or thresholds for the WEAI and A-WEAI involved 
value judgments on what made sense for an individual to be considered 

“adequate” under that indicator, and in many cases was informed by 
qualitative research in the area. The 80 percent threshold in WEAI (to be 
empowered, a woman has to be “adequate” in 80 percent of the indicators) 
was chosen because too high a threshold meant that it would be very 
difficult to achieve and may not be sensitive to short-term policy changes; 
and too low a threshold would be too easy to achieve and may not work as a 
programmatic target (Alkire et al. 2013). 

The WEAI co-developers opted for the use of fixed weights—an index 
rather than a scale—to facilitate comparability across a portfolio, as USAID 
wanted to compare countries in the Feed the Future Initiative. In WEAI, 
the five domains were equally weighted, but the indicators were not, as 
the domains did not have an equal number of indicators. This changed in 
pro-WEAI, which has 12 equally weighted indicators, equally distributed 
across the domains. Most agency indicators are instrumental (referring to 

“power to”), reflecting the areas that agricultural projects can affect directly. 
Collective agency indicators are few and in the early stages of development. 
Psychometric methods are being used for scale validation, including esti-
mation of theoretically sound models that have good fit to the data (Yount et 
al. 2019).
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CGIAR gender researchers and key partners and researchers. Some of these 
respondents also shared reflections on the strengths and limitations of their 
tools, and findings emerging through their use. 

Our framework to analyze these tools comprises five components: 

1.	 Dimensions of empowerment (resources, agency, and/or achievements); 

2.	 Primary levels of inquiry (personal, relational, and/or environmental); 

3.	 Participant focus (who participates in the assessment);

4.	 Attention (or lack thereof) to gender parity; and 

5.	 Assessment perspective (etic versus emic).10 

Table 9.1 presents a brief summary of our analysis of the tools across these 
components, with attention to the quantitative or qualitative nature of the 
tools. Oftentimes, tools cannot be exclusively labeled as quantitative or quali-
tative based on the way they are operationalized and on how the data collected 
are analyzed. Hence, we do not distinguish between quantitative and qualita-
tive methods in a strict or binary way but rather surface some of the strengths 
and limitations that methods steeped in different epistemological traditions 
can offer for understanding and assessing empowerment, and the value of 
bringing these together for richer and more complete assessments.

Dimensions and levels of empowerment

We combine the first two components of our framework—dimensions and 
levels—in a light mapping of the tools to represent their relative placement 
along two axes (Figure 9.2). The horizontal axis indicates the multidimension-
ality of the measure and the vertical axis its multilevel character. Moving from 
the bottom left toward the top right, tools explore more dimensions and levels 
of empowerment. 

The tools cluster roughly into four groups. First, tools that use a unidi-
mensional approach to assessing empowerment at one level are located in 
the bottom left corner. In contrast, tools that focus on one empowerment 
dimension but at multiple levels are located in the upper left corner. Third, a 
group of measures that use a multidimensional approach to assessing empow-
erment at one or more levels are located in the center of the figure. A fourth 
cluster consists of tools that explore the three dimensions of empowerment at 

10	  Emic perspectives refer to perceptions of “insiders”: people within a given social group. Etic 
perspectives are those of observers or “outsiders” to the given group.
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the three levels of inquiry—personal, relational, and environmental—located 
in the upper right corner.

As mentioned above, the two tools situated in the bottom left corner 
measure only one dimension of empowerment at one point in time. Both 
measure one aspect of agency—decision-making within the household—to 
examine relational aspects of women’s empowerment. The International Rice 
Research Institute (IRRI) Women’s Empowerment Index (WEI) scores 
women’s participation in significant decisions within their households along 
a five-point scale (Achandi et al. 2018). The two extremes indicate that either 
the husband (WEI = 1) or the wife (WEI = 5) makes all decisions in the 
household solely, whereas a score of 3 indicates that spouses have an equal say 
in intrahousehold decision-making. Similarly, the Comparison of the Five 
Dimensions of Men’s and Women’s Empowerment tool examines women’s 
and men’s perceived ability to make intrahousehold decisions in relation to 
five domains of empowerment drawn from the WEAI (Mayanja et al. 2018). 

The tools located in the upper left corner remain focused on agency, and 
particularly on decision-making, but explore this dimension in relation to 
some of the structural (or “environmental”) dimensions of (dis)empowerment: 
the norms that underpin gender inequalities and constrain women’s abilities 
with regard to self-determination. The Women’s Decision-Making Index 
and Gender Attitudes Index (WDI–GAI) maintain emphasis on women’s 

Figure 9.2  Positioning tools based on their attention to dimensions and levels of empowerment
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decision-making, and examine gender attitudes to bring some of the beliefs 
that underlie decision-making patterns to light (Kosec et al. 2018). The 
qualitative GENNOVATE Ladder of Power and Freedom explores women’s 
and men’s sense of freedom to decide on important matters in their lives 
(Petesch and Bullock 2018).11 Participants, either individually or in a focus 
group discussion (FGD), score this capacity along a metaphorical 5-step ladder, 
and reflect on changes and reasons for these over the past 10 years. These 
factors may include changes in resources, in formal or informal structures, in 
critical consciousness, or more. In this sense, although the tool explicitly asks 
about changes in agency, the number of dimensions of empowerment the tool 
addresses depends on participants’ reflections on their experiences—as does 
the number of levels at which it captures changes in women’s empowerment.

Most of the tools reviewed, many of which relate closely to each other, 
sit in the central area of the figure, providing a more multidimensional and 
multilevel examination of women’s empowerment. The WEAI (Alkire et al. 
2013) and related measures focus primarily on agency, but also touch upon 
aspects related to resources. They explore empowerment at the personal 
and relational levels but are less suited to capturing the environmental level. 
The project-level WEAI (pro-WEAI) takes a mixed-methods approach to 
examine women’s empowerment within project-specific contexts (Malapit 
et al. 2019, Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019, Yount et al. 2019). Compared with its 
precursors, it further unpacks agency by looking at three domains: intrinsic 
agency (“power within”), instrumental agency (“power to”), and collective 
agency (“power with”). It expands upon the WEAI, including with indica-
tors related to intrahousehold harmony, attitudes toward intimate partner 
violence toward women, and mobility. The accompanying qualitative tools 
assess elements related to the environmental level. In the fisheries sector, the 
Women’s Empowerment in Fisheries Index (WEFI) combines the WEAI 
and elements from the framework proposed by van Eerdewijk et al. (2017) 
with a gender attitudes scale (Cole et al. 2020). It assesses change in agency (in 
terms of decision-making about income) and in exercising choice to partake 
in livelihood opportunities (an expression of agency), resources (in terms of 
control over value chain assets), and institutional structures (attitudes toward 
inequitable gender norms). The gender attitudes scale captures additional 
elements of empowerment at the environmental level.

11	  GENNOVATE is a comparative qualitative research initiative designed to examine the rela-
tionship between gender norms, agency, and agricultural innovation (see https://gennovate.
org/).
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In the upper right of Figure 9.2 sit two qualitative tools that explore the 
three empowerment dimensions at personal, relational, and environmental 
levels: the well-being timelines of the GENNOVATE methodology and 
CARE’s Gender Indicator Monitoring Tool (GIMT). The former explores 
occupational, economic, social, psychological, and cultural histories to 
identify and understand the most significant milestones in a person’s life. 
The tool offers deep insights into diverse aspects of agency, resources, and 
achievements, and sheds light on how individual capacities, relations and 
interpersonal dynamics, and social institutions affect these. The GIMT, 
developed by CARE as part of its Pathways Program, uses participatory 
outcome mapping (Hillenbrand et al. 2015) to identify incremental indicators 
of behavior change that demonstrate progress toward a vision of gender 
equality outlined by community members. The tool evaluates behavior 
changes around household decision-making processes; men’s engagement 
in projects and their personal changes; and community leaders’ views and 
practices. It privileges women’s own definitions of empowerment, as do the 
GENNOVATE well-being timelines. 

Several key points emerge from this analysis. First, most of the reviewed 
tools recognize the multidimensional and multilevel nature of empowerment 
in assessments, which bodes well for bringing some of the complexity of the 
concept into AR4D thinking and practice. In this regard, the tools offer 
potential to consider the interactions among changes across dimensions and 
levels. Yet, studies based on these tools rarely perform such an analysis and, in 
general, the tools offer little guidance for analysis, such as interpreting how 
deep and broad, and of what scale, are the changes taking place. 

Second, many tools fall short of carefully exploring changes at the environ-
mental level, and thus of shedding light on structural causes of gender inequal-
ity. Assessments that focus on the individual and relational levels reflect, and 
can reinforce, a programmatic and project focus on change at these levels. 
Such an emphasis on individual capacities risks ignoring power relations and 
structures that (re)produce gender inequalities and constrain women’s capac-
ities to make purposive choices (Kabeer 2005, Batliwala 2007, Woodall et al. 
2012, Hillenbrand et al. 2015).

Third, although many AR4D interventions focus on enhancing rural 
women’s (and men’s) resources—tangible and “countable” areas of change, 
such as income and assets, which are market-driven values (Narayan 2005, 
Cornwall 2014)—the tools we reviewed focus less on this dimension of 
empowerment. This may be because they are often integrated in larger 
monitoring and evaluation strategies, which include surveys that ask about 
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changes in resources and (material) achievements. Within their focus on 
agency, most tools explore instrumental agency (“power to”) rather than 
changes in “power within” and “power with.” This may owe to the difficulty of 
assessing the multiple dimensions of agency. Interventions may also privilege 
efforts toward what they consider they can most directly affect, such as 
instrumental agency (as decision-making over resources), rather than intrinsic 
and collective agency. These latter are difficult to address with short-term 
projects and funding, and may be considered out of scope and of lower value in 
a neoliberal development agenda.

Placement of tools along the horizontal and vertical axes does not neces-
sarily indicate the tools’ ability to reveal the breadth of the changes taking 
place. Nor does it reflect the quality of the tools or the data they elicit per se. 
Data interpretation, on which most of the tools offer limited guidance, is also 
key to the quality of the assessments. Moreover, single tools can be integrated 
as part of a broader methodology that addresses other dimensions or levels of 
empowerment. For example, the Ladder of Power and Freedom tool consti-
tutes one part of the GENNOVATE methodology, which combines different 
tools to study normative change and women’s and men’s empowerment in 
agriculture and natural resource management. The United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization and WorldFish combined the Ladder of Power and 
Freedom tool with five others in qualitative case studies in Bangladesh; the 
other tools assessed village characteristics and wealth distribution, gendered 
divisions of labor, factors affecting participation in aquaculture value chains, 
intrahousehold decision-making processes, and access to resources and 
services (Choudhury et al. 2017). This combination offered insight into the 
informal institutional structures that influenced empowerment. Nonetheless, 
tools that adopt a narrow assessment focus risk reinforcing a limited and 
counterproductive understanding of empowerment. This calls for clarity on 
the scope and limitations of each tool, and on the need to implement them 
reflexively, considering their appropriateness and possible need for adaptation.

Participant focus: gender parity and intersectionality

While all tools focus their assessments of the agency dimension of empow-
erment mostly at the personal and/or relational level, the majority situate 
the analysis within the household, a formerly often neglected domain, and 
particularly looking at relations among spouses. Some tools rely on interviews 
of women only, whereas others rely on interviews with both women and men, 
often, but not exclusively, within the same household (Table 9.1). 
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The WEAI and many of its related measures explicitly measure gender 
parity in empowerment between a woman and man within a household 
to understand if or how these relate to each other. Such a comparison can 
contribute to understanding whether and which facets of women’s disempow-
erment result from oppressive gender regimes, and which owe to poverty and 
contextual constraints that disempower both women and men. Measures such 
as the WELI and WEI (IRRI) focus only on women, likely because of specific 
targets for projects set by institutions, donors, or researchers. In few cases, 
tools are administered to actors outside the household (such as to community 
leaders, in CARE’s GIMT) or ask participants to reflect on empowerment 
at the community level (such as the 5DE and the GENNOVATE Ladder of 
Power and Freedom tools). Even when empowerment is assessed at the envi-
ronmental level, it is done from the perspective of individuals who experience 
the (dis)empowering effects of societal structures.

Most of the tools reviewed do not provide explicit guidance on sampling 
beyond the household level, as such decisions depend on the purpose of the 
study. Discussions of intersectionality in relation to measuring women’s 
empowerment in AR4D are surprisingly limited in the literature and tools 
reviewed. Some studies provide insights into how the tools can surface how 
gender interacts with other axes of social discrimination to create disempow-
erment and marginalization. For instance, socioeconomic and demographic 
data collected for the WEAI and related measures enable analyses of correla-
tions between degrees of empowerment and sex, age, marital status, and other 
variables. 

Bourdier’s (2019) analysis of WEAI data in Ghana takes into account 
polygyny and highlights the importance of looking at which wives are 
sampled within a household. In Nepal, O’Hara and Clement (2018) iterate 
between the WEAI and subjective measures of critical consciousness, high-
lighting the importance of household structure (extended versus nuclear 
families) in affecting women’s empowerment. In India, Hariharan et al. (2018) 
calculate the GEI-CSV in two states (Haryana and Bihar) and highlight 
the geographical unevenness of, and constraints to supporting, women’s 
empowerment in different cultural contexts. In turn, Najjar et al. (2018) use 
27 variables to create empowerment profiles of Egyptian women and men 
farmers with different land entitlements, to investigate the link between 
empowerment, sex of the farmer, and land access and ownership. Applied with 
women and men of different age and wealth groups, GENNOVATE tools 
enable comparative analyses that link empowerment processes with life cycle 
and socioeconomic status. 
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Measurement perspective, holistic assessments, and mixing 
methods

The choice of approach, tools, and methods for assessing women’s empow-
erment depends on the motives for the assessment, as well as its scale. 
Monitoring empowerment at a global level, for instance, often calls for 
measures that enable comparative analyses. Yet, as the concept of empower-
ment holds meanings only within the specific contexts it inhabits, balancing 
between the ability to measure across countries and assessments that capture 
the contextual nature of empowerment is important (Richardson 2018). 

Qualitative methods are particularly apt at providing contextual infor-
mation and eliciting context-specific attributes of empowerment, and at 
grounding definitions of empowerment in the experiences of women of 
different backgrounds (see for example Newton et al. 2019 on participatory 
approaches). They are also valuable for shedding light on processes of change, 
including on when or how transformative change occurs (Morgan 2014, Elias 
and Morgan 2016). Qualitative narratives foreground the complex, emergent, 
and non-linear nature of empowerment, and how advances in empowerment 
in one area of life may, or not, be accompanied by advances (or setbacks) in 
another. Yet, compared with quantitative tools, qualitative tools offer less 
comparability, information on trends, and numerical information, which 
donors and decision-makers are often seeking. Quantitative tools can also be 
designed to be context-sensitive and comparable, if consistent guidelines and 
protocols for adaptation are developed. 

The quantitative tools reviewed here use an etic perspective when defining 
or conceptualizing empowerment, with some exceptions. The Women’s 
Empowerment in Livestock Index (WELI) (Galiè et al. 2019) adapts the 
WEAI and pro-WEAI to assess empowerment of women in the livestock 
sector. Two rounds of qualitative research—pre- and post-application of the 
survey—complement the mainly quantitative tool. A formative qualitative 
and participatory study captures universal dimensions of empowerment that 
allow for comparison across settings, and local meanings of empowerment 
that can be used for in-depth monitoring and assessment. Likewise, Oxfam 
GB’s Women’s Empowerment Index12—based on Lombardini et al.’s (2017) 
framework (Figure 9.1)—comprises a range of indicators that represent the 
characteristics of an “empowered woman.” These indicators are adjusted to 
the socioeconomic context under analysis based on qualitative fieldwork on 

12	  This is not the same as the Women’s Empowerment Index developed by Achandi et al. (2018) or 
that of CARE.
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perceptions of what constitutes an empowered woman, thereby allowing con-
text-specific signs of empowerment to surface. 

The qualitative tools reviewed mostly, but not exclusively, use an emic 
perspective. The GENNOVATE Ladder of Power and Freedom tool takes an 
emic perspective in eliciting local understandings of what strategic decisions 
consist of and what influences ability to make them, but an etic perspective 
to analyzing the data. CARE’s GIMT adopts a similar approach to defining 
empowerment using emic perspectives. The GENNOVATE methodology 
includes a module focused on life histories, which asks participants to identify, 
score, and explain the significance of key moments in different arenas of 
their life going back 10 years (Petesch et al. 2018). These well-being timelines 
reflect participants’ emic understanding of the combinations, interactions, 
and sequencing of key events over their trajectories and their influence on 
subjective well-being. In general, open-ended, qualitative tools allow partici-
pants to express in their own words aspects related to resources, agency, and 
achievements; the different levels at which empowerment manifests itself; and 
their interrelationships. They also surface the relative importance of different 
factors in supporting or hindering empowerment.  

Quantitative and qualitative methods for assessing empowerment both 
have their strengths and limitations. Combining and triangulating methods 
can be valuable in both measurement and analysis. Qualitative and quantita-
tive methods can be combined to create measures, in the measures themselves, 
and in interpretation of results. Several tools have used qualitative methods 
to inform the development of quantitative measures. For instance, Oxfam 
uses FGD data to develop locally relevant thresholds and indicators for its 
Women’s Empowerment Index (Lombardini and McCollum 2018). The 
pro-WEAI developed a suite of qualitative tools (including key informant 
interviews, FGDs, and life histories) to be used with the surveys. Together 
with past qualitative data from the project areas, these informed development 
of the domains, indicators, and thresholds of the index (Malapit et al. 2019, 
Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019). In particular, the negative views of women having 

“power over” others (notably men, but also over other women) informed the 
decision to exclude a domain on coercive power. 

The qualitative data also revealed differences between societies depending 
on whether individual or joint asset ownership or decision-making was 
considered (more) empowering. Thus, these indicators in the index accepted 
both individual and joint as “empowered.” Perhaps most importantly, the 
qualitative data reinforced the understanding that empowerment is rela-
tional and needs to be understood in the context of the entire family and 
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community (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019). This underscores the importance of 
collecting pro-WEAI survey data from men and women or multiple members 
of extended families—that is, co-wives in polygynous households or mothers- 
and daughters-in-law in extended families in South Asia.

Combining qualitative and quantitative methods in the measures them-
selves is less common. One example, noted above, is CARE Pathways’ use of 
FGD data on women’s time use along with survey data on other indicators 
of women’s empowerment. In CARE’s GIMT, the assessment is qualitative 
in nature but the data collected can be quantified to demonstrate the 
direction of change in certain broad categories of indicators. Similarly, the 
GENNOVATE Ladder of Power and Freedom offers a qualitative assessment 
as well as a quantitative figure to show a direction and relative magnitude of 
change. However, combining qualitative and quantitative often entails con-
verting qualitative to quantitative data, during which much of the nuance in 
and advantage of collecting qualitative data is lost.

Joint or iterative use of qualitative and quantitative data for interpre-
tation is one of the most valuable uses of mixed methods. CARE assesses 
women’s empowerment by combining tools, such as the GIMT; the Women’s 
Empowerment Index (Miruka et al. 2015) (see Table 9.1); the Women’s 
Empowerment—Multidimensional Evaluation of Agency, Social Capital 
and Relations (WeMEASR) scale; and the Social Norms Analysis Plot 
(SNAP). The quantitative and qualitative data may contradict each other, 
but this is not a drawback of this method (ibid.). Rather, the creative tension 
between qualitative and quantitative findings should be anticipated and 
appreciated, and can be used to add nuance to the understanding and inter-
pretation of results. For instance, by combining the WEAI, their constructed 
measure of critical consciousness, and qualitative data, O’Hara and Clement 
(2018) could better capture local understandings of empowerment within a 
broader cultural context that shapes values, meanings, and identities.

Galiè et al. (2019) illustrate the value of integrating methods in interpreta-
tion. They combine data from the WELI and quantitative indicators of food 
security with FGD data from pastoralist households in Tanzania. They find 
no significant association between women’s empowerment and household 
food security in the quantitative analysis; yet, in FGDs, women identified 
mechanisms through which changes in their time use and control over 
livestock and land resources had influenced their ability to provide sufficient 
nutritious food for their families. Further analysis points to gender differences 
in who is in charge of securing food versus nutrition at household level—men 
and women, respectively, in this context. Analysis of the qualitative data 
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associated with pro-WEAI also reveals interconnections among the quanti-
tative indicators. For instance, burdens on women’s time as well as relations 
with their husbands and in-laws limit women’s mobilities and abilities to 
participate in groups (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019). Projects that promote group 
membership should address such disempowering aspects, for instance by 
engaging with husbands and mothers-in-law.  

Critical questions in a future research agenda
The growing number of tools and methods for assessing women’s empow-
erment in agriculture and beyond reflects significant efforts to advance 
this field. Yet urgent political and ethical questions as well as substantive 
challenges remain. First, women’s empowerment remains framed predomi-
nantly as a pathway for enhanced agricultural outcomes (for example FAO 
2011, World Bank 2012). In this regard, women farmers are expected to adopt 
technologies to increase productivity and food and nutrition security, without 
questioning their roles and responsibilities. Accordingly, tools designed to 
assess such processes focus on individual women’s access to material resources 
or visible forms of agency, such as decision-making. This reinforces flawed 
assumptions about how empowerment may be achieved through agriculture. 
Yet caution is needed: “Such forms of agency might not lead to social change 
and to collective action that would allow women to challenge oppressive 
economic, social and political structures, as long as women do not critically 
reflect on gender inequalities and its structural causes” (O’Hara and Clement 
2018, 121). A renewed focus is thus necessary on critical consciousness and 
women’s collective action, and their key role in empowerment and gender 
equality—and, more generally, meaningful social change.

Challenging apolitical and instrumentalist views of empowerment in 
AR4D will require refocusing methodologies to explore women’s collective 
and intrinsic agency (“power with” and “power within”) and identify the 
power relations and structures—the environmental-level elements and 
the “power over”—that underpin women’s disempowerment and gender 
inequalities. The pro-WEAI takes an important step in this direction by 
incorporating domains related to intrinsic and collective agency. So, too, does 
the emerging body of research on gender transformative approaches (see 
Chapter 10, this volume) that builds on efforts to assess normative change in 
the field of AR4D (CARE 2017) and beyond (BMGF 2018). 

Second, a focus on women’s empowerment in agriculture should not lose 
sight of the possibility that agriculture itself is not always empowering for 
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women (or men). The prospects agriculture can offer as a pathway toward 
empowerment depend on women’s aspirations; and empowerment will ulti-
mately require that women have the resources and agency to choose to pursue 
meaningful livelihoods within or beyond the sector. The agricultural focus of 
several tools presented offers important insights but may divert attention from 
other areas of rural women’s lives that are at least as relevant for empowerment. 
More holistic measures that capture empowerment outside agriculture are 
needed, to avoid the risk of misclassifying women who have left agriculture 
as disempowered.

Third and related, there is a need to systematically document how shifts in 
empowerment and transformative change occur within agriculture and NRM 
and beyond, at what level(s), and for whom. Qualitative or mixed methods 
approaches can help us focus on the change mechanisms and trajectories 
that enable women to empower themselves. These methodologies will also 
be highly valuable for incorporating a meaningful intersectional perspective. 
Representative samples that are comparable across social groups can also add to 
capturing the diverse, lived realities of marginalized groups (Yount et al. 2018).

Fourth, measures of empowerment must be able to detect situations in which 
advances lead to backlash and setbacks in a change trajectory. Positive change 
in some dimensions can engender impediments in others. Women’s economic 
empowerment does not necessarily correlate with familial, psychological, legal, 
political, and socio-cultural dimensions of empowerment (Bayissa et al. 2018). 
In fact, it can be a double-edged sword, leading to regressive change in certain 
dimensions. Serious challenges to social power structures can create resistance, 
which may be misinterpreted as a lack of effectiveness if assessments are not 
sensitive to this process. This potential backlash has implications from a pro-
grammatic perspective and has not yet been adequately resolved in measures of 
women’s empowerment (for example Batliwala and Pittman 2010). 

Fifth, measures must grapple with the nuances and complexities of deci-
sion-making and agency. The WEAI and related measures have made progress 
in recognizing different degrees of “jointness” in decision-making among 
spouses or household members, and preferences for joint decision-making 
in some conditions and cultures (Acharya et al. 2010, Belcher et al. 2011, 
Farnworth et al. 2019). It is equally relevant to recognize that, in some situations, 
women may not wish to be involved in certain types of decisions (Nazneen et 
al. 2014). An ideal measure of empowerment should be able to discern such 
scenarios of “choosing not to choose” (Kabeer 1999) as a sign of agency rather 
than lack thereof. Measures and interpretations should also be sensitive to how 
heightened self-awareness and critical consciousness can give rise to a decreased 
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sense of agency (Freire 1970). Women’s exposure to new spaces, information, 
and critical reflections on their lives can lead them to (downwardly) reassess 
their own knowledge and sense of empowerment (for example Galiè 2013). 

The refocusing of methodologies, as outlined above, calls for significant 
changes within AR4D. Action-oriented research with multiple actors (such 
as researchers, diverse local groups, non-governmental organizations, local 
authorities, government, etc.) can be particularly well suited to understand and 
address some of the underlying causes of women’s disempowerment and gender 
inequalities (see also Cornwall 2016). Such research, which engages with social 
hierarchies, is complex and messy, and can push AR4D researchers outside 
of their comfort zone. Yet it can also help unearth the structural barriers that 
create privilege and opportunity for some, and constraints, exclusions, and 
disempowerment for others. 

There is also large potential in “using unconventional tools, creative use 
of conventional methods, and thinking outside the box for capturing the less 
researched aspects or developing a deeper understanding of women’s empow-
erment” (Nazneen et al. 2014, 59). These include participatory photography 
(Cornwall and Sardenberg 2014), storytelling and creative writing (Ali 2014), 
intergenerational life history narratives (Tsikata and Darkwah 2014), and 
other methods informed by feminist ethics and epistemological considerations 
(Cornwall and Sardenberg 2014). Visual methods have shown their worth for 
exploring relational agency and aspirations, and surfacing emotions and feelings 
that are difficult to express verbally (Eger et al. 2018), but are used only margin-
ally in AR4D.

Embracing less conventional and mixed-methods approaches to assessing 
empowerment will require new commitments from the AR4D community. It 
will mean learning to respect and dialogue across disciplines rooted in different 
epistemological traditions, and also adequate investment in strengthening capac-
ities in (qualitative) research that demands a specific set of skills that is often in 
shorter supply in the sector. The AR4D ecosystem will need to move beyond a 
preference for quantitative data and experimental designs; reconsider assump-
tions that change follows a linear trajectory; open itself up to exploring unantic-
ipated and negative outcomes; value changes in relationships that are often less 
visible, tangible, and thus measurable; and allow (and budget) for assessments 
(and changes) to take place well beyond short project cycles, considering that 
empowerment and social change can be lengthy processes (Morgan 2014). 
These efforts can bring us closer to the changes needed for women to empower 
themselves and advance gender equality through and beyond agriculture.
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Almost a quarter of a century after the Beijing Declaration, and with 
10 years left to meet the Sustainable Development Goals, The Guardian 
announced the SDG Gender Index’s finding that, “Not one single 

country is set to achieve gender equality by 2030” (Equal Measures 2030 
2019, Ford 2019). This aligns with the most recent Global Gender Gap 
Index, which signals that, on the current trajectory, it will take approximately 
170 years to achieve gender equality (WEF 2016)—a wait of seven generations, 
or two and a half lifetimes for the average woman.1     

While there has been progress through legislative reforms and targeted 
interventions in education, health, and social protection, gender inequalities 
remain particularly pervasive in agriculture-dependent and low-income 
countries. In the SDG Gender Index, for example, no country in sub-Saharan 
Africa, Middle East and North Africa, or Latin America and the Caribbean 
has achieved a good category score.2 Moreover, progress toward gender equality 

“… is hugely variable, hard to advance at pace and, in places, in retreat… dis-
criminatory gendered norms prevail and resistance to progress is common” 
(Pantuliano et al. 2019, 2). 

Girls and women continue to have insufficient control over economic, 
social, and political resources, and “stark disparities between women remain, 
influenced by intersecting social identities such as gender, age, disability, 
ethnicity and class” (Pantuliano et al. 2019, 2). These inequalities are 
embedded in complex and dynamic socioeconomic–environmental contexts, 

1	 The estimated current lifespan for women is 72 years globally (CIA n.d.).
2	 On a five-point scale: very poor-poor-fair-good-excellent (Equal Measures 2030 2019). Fragility 

of context is also a factor: the 10 lowest-scoring countries (Sierra Leone, Liberia, Nigeria, Mali, 
Mauritania, Niger, Yemen, Congo, Democratic Republic of Congo, Chad) are all on the 2018 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development fragile states list. 
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characterized by climate uncertainties, globalization, and a neoliberal ethos 
that has embraced yet simultaneously watered down women’s empowerment 
with remarkable momentum (Cornwall 2018). 

This limited and uneven progress calls for a critical evaluation of why 
gender approaches in development—and specifically in agriculture and 
natural resource management in low-income contexts—have not delivered 
as intended. This requires an interrogation of how agriculture and natural 
resource management frame and engage with gender, so that these sectors can 
more substantively and sustainably address gender inequalities. 

This chapter responds to the pressing imperative for these sectors to 
rethink current manifestations of Gender and Development (GAD). It does 
so by investigating gender transformative approaches as an emerging response 
and potential post-GAD way forward. Gender transformative approaches 
complement and go beyond current “business-as-usual” approaches. The 
latter work around gender constraints and often focus on building women’s 
individual or collective agency or assets. By contrast, gender transformative 
approaches seek to constructively, and in a context-driven way, transform 
structural barriers, in particular constraining norms, that underpin gender 
equality. In this way, they go deeper than common gender integration and 
mainstreaming and tackle the root causes of gender inequalities instead of 
addressing its symptoms (AAS 2012a). As such, emergent gender transforma-
tive strategies embody the ambitious goal of addressing the very foundations 
of gender equality, seeking to reshape unequal power relations and structures 
toward more gender equal ones (Morgan et al. 2015, Wong et al. 2019). 

As a starting point, this chapter offers a rapid critical review of Women 
in Development (WID) and GAD approaches as they have been applied in 
agriculture and natural resource management over the past decades. We then 
look into gender norms as a leverage point for transformative change (Badstue 
et al. 2018a). Next, we turn to gender transformative approaches, examining 
evidence and examples of these in terms of their potential to accelerate 
progress toward gender equality. The chapter concludes by presenting priority 
questions for a future research agenda.

The WID to GAD trajectory and critiques 
Agriculture and natural resource management, and associated agricultural 
research for development, have implemented strategies to engage, benefit, 
and at times empower women for more than half a century. In line with the 
broader development sphere, these strategies began in a WID approach from 
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the 1960s–1970s. As criticisms of WID became widespread, the sectors tran-
sitioned to a GAD approach, which forms the basis for gender mainstreaming 
today (Razavi and Miller 1995, Okali 2011). Specifically, GAD sought to 
redress WID’s emphasis on women and on getting women into formal devel-
opment processes. 

The approach (at least in theory) turned the focus to gender (rather 
than women) and to shaping development processes and outcomes (rather 
than “shaping women” by getting them to take on more responsibilities). It 
did so first through roles-focused framings such as the Harvard Analytical 
Framework (ILO 1998) then moved—albeit to differing degrees—toward a 
gender relations lens, such as Kabeer’s (1994) Social Relations Framework3 (see 
March et al. 1999, Okali 2012, Kawarazuka et al. 2017). In practice, efforts to 
address gender inequalities are lagging behind these theoretical advancements 
(Cornwall 2000, Baruah 2005, Chant 2016), despite policy and program-
matic investments in the agriculture and natural resource management sectors 
toward mainstreaming and becoming more “gender aware” (see Box 10.1, 
Milward et al. 2015, Drucza and Abebe 2017). Decades of implementation 
have now created the opportunity for reflection on the degree to which 
and why these are—or are not—effective and on track. We present such 
critical reflection by pointing to two significant areas of critique of common 
current manifestations of gender approaches: outcomes and how change occurs 
(causality). 

The first dimension of critique relates to the failures of current gender 
approaches to deliver gender outcomes as intended. As Wong et al. (2019, 14) 
note, “gender integration efforts in development initiatives generally, and in 
agricultural development in particular, are not as effective as they could be.” 
We identify four key shortcomings in relation to outcomes. 

First, current approaches may translate into benefits only for the women 
directly involved in a given project, and are unlikely to have empowering 
effects for women beyond its reach. This links to a project focus on reducing 
visible gaps (such as assets or training) for select women (“beneficiaries”) 
rather than addressing broader social constraints that affect all women in the 
context (beyond project participants). 

3	 The Social Relations Framework is positioned in a paradigmatic shift in GAD studies in 
the 1990s, away from the unitary model of the household to the investigation of bargaining 
processes within households. Kabeer’s framework also recognizes how intrahousehold relations 
are affected by extrahousehold institutions, and hence takes into account four institutional 
sites: household, community, market, and government (Kabeer 1994). 
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Second, effects on empowerment or gender equality may dissipate or 
reverse after programs or projects finish. For example, land is a foundational 
factor in gender equality and a primary lever for women’s access to programs, 
technologies, water, and markets (Agarwal 2003, Gunchinmaa et al. 2011, 
Meinzen-Dick 2014, Namubiru-Mwaura 2014). Yet the targeting of land 
resources to women during a project does not necessarily ensure lasting (inter-
generational) equitable outcomes. Studies have found that, even after women 
acquire land—through a project, purchase, redistribution, or other means—a 
plethora of complex structural factors may subsequently erode their control, 
including patrilocal residence norms and practices (Gray and Kevane 1999, 
Hilliard et al. 2016, Doss et al. 2018, Najjar et al. 2020).4

Third, some strategies may (unintentionally) reinforce gender stereotypes 
or barriers (Leder et al. 2017). For example, nutrition-oriented programs 
that focus on working with women’s groups to deliver nutrition and cooking 

4	 This includes that land may be reallocated from women to male children once the project ends 
(Jackson 2003, Baruah 2010, Najjar et al. 2019, 2020). In India as well as Egypt, for example, it 
has been observed that women who acquire and hold land are unwilling or hesitant to pass land 
on to their daughters (Baruah 2010, Najjar et al. 2019, 2020). 

Box 10.1  A gender continuum—exploitative, accommodating, 
transformative 

The Gender Integration Continuum positions policies or programs along a 
continuum ranging from “gender blind” (ignoring gender considerations) 
to “gender aware” (examining and addressing a range of gender issues, 
relations, and dynamics). Within the “gender aware” area, the spectrum 
moves from:

•	 Gender exploitative: reinforcing or using unequal gender dynamics to 
achieve project goals—this should be avoided; 

•	 Gender accommodating: recognizing but working around the gender 
barriers and inequalities, for example engaging women within the 
homestead; and, 

•	 Gender transformative: fostering examination of gender dynamics and 
norms and intentionally strengthening, creating, or shifting structures, 
practices, relations, and dynamics toward equality.

Source: IGWG (2017).
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messaging may unintentionally be reinforcing the norm that cooking and 
unpaid domestic work are “women’s work.”5  

Fourth, common current approaches—including and perhaps especially 
those that target women—may have perverse outcomes. For example, a 
program in the Gambia targeted women with the task of planting trees 
because it perceived that they were “environmentally enthusiastic.” The work 
was not only without pay but also increased women’s already significant 
workloads (Schroeder 1993). Perverse outcomes may also include a backlash, 
tensions, or violence against women (see Kabeer 2005, Slegh et al. 2013). 

Next, the second dimension of critique of common current gender 
approaches relates to how social change occurs. One primary concern is that 
common approaches address visible gaps (such as access to technology, assets, 
or knowledge) but fail to engage with underlying structural gender barriers, 
in particular gender norms (Farnworth et al. 2013, IGWG 2017).6 Gender 
accommodative approaches, as the name implies, acknowledge—and work 
around—gender constraints. For example, an accommodative aquaculture or 
agriculture project may focus on engaging women within the boundaries of 
the homestead and in relation to foods for home consumption, as these spaces 
and the food focus are family and domestic related, and thus already socially 
acceptable for women. The limitation is that this stays within the boundaries 
of gender constraints and thus is unlikely to address the underlying formal 
(policy) or informal (gender norms, attitudes) factors that perpetuate and 
reproduce these constraints (Kantor 2013, McDougall et al. 2015, IGWG 
2017, Wong et al. 2019). In other words, although accommodative strategies 
may close visible gaps in project activities, the underlying factors that origi-
nally limited women and men from engaging and benefiting equally—such as 
policies, gender norms, or attitudes—are likely still in place. 

A related concern is that current approaches risk reverting toward WID’s 
weaknesses in terms of engaging only women. Research and interventions 
have tended to focus on women as atomized units, rather than engaging with 
complexities and in negotiations of the underlying power relations that serve 
to reinforce gendered inequalities (Okali 2011, 2012, Alsos et al. 2013). This 
fails to recognize that agriculture and natural resource management initiatives 
are complex social change processes in which both men and women are actors 
and are interconnected (McDougall 2017). Similarly, many interventions 

5	 This may be considered “gender exploitative” because it is taking advantage of existing gender 
norms in a way that benefits the project (see IGWG 2017).

6	 See Peterson (2005) for related epistemological critique. 
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target women for training and technologies, aiming to strengthen their 
individual agency within existing social and economic structures, rather than 
challenging structural factors, such as land tenure or structural adjustment 
policies and trade agreements, which shape the potential for changes in gender 
dynamics (Cornwall and Edwards 2016, Galiè and Kantor 2016). Together, 
this focus on individuals as the unit of analysis in interventions represents a 
weak mechanism for leveraging change. Specifically, it is overly reliant on the 
ability of those individuals to translate their improved knowledge and capaci-
ties into meaningful choice and strengthened livelihoods. This then risks the 
outcomes of interventions being limited or short-lived. It may even generate 
perverse outcomes: men may perceive women-targeting as threatening, which 
can lead to backlash (Promundo and AAS 2016). 

Finally, an associated critique in terms of how change occurs relates to 
scale: it is common for approaches in agriculture and natural resource man-
agement to operate at a single scale, often that of the household. On the one 
hand, this disregards the significance of intrahousehold dynamics (see Okali 
2011, Ambler et al. 2018). On the other hand, it misses the fact that gender 
barriers—and opportunities—are embedded within multiple scales and thus 
enacting effective and lasting change requires engagement across these (Cole 
et al. 2014a).7 For example, Agarwal (1997) showed how individual women’s 
efforts to receive their share of land required “interlinked contestations,” such 
as the establishment of social legitimacy for women’s independent land rights 
in the community and equal inheritance laws at the government level (see 
also Kevane and Gray 1999, Lambrecht 2016). Similarly, Morgan et al. (2015) 
highlight that gender dynamics influence women’s capacity to use a new aqua-
culture technology at five nested scales, from individual through to macro.  

Current gender mainstreaming efforts have lost touch with earlier potent 
thinking on empowerment and the feminist foundations of gender in devel-
opment. The seminal framing of empowerment by Kabeer (1999, 2001) and 
the emphasis on “the relational nature of empowerment… has fallen out of 
the frame” (Cornwall 2016, 364), for instance in frameworks that emphasize 
assets and opportunity structures (Alsop et al. 2004). While investments in 
women’s agency may be valuable, an overly narrow approach is likely insuffi-
cient for widespread or sustained change. 

7	 Applying a systems thinking lens to this critique (see Meadows 2010), business-as-usual 
approaches are undercutting their own potential in two ways. First, by neglecting to engage with 
the feedback loops that work across scales to reinforce (stabilize, perpetuate) or disrupt unequal 
social systems. Second, by missing the opportunity to engage with critical leverage points for 
change, in particular norms (McDougall 2017, Manlosa et al. 2019).
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Similarly, current gender approaches tend to reinforce an individual and 
instrumental approach to empowerment. They often focus on economic 
empowerment in the neoliberal political economy context (Cornwall 2018) 
for the purpose of leveraging other development goals, such as nutrition or 
growth. The risk here is of losing the intrinsic value of gender equality, and, 
along with it, the inherently political mandate of empowerment to address 
social and gender inequalities (Cornwall 2016). In missing the opportunities 
for leveraging equality through challenging structural factors, the burden 
of the work involved in social change is transferred to women (Chant 2016), 
rather than shared by women and men (and all genders) as members of society 
and invested in by wider political structures. 

These critiques, combined with the increasing establishment of gender 
on donor and development agendas, have led to a push for more effective 
engagement with gender in the agriculture and natural resource management 
sectors over the past decade. Pockets of innovation have emerged, drawing on 
sectors that were already using gender transformative approaches, in particular 
reproductive health. Gender transformative strategies were conceptualized, 
designed, and piloted in various agriculture and natural resource management 
spheres, including small-scale fisheries and aquaculture (AAS 2012b). A 
common focus of these emerging strategies is explicit engagement with struc-
tural gender barriers, in particular norms. The next section sets the stage for 
understanding gender transformative approaches by elucidating social—and 
in particular gender—norms and their significance in shaping gender inequal-
ity in agriculture and natural resource management. 

Gender norms as leverage points for 
transformation
Social norms are the unwritten rules of behavior regarding what is considered 
acceptable and appropriate in a given group or society. They “govern social 
relations and establish expectations as to how we are to act in our everyday 
affairs… and they determine in significant ways the distribution of the 
benefits of social life” (Knight and Ensminger 1998, 105). Social norms 
include perceptions about others that are shared and reproduced within social 
groups and serve as critical drivers, either enabling or constraining particular 
social practices. 

Social norms regarding gender play a central role in creating and perpet-
uating gender equalities and inequalities. Gender norms represent socially 
constituted rules that differentiate women and men’s expected roles and 
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conduct (Pearse and Connell 2016). They differ across contexts and interact 
with other aspects of identity (such as wealth, ethnicity, or religion) and other 
expectations and practices. Gender norms and the associated power relations 
operate at multiple levels, from household, social group, and community 
to agroecological landscapes, market systems, and the overall policy and 
legislative environment. They are tied to deeply rooted, albeit context-related 
and dynamic, value systems that inform day-to-day practice in varied and 
sometimes seemingly contradictory ways. Gender norms are often subcon-
scious and largely maintained by everyday social interactions, and psychologi-
cal processes that come to define power relations, including women and men’s 
subjectivity (Ridgeway 2009). In many settings and across scales, deep-rooted 
beliefs about men’s intrinsic authority and competence relative to women are 
continuously “re-inscribed into new organizational procedures and rules that 
actors develop through their social relations” (ibid., 152), reproducing what is 
known as hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).8

Normative expectations are reinforced by social sanctions, such as the 
ridicule of men who show their emotions, or the condemnation and harsh 
criticism of women who interact in public with men who are not their 
relatives. The perceived threat of social sanctions against women or men 
who challenge existing gender norms have been found to compel youth of 
both genders across a range of agricultural and natural resource management 
contexts to conform to normative expectations (Elias et al. 2018). 

In agricultural and natural resource management contexts, gender norms 
shape what are considered appropriate pursuits and assets for women and men, 
the value and recognition placed on each gender group for performing them, 
and the distribution of benefits derived from these. In Ethiopia, for example, 
local beliefs framed technologies appropriate for women as those that fit 
within the homestead and aligned with gendered norms positioning women as 
responsible for household food and nutritional security (Mulema et al. 2019). 
Similarly, studies in Africa and Asia found that women’s ability to pursue 
new technologies and engage as agricultural innovators were shaped by norms 
related to mobility constraints, gendered workloads, and perceptions of men 

8	 Hegemonic masculinity refers to the socially legitimized practice of men’s dominance in society. 
Specifically, it embodies the dominance of men who represent ways of “being a man” associ-
ated with what are considered traditional powerful masculine identities in any given society. 
Conversely, the term refers to the socially legitimized subordination of women, and other 
genders, including nonconforming ways of “being a man”, perceived as feminine (see Jewkes et 
al. 2015).
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as “farmers” and decision-makers versus women as “helpers” and subordinates 
(Aregu et al. 2018, Mulema et al. 2019).9 

In agricultural contexts, these norms intertwine with hegemonic mascu-
linity, connected with the dramatic qualities and visual allure of technology, 
machinery, and infrastructure (Oldenziel 1999, Brandth and Haugen 2005, 
Zwarteveen 2008).10 The “masculine rural” (Campbell and Bell 2000) in 
Southern African contexts, for example, is associated with the value placed on 
hard physical labor, toughness, and the need to control nature and equipment. 
As Cole et al. (2015, 158) describe, “‘big man’ in a rural, southern African 
setting… might describe a person who is powerful, chief-like, demands respect, 
is married (perhaps to multiple women) and head of a household, accumulates 
wealth through people (e.g., children, spouse), and owns or controls assets 
such as land, cattle, and farming equipment.” This cultural linking of technol-
ogy, leadership, and masculinity underpins influential gender norms shaping 
behaviors, opportunities, and constraints for men and women. 

Patriarchal norms also have significant influence beyond household 
and local scales; they manifest in, and shape, whom development programs 
and policy recognized and enable. Women often remain largely invisible to 
institutions at program and policy scales, as they are not perceived as “real” 
farmers, fishers, and agricultural or natural resource management leaders 
in many contexts (see Zhao et al. 2013, Feldman 2018). As Twyman et al. 
(2015, 12) note, despite widespread farming of rice by women, “this is a norm 
held by many researchers, enumerators, community leaders, and male and 
female farmers, all of whom claim unequivocally that, ‘women are not rice 
producers.’” Gender norms and associated biases that ascribe authority and 
economic roles to men often mean that women’s farming or natural resource 
management initiatives remain hidden or framed as part of their domestic 
work. Women’s contributions are then underrepresented in data, leading to 
omissions or weakness in agriculture and natural resource management policy 
and practice (Kleiber 2015). 

Following on from the above, gender norms embedded in development 
programs and institutions influence the extent to which women and men 
are able to benefit from new knowledge and technologies delivered through 
extension systems. Agricultural training and extension systems have been 

9	 See also the GENNOVATE collection of studies on norms and innovation from across 
26 countries: https://gennovate.org/  

10	 In Australia and Norway, agricultural leadership is also seen as masculine, drawing credibility 
from masculine notions of on-farm technical expertise, mechanical competence, and physical 
strength (Brandt and Haugen 2005, Pini 2005). 
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found to favor men as knowledge recipients and as “knowers,” reflecting insti-
tutionally held gender norms that position men as “heads of household” and 

“primary farmers” and imbue them with greater resources and decision-making 
power (Gilbert et al. 2002, Katungi et al. 2008, Peterman et al. 2010, Davis 
et al. 2012, Aregu et al. 2017). An analysis of data from 84 GENNOVATE 
community case studies in 19 countries shows that more than twice the 
amount of men as women reported receiving encouragement from extension 
services, and there was an overall difference in the type and quality of men 
and women’s interactions with external partners (Badstue et al. 2018b). 
Women’s unequal access to agricultural information is further reinforced 
by various locally reinforced norms that exclude women from public spaces 
and hinder their opportunities to gain knowledge, skills, recognition, and 
benefits from their agricultural and natural resource management pursuits 
(Elias 2018).

Patriarchal ownership and inheritance of land in rural societies also 
evidence the interactions between gender norms across scales. As Doss et al. 
(2018, 71) highlight: 

“Both the legal systems and patriarchal gender norms may prohibit or 
make it difficult for women to acquire and retain land. In addition, 
almost all inheritance systems disadvantage women in terms of 
inheritance, and when women legally inherit, they often face strong 
social pressure to relinquish their inheritance.” 

As an illustration of the tenacity of this challenge, in Ethiopia, multiple 
iterations of land reform have been enacted to even out land ownership among 
different groups of people, including adding married women to land certificates 
(Mulema and Damtew 2016). Yet, although these reform processes have led 
to modest changes, men still dominate decision-making over land, as formal 
tenure interacts with local informal dynamics and norms (Tefera 2013; see 
also Doss et al. 2013). This constrains the productive ability of women in 
general, and female-headed households are affected more than others in terms 
of knock-on constraints in accessing inputs and services (Mulema and Damtew 
2016; see also Agarwal 1994, 2003). This interaction of structural factors across 
scales perpetuating land inequalities is similarly illustrated in the Pacific. In 
the Solomon Islands, for example, “the recursive constitution of property and 
authority through the state tends to consolidate control over land in the hands 
of a small number of men, while reproducing state norms and institutions as a 
masculine domain” (Monson 2017, 385). A critical point is that gender norms 
are not fixed or immutable; rather, they are negotiated and (re)constructed, 
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sometimes in complex and strategic ways (Locke et al. 2017, Stern et al. 2017). In 
the heavily male-dominated shrimp production sector in Indonesia, for example, 
a minority of women engage in a norm-transgressing livelihood activity as 
shrimp farm operators, even at the cost of condemnation from community 
members (Sari et al. 2017). In Zambia, some men have taken on caregiving roles 
traditionally associated with women, while giving up drinking and extramarital 
behaviors traditionally associated with masculinity, because they perceived the 
benefits to their family outweighed the risks of social retribution (Bevitt 2017).

In a nuanced example, some women in Egypt who took on irrigation 
roles, and who were given land titles and training on irrigation technologies, 
transgressed gender norms related to leadership and technological prowess. 
Interestingly, these women simultaneously accented their compliance with 
other norms, such as obedience and propriety, which enabled them to better 
negotiate their participation in irrigation management and the adaption of 
the associated technologies (Najjar et al. 2019). The dynamism of norms is 
of significance to the proposition of gender transformative change: it means 
that norms may be endogenously questioned in ways that can provide space 
for negotiation, contestation, and change (Stern et al. 2017). This, in turn, 
may spur a process in which new normative expectations—and thus gender 
dynamics—take hold and spread across key reference groups (Bicchieri 
2005). In sum, the fact that gender norms are underlying drivers of gendered 
practices but also dynamic and changeable makes them critical leverage points 
for enhancing gender equality (McDougall 2017). 

Gender transformative approaches: experiences 
and evidence
In response to the above critiques of current gender approaches, and given 
expanding awareness regarding the significance of gender norms, a growing 
number of research-for-development institutes and development agencies have 
developed and applied a range of gender transformative strategies over the past 
decade.11 This section takes a closer look at the approaches and seeks to better 
understand what outcomes they generate and the mechanisms through 
which change happens. Table 10.1 draws on existing reviews and the broader 

11	 These include, but are not limited to, Oxfam Novib’s Gender Action Learning System; Send-a-Cow’s 
Transformative Household Methodology; Oxfam’s Rapid Care Analysis; World Food Program 
Community Conversations; Wise Asset-Based Community Development; the Self-Help Africa 
Family Life Model; CARE’s Social Analysis and Action; the Helen Keller Institute’s Nurturing 
Connections; and Promundo and CARE’s Journeys of Transformation. 
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literature to present examples of gender transformative approaches from  
across health, nutrition, agriculture, and natural resource management 
sectors.12 We discuss emerging insights regarding reported outcomes and how 
change happens (mechanisms) of the gender transformative approaches. We 
further unpack the mechanisms of change by presenting and discussing two 
in-depth examples.  

The six selected examples of gender transformative approaches in 
Table 10.1 offer three emerging insights in terms of outcomes. First, these 
approaches foster a range of significantly important and interconnected 
gender outcomes: 

•	 Shifts in barriers underlying gender inequalities (gender attitudes 
including about violence, behaviors associated with harmful masculinities 
such as drinking alcohol); 

•	 Multiple kinds of improvements in women’s empowerment and changes in 
gender relations (in particular decision-making, division of labor and care 
work, control over assets, ability to apply knowledge); and,

•	 Contributions to other development outcomes or intermediate outcomes 
(production practices; nutrition, HIV and health).   

These emerging findings align with the hypothesis that gender transforma-
tive approaches may be able to redress limited and superficial gender outcomes. 
In particular, they represent a significant breadth and depth of gender-related 
outcomes, including changes across the cases in underlying attitudes. As 
attitudes are measured as a proxy for norms, this suggests the approaches are 
at least starting to contribute to shifts in some underlying structural gender 
barriers. 

Second, however, the selected cases reveal a gap in empirical evidence 
regarding outcomes from gender transformative approaches compared with 
those from gender accommodative approaches. Without this evidence base, it 
is difficult to empirically assess the specific and relative contributions of trans-
formative dimensions across different gender transformative approaches. 

The study by Cole et al. (2018; see also Cole et al. 2020) is one of the 
few that offers a direct empirical, quantitative comparison of an accommo-
dative with a transformative approach. It does so in relation to a technical 

12	 This selection builds on existing reviews of gender transformative approaches to identify cases with 
evidenced outcomes (Rottach et al. 2009, Drucza and Abebe 2017, and Wong et al. 2019) as well as 
specific peer-reviewed publications and gray literature. Some information, such as the duration of 
interventions, was not available for all cases.
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innovation (postharvest loss reduction technologies) in three villages in the 
Barotse Floodplain, Zambia. Using a quasi-experimental design, the study 
applied an accommodative gender approach in three villages. This entailed 
timing and location of participatory action research sessions to accommodate 
women, strategies to include and give space to women in participatory action 
research sessions, and so forth. In a separate treatment branch of three similar 
villages, the study applied these practices plus a gender transformative strategy. 
This comprised drama skits focusing on context-specific gender issues 
combined with reflexive sessions within participatory action research groups. 
Comparing findings across study, the gender transformative approach was 
found to catalyze more significant change in gender attitudes, as well as in the 
measured indicators of women’s empowerment as compared with the gender 
accommodative approach.   

Third, the above gap notwithstanding, the cases illustrate a shared 
strength in terms of how to measure complex outcomes. While the specific 
measures of gender equality and women’s empowerment are not consistent 
across the cases in Table 10.1, the cases’ approaches to measurement have in 
common that they value multiple research methods and methodologies and 
employ different ways of knowing. Qualitative and quantitative approaches 
are used to unveil different experiences of change. As such, the cases reflect an 
emergent critical questioning in the field regarding the dominance of quanti-
tative methodologies and data as (the only) “real evidence” and increasing rec-
ognition of qualitative methods and measures in the field of assessing gender 
transformative change (Morgan 2014, Hillenbrand et al. 2015b).

In terms of how change happens, the examples in Table 10.1 illustrate 
that gender transformative approaches seek to engage with underlying 
barriers and focus not only on women. The mechanisms used across the cases 
are rooted in a combination of reflexive, participatory methods and tools 
designed to enable participants to be agents in a social change process. These 
focus in particular on locally driven critical reflection of gender norms and 
dynamics. Cases 10.1 and 10.2 present two in-depth cases that elucidate strat-
egies and processes in more depth. We then further unpack how gender trans-
formative approaches work iteratively in and across three levels and spheres: 
individual capacities; social relations; and, social structures (see Sarapura and 
Puskur 2014; also Wong et al. 2019). 

At the individual level, in both Cases 10.1 and 10.2, the approaches use 
reflexive processes to develop capabilities and agency in order to critically 
examine and shift constraining gender norms and practices. When effective, 
this type of learning is transformative: it shifts mental models, values, and 
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Case 10.1  Testing a gender transformative approach combined with a 
polyculture harvesting technology in Bangladesh 

Frequent consumption of nutrient-rich mola, a small indigenous fish, can 
play a significant role in combating stunting and undernutrition (Belton et 
al. 2011), both of which are common in Bangladesh. Yet in the Barisal region 
of southwest Bangladesh, similar to other areas, the harvesting of fish 
from backyard ponds is a role socially assigned to men. Women—and their 
spouses—face criticism or ridicule from family and neighbors if women take 
on this role. Moreover, since harvesting typically requires getting into the 
pond, women express reluctance to engage in this role—because it would 
mean their clothing would stay wet all day. 

To address these challenges, WorldFish developed and piloted an 
integrated social and technical strategy as a part of the United States 
Agency for International Development-funded Aquaculture for Income and 
Nutrition project. A technical innovation in the form of a gillnet that could be 
used from the bank was developed to address the practical challenge that 
women faced. Addressing the normative barriers, however, required a gender 
transformative strategy at both intrahousehold and community level. 

At the household level, this comprised gender consciousness-raising 
exercises, adapted from Helen Keller International’s Nurturing Connections 
manual (Hillenbrand et al. 2015a). These were facilitated by WorldFish with 
women and men from the same households, and more powerful household 
members (often in-laws), over approximately one year, integrated within 
technical aquaculture and nutrition trainings. Facilitators sought to create a 
socially and emotionally safe environment for participants to engage candidly 
and without fear of repercussions. Tools included Hopes & Fears, Power 
Hierarchies, Who Decides, trust-building exercises, and discussions of 
gendered behaviors, access to nutrition, and obstacles to change (adapted 
from Hillenbrand et al. 2015a, Promundo-USA and WorldFish 2016). Several 
of these were emotionally powerful experiences for participants: some tools 
surfaced recognition of negative emotional and practical (income or nutrition) 
effects of gender norms on women and other household members. This 
sparked dialogue between more and less powerful household members 
about possibilities for changing gender dynamics. 

To reduce normative barriers at the community level, the project piloted 
similar exercises with community members, including neighbors and village 
leaders. The tools used included Hopes & Fears, Looking at Our Attitudes, 
Acting Like a Man/Woman, How Will We Empower Each Other?, Gender 
Equality Solutions, The Man Box, and a historical timeline of changes in 

gender relations.

Source: Kruijssen et al. (2016), Choudhury (2019), Österblom et al. (2020), Choudhury and Castellanos (2020). 
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beliefs because it goes beyond knowledge acquisition (Cole et al. 2014b, Wong 
et al. 2019). Dialogues facilitated in gender transformative processes aim to 
engage participants at an emotional level to trigger an appreciation of the need 
for change. For example, Case 10.1 sparked interest in change by surfacing 
awareness of the effects of constraining gender norms and relations on 
individual well-being as well as family goals and well-being. This reflects that 
transformation works through a process of seeing-feeling-changing. This flow 

Case 10.2  Using Community Conversations to transform gender relations 
in Ethiopia 

Research under the CGIAR Research Program on Livestock and Fish 
looked at gender inequalities and animal health disease constraints in small 
ruminants and how these affected men and women in smallholder livestock 
production systems in Ethiopia. The Program found that gender norms and 
division of labor expose women and men to different levels of risk of zoonotic 
diseases, with women often more affected. Gender norms constrain women 
from owning and controlling livestock, which limits their ability to make 
livestock-related decisions, join local associations such as community-
based sheep-breeding cooperatives, and adopt integrated livestock health 
management practices that improve rural livelihoods and empower women. 
The Program aimed to address these through gender-related interventions 
tackling the unequal division of labor, access to and control of livestock 
resources, and exposure to zoonotic diseases by different household 
members. 

The gender teams from the International Livestock Research Institute and 
the International Centre for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas in Ethiopia 
piloted a community-based transformative approach called Community 
Conversations. Between 2018 and 2019, a series of modules were facilitated 
in four villages in three districts in the Southern Nations, Nationalities and 
Peoples region, and Amhara region. Fifty to sixty men and women small 
ruminant farmers, researchers, and local development partners participated 
in a series of four rounds of these conversations. Each session used a 
combination of interactive learning techniques to aid understanding, learning, 
and reflection, including pictures and posters, story-telling, and probing 
questions. Facilitators sought to create a safe space for women and men to 
freely articulate their views and agreed on indicators of change together with 
participants. Both qualitative and quantitative methods were used to track 
change in knowledge, attitudes, and practices.

Source: Lemma et al. (2018), Kinati et al. (2019). 
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of see-feel-change is more powerful than that of analyze-think-change when it 
comes to catalyzing change (see Kotter and Cohen 2002).  

In terms of social relations, two points merit attention. First, both in-depth 
cases—and all examples in Table 10.1—engage men and women together 
in the gender transformative learning processes. Although transformative 
learning has an individual dimension, it also takes place among individuals. 
The nature of transformative learning and how it occurs is in fact highly social, 
relational, and interactive (Vernooy and McDougall 2003). The women and 
men involved “together build a more integrated or inclusive perspective of the 
world. Through the learning process, they jointly transform some part of their 
worldview, for example their understanding of social relations” (ibid., 116; 
emphasis added). 

Building on this, a second point is that both in-depth cases illustrate 
participatory interactions about relations and power dynamics. Tools such 
as ‘Power hierarchies’ and trust games within facilitated dialogues make 
these relations and power dynamics—and their outcomes—explicit. The 
effectiveness of the tools relies on the facilitators being able to create a socially 
safe and enabling environment that allows reflexive dialogue of this nature 
(McDougall et al. 2015).

Third, in terms of social structures, both cases illustrate the fundamental 
difference between accommodative and gender transformative approaches: 
the focus on engaging with underlying structural gender barriers, in particular 
dynamics around gender norms. While locally focused, both cases addition-
ally illustrate engagement with structures across multiple scales and with 
multiple actors. Case 10.1, for example, explicitly and sequentially engaged 
at intrahousehold and community scales; Case 10.2 engaged both farmers 
and other development actors. The latter, in particular, highlights that 
gender transformative approaches aspire to challenge development actors and 
agencies, including development and research-for-development organizations, 
to become critically self-aware of their own gender positions, beliefs, and 
biases (Sarapura and Puskur 2014, Wong et al. 2019). 

Looking ahead: a research agenda to enable 
more transformative change
A critical unpacking of the quiet, emerging evolution in gender approaches 
outlined in this chapter suggests that agriculture and natural resource man-
agement—and, more broadly, development—are progressing along a spectrum, 
moving beyond mainstream GAD and accommodative approaches. In other 
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words, the gender, agriculture, and natural resource management trajectory 
is transitioning into a new era: that of seeking transformative change. Proof 
of concept and pilot studies are setting the stage for an engagement with 
gender that is unprecedented in terms of going below the surface to tackle the 
deeper normative and structural barriers that underpin and perpetuate gender 
inequalities. These highlight that it is possible to use natural resource man-
agement and agriculture interventions as entry points to address structural 
gender inequalities by engaging community actors in a process of normative 
change, which will affect women and men’s lives beyond agriculture and 
natural resource management. 

While there are solid theoretical arguments and evidence that GAD 
accommodative approaches are insufficient on their own for enabling agri-
culture and natural resource management programs to contribute fully to 
women’s empowerment and gender equality, there are still substantive gaps 
in knowledge and progress is needed in gender transformative approaches. As 
a contribution to a future research agenda that promotes robust movement 
toward women’s empowerment and gender equality, here we present priority 
research issues and questions in three critical areas: (1) transformational 
change with diverse actors and in different contexts; (2) scaling out change at 
the local level; and, (3) scaling up change beyond the local. 

Achieving transformational change with diverse actors in 
different contexts

The importance of intersectionality is increasingly recognized in gender 
approaches in agriculture and natural resource management (for example 
Colfer et al. 2018, Perkins 2019). This needs further progress in gender trans-
formative approaches. As Ndinda and Ndhlovu (2018, 2) note: 

“… we must focus not only on what divides and unites us, but also the 
complex and interdependent processes that highlight the reasons why 
women are subordinated. Thus, given diversity of populations, levels of 
oppression depend on gender, class, race and ethnicity. Such conceptu-
alisations also guard against tunnel vision approaches for investigating 
SDGs and their implications for redistributive policies and the nature 
of ownership and control.” 

In order for a transformative agenda to be inclusive, further investiga-
tions are needed regarding how to engage effectively with the multiplicity 
of gender and identity (Marlow and Martinez Dy 2018, Ndinda and 
Ndhlovu 2018). This will have important implications in terms of “leaving 
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no one behind”—especially women facing multiple forms of marginaliza-
tion—within the larger neoliberal trends shaping agriculture and natural 
resource management.

As well as generating intersectional insights, and refining the ability to 
measure transformative change (see Chapter 9, this volume), the agriculture 
and natural resource management sectors will need to generate evidence to 
guide effective transformative strategies. This includes resolving tensions 
regarding entry points. Literature suggests that change at the household 
level is more difficult than change at the community level, and that women 
simultaneously engage in “scalar politics” to disperse gender struggles at the 
household and community levels (Howitt 1998, Bassett 2002). Women may 
thus need to bypass the scale of the household in order to secure productive 
resources for agricultural innovations. Yet much momentum around gender 
transformative approaches is focused on household methodologies.  

Bringing these together, there are three key gaps/questions:

1.	 Identifying which gender transformative strategies, at which scales 
(household, group, district, national) reliably catalyze which outcomes 
in agriculture and natural resource management. How do these 
outcomes compare with those from common GAD approaches in the 
short and the longer term (that is, sustainability), for different actors? 
How to limit perverse outcomes in agriculture and natural resource 
management (such as time burdens and backlash)? 

2.	 Clarifying local entry points. Under what conditions do tensions and 
opportunities between household and community scales exist, and 
what are the implications for effective and efficient gender transforma-
tive strategies?

3.	 Advancing research outcomes and change needed to unpack variability 
between and within contexts. How do outcomes of gender transfor-
mative approaches vary by context? For different groups within the 
same contexts (by age, socioeconomic status, other), including more 
vulnerable women and men? Which factors enhance or limit effective-
ness of gender and social change mechanisms for different groups in 
varying contexts?

This calls for further investment in well-designed pilots across contexts, 
and with a range of women and men (and other genders, as appropriate). To 
optimize the utility of the findings, balancing innovation with breadth, these 
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ideally strike a balance between emerging strategies and measurement and the 
adoption of harmonized methodologies that can enable later meta-analysis.

Scaling-out change at the local level

While a growing number of projects apply gender transformative approaches, 
to date these efforts have relied on relatively intensive, facilitated, face-to-face 
interactions with household members. Given the demands of transformative 
strategies, it seems unlikely that sufficient widespread change will occur 
through the route of more projects in discrete locales. Moreover, as gender 
transformative approaches gain in popularity among development organi-
zations, there is a significant risk that these complex strategies may be scaled 
in a reductionist way. In other words, they may be applied as tools without 
substance, or via organizations lacking the prerequisite capacities, and thus 
without potential for effective influence (Wong et al. 2019).13 

These signal a research agenda that address the following three questions:

1.	 What are the essential elements of gender transformative strategies—
and are these viable for scaling? To what extent and how can strategies 
be trimmed and kept affordable, as well as moved across contexts, 
without becoming token and losing transformative effects? As gender 
transformative approaches are trimmed down, adapted, and scaled, how 
can we mitigate the risk of reductionist use or co-optation? 

2.	 Beyond development projects, what is the role and capacity of public 
and private sector actors in catalyzing and scaling out transformative 
change, such as through extension systems? Conversely, to what extent 
can gender transformative strategies be scaled through peer-to-peer 
(community-to-community, South-to-South) learning models? How 
does the nature and quality differ from scaling directly through devel-
opment agencies? For all of the above, how would the required capabili-
ties best be developed? 

3.	 Are there ways to engage women and men effectively in gender transfor-
mative processes that do not rely on extensive face-to-face engagements, 
for example through the use of digital platforms? What risks would this 
involve and how can these be mitigated?

13	 Gender transformative approaches could potentially be co-opted by facilitating agencies (and their 
alliances, including the private sector) in the way that farmer field schools are reported to have 
been in some contexts, shifting from people- to technology-centric or from empowerment to profit 
(Sherwood et al. 2012).
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Scaling-up: enacting change beyond the local

While household-scale change is essential, achieving lasting, substantive 
transformation toward gender equality will require change at multiple 
levels. Specifically, it will require the scaling-up of transformation to 
beyond-household scales and institutions, including to groups, markets, and 
policy and legal arenas (Stern et al. 2017, Wong et al. 2019)—and, impor-
tantly, to research-for-development organizations themselves. Yet, while some 
beyond-household approaches are emerging, to date there are relatively few 
evidenced strategies and pathways to continue “upward” with transformative 
change. This is an area in critical need of further examination. 

In terms of organizational change, the above strategies and pathways rely 
on the engagement of actors, such as development agencies, government, and 
civil society organizations (Kantor 2013, Sarapura and Puskur 2014). In order 
for these organizations to be effective as change agents, they themselves need 
to manifest gender equality (Goetz 1997, Rao et al. 1999, Cole et al. 2014a, 
Sarapura and Puskur 2014). Yet development organizations—despite decades 
of expressed commitment to gender mainstreaming—continue to manifest 

“tenacious forms of resistance” when it comes to internalizing gender (Verma 
2014, 193). Thus, knowledge gaps regarding how to catalyze and sustain 
effective organizational change are also a priority for further research, so that 
organizations facilitate first by “walking the talk” of gender equality.

Finally, scaling-up further requires critical engagement with contemporary 
neoliberal investments and policies that pervade global discourse, including 
orientation toward a free market, deregulation, and privatization of resources 
and services. In terms of gender, dual trends and risks are evident. There are 
risks of decision-making and opportunities excluding women (and margin-
alized groups), such as within the rapidly expanding, but so far gender-blind, 
Blue Economy (Cohen et al. 2019, Njuki and Leone 2019, Österblom et al. 
2020). Moreover, the very visible global embracing of women’s economic 
empowerment risks co-optation of feminist goals in a way that does little to 
challenge deeply rooted and persistent power imbalances. Unless explicitly 
challenged, gender and social inequalities may be further entrenched or even 
intensified in such investments and trends (Bezner Kerr 2012, Cornwall 2018, 
Njuki and Leone 2019).

To enable progress in these areas, three key questions emerge:
1.	 What are the most promising strategies to catalyze gender transfor-

mative change beyond the household level—that is, at the community 
group or network level, and in markets and policy and legal arenas? 
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What are the risks and how can we mitigate them? What are the 
effects of different strategies at different scales? How, why, and in what 
direction does transformation at one scale lead to transformation at 
another, and what does this indicate in terms of entry points? What 
factors shape the extent to which transformation occurs, is amplified, or 
is sustained? 

2.	 How can organizations seeking to catalyze gender transformative 
change in the development sector transition to and maintain internal 
gender equality cultures and systems as a foundation? What would 
incentivize such transitions? What lessons are transferable across public, 
private, civil, community, and development organizations, including 
agricultural research-for-development organizations? 

3.	 Within the larger neoliberal trends, how do gender transformative 
strategies affect the ways that different women and marginalized people 
engage with broader socio-political and economic processes, opportuni-
ties, or risks? Are there risks associated with private sector engagement 
in transformative approaches? What does all the above imply for actors, 
entry points, and sequencing of strategies to support gender equality in 
the current neoliberal climate? 

Final thoughts

The need to strengthen the contribution of agriculture and natural resource 
management to gender equality is serious and pressing. Agriculture and 
natural resource management shape the livelihoods, nutrition, and well-being 
of the majority of the world’s men and women in low-income contexts—yet 
manifest in deeply gendered outcomes. These dynamics and inequalities have 
persisted despite wide mainstreaming of GAD. Emerging transformative 
approaches advance gender in these sectors by pushing back on the limits 
of how gender is addressed, including against the instrumental trend 
of essentializing women as “special agents of development.” Specifically, 
transformative approaches represent a shift toward engaging with the 
underlying constraining social structures and intersectional power dynamics 
that perpetuate gender inequalities across scales. In doing so, they add value to 
the sectors by helping unmask and address the systemic faultlines of complex 
inequalities and institutionalized power and politics, exclusion, and inequality. 

More broadly, transforming a persistently unequal world will require 
analyzing—and consciously strengthening—how gender is interpreted and 
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played out by agriculture and natural resource management institutions as 
well as in the wider political economy of development. Gender transformative 
approaches offer a potent opportunity to shift the trajectory and transition 
from pervasively slow or regressive trends toward substantive and lasting 
progress. The 2030 transformational agenda provides the mandate and 
momentum for this transition, calling for “bold and transformative steps 
which are urgently needed to shift the world onto a sustainable and resilient 
path” (UN 2015).
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Praise for Advancing Gender Equality through Agricultural 
and Environmental Research: Past, Present, and Future

“Every few years a landmark book is published that reframes the global debate 
and influences future directions on an important topic. In the field of gender 
equality in agriculture and environment, this is one such book. What makes this 
book distinctive is the ambition of the authors — all leading gender researchers — 
to reflect on past lessons, take stock of progress, and propose an engaging, 
forward-looking agricultural research agenda to achieve gender equality and 
women’s empowerment.  If you are working in agriculture and environment 
and want to make sure that your interventions have long-lasting impacts on the 
lives of men, women, girls, and boys, this is the book you must read.” 

— 	 Susan Kaaria, Senior Gender Officer and Team Leader Gender, Inclusive Rural 
Transformation and Gender Equality Division, FAO

“What might our world look like if achieving gender equality and women’s 
empowerment was a central concern of agricultural and environmental 
research and development? This is the cleverly “flipped” question that lies at 
the heart of this landmark book. If you want to know what the next generation 
of gender research will be in the field of agriculture and environment, 
open up this collection and experience the pleasures and challenges of 
transformational thinking.” 

— 	 Katherine Gibson, Institute for Culture and Society, Western Sydney University, 
Australia 

“The CGIAR system has generated some of the seminal research in how we 
understand gender dynamics in the context of development. This overarching 
tome gives us the history of this work and breaks it into topical discussions, 
providing a key resource for those looking to understand how gender 
inequalities relate to the area in which they work. Building on this insightful 
synthesis, the authors also provide a cutting-edge agenda to guide the next 
generation of research.”  

—	 Markus Goldstein, Lead Economist, Africa Gender Innovation Lab and Chief 
Economist’s Office, World Bank
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