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Introduction

The global agriculture sector relies heavily on women, who constitute a
significant portion of the workforce, especially in developing countries

(FAO 2014). Despite their crucial role, women face inequalities in access to
essential resources (FAO 2011), which results in lower agricultural productivity
and increased poverty (Kiptot and Franzel 2011). Research in the agriculture
sector estimates that if women had equitable access to education and
other resources, production would increase by 10 to 20% (Quisumbing and
Pandolfelli 2010). And as climate change threatens food systems (Steiner et
al. 2020), addressing these gender gaps becomes even more urgent.
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Agroforestry, as a climate-smart agricultural practice,
offers promise by increasing land productivity, improving
socioeconomic outcomes and promoting climate change
mitigation and adaption (Bose 2015; Haeggman et al.
2020). Agroforestry is a broadly defined term that involves
the cultivation of a diverse mix of trees, shrubs and

crops, and, in some cases, their integration with livestock
farming. This dynamic system of natural resource
management, rooted in ecological principles, effectively
incorporates trees into various landscapes, including
farms and ranches (Kitalyi et al. 2013). Regarded as a
sustainable land-use practice, agroforestry contributes to
agricultural productivity, delivering economic, ecological,
social and cultural benefits (Awazi and Tchamba 2019).
Agroforestry significantly reinforces smallholder farmers’
climate resilience, supporting food security, health
benefits, environmental stability and reduced vulnerability
to natural hazards (Haeggman et al. 2020).

In agroforestry systems across the globe, women play

a significant role, (Debbarma et al. 2015). However,
agroforestry systems are not gender-neutral (FAO 2013;
Degrande and Arinloye 2014; Haoeggman et al. 2020).
Despite their pivotal role, women experience more
disadvantages compared to men due to a complex net
of socioeconomic, cultural and institutional factors (Kiptot
and Franzel 2012). Gender disparities persist, and social
norms influence how men and women engage with
natural resources, affecting the adoption of agroforestry
(Kiptot and Franzel 2012). Barriers such as restricted
access to land, education, decision-making processes
and finance hinder women’s participation (Nguyen et al.
2021). Yet, empowering women to adopt agroforestry can
lead fo increased household well-being, food security and
community development (Nguyen et al. 2021; jJamal 2023).

Gender roles in agroforestry management

Gender dynamics in agroforestry play a crucial role

in community life. Gender roles, which consist of the
expected behaviours and responsibilities of individuals
based on their gender (Blackstone 2003), significantly
influence how both men and women engage with
forests, agroforestry and trees as vital resources for their
livelihoods. Unfortunately, especially in rural areas there
are notable disparities in the roles, rights and duties
assigned to women and men. These inequalities are
evident in various aspects of daily life, including decision-
making, access to benefits from forest and tree resources,
and experiences in forest and tree-based environments
(Kiptot 2015).

Research conducted by Pasaribu et al. (2019) in

Sungai Langka village, Indonesia, shows the tangible
manifestation of these gender roles. Findings from this
study reveal that women’s contributions extend beyond
household chores, with several households actively
involving women in various agroforestry management
activities (Figure 1).

The study highlights a prevailing gender divide in
agroforestry management activities, with men primarily
handling these responsibilities due to their role as primary
earners for their families. This finding aligns with Suwardi’s
(2010) research, which also observed that men tend to
invest more time in community forest management tasks
due to their greater familial financial responsibilities. In
addition, the division of labour between men and women
in agroforestry is often influenced by the perception of
physical strength and abilities. Men are typically assigned
tasks perceived as physically demanding or requiring
greater strength, such as land preparation, planting,
plant maintenance and fransportation. These gender-
based roles have historical roots and are reinforced by
cultural norms and expectations (Elias 2016).

Consequently, this gender-based division of labour

in agroforestry can have significant implications for
women’s participation in decision-making processes

and their access to and control over critical resources
(Kinasih and Wulandari 2021). When women are primarily
engaged in fasks seen as less physically demanding,
they may have limited influence over decisions related

to agroforestry practices, resource allocation and
household expenditures.

Constraints faced by women in
agroforestry adoption

Barriers to these five key aspects have significant impacts
on women’s engagement in agroforestry.

Land access

Securing land tenure rights is a crucial factor in
agroforestry investment. However, women often find
themselves in a less favourable situation than men when
it comes to securing land access (Benjamin et al. 2021).
For instance, in many land tenure systems of sub-Saharan
Africa, women are largely excluded from obtaining
permanent and secure land rights (Kiptot and Franzel
2011; Benjamin et al. 2021), due to the prevailing pattern of
land inheritance (i.e., patrilineal), whereby land is typically
passed down to male offspring (Kiptot and Franzel 201).
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Women'’s ownership of agricultural land remains limited
(Kiptot and Franzel 2011; Chiputwa et al. 2021), with only
13% of agricultural landowners worldwide being women
(UN Women 2018). This percentage varies across regions,
with female heads of households and farm operators
accounting for an average of 15% of agricultural
landholders in sub-Saharan Africa, more than 25% in
Latin America and less than 5% in Asia (FAO 2011).

Literacy and extension services

In certain cultures, girls are withdrawn from school earlier
than boys and assigned to household and economic
activities (Catacutan and Naz 2015). This results in lower
literacy rates among women (Kiptot and Franzel 2011)
and consequently, in their lower parficipation in extension
activities and services (Catacutan and Naz 2015). The
latter is further exacerbated by the tfime constraints faced
by women due to their role as caregivers (Diawuo et al.
2019; Chiputwa et al. 2021).

Educational disparities hinder female adoption of
innovative agricultural practices and cultivation methods
that could help them achieve greater efficiency and
profitability in farming (Kumase et al. 2010). Inadequate
extension services further impede women’s farming
practices, as programmes often fail to address their
specific needs (Nguyen et al. 2021).

While women’s participation in educational programmes
enhances agroforestry adoption and empowerment,
restricted access to knowledge through farmer groups,
controlled by socially higher-ranked males, poses
challenges for female farmers (FAO and CARE 2019). This
leads to many women preferring local, informal training
and learning from other women (Nguyen et al. 2021),
which emphasizes the need for accessible, culturally
relevant and women-centric extension materials and
methods.
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Decision-making

Another important constraint is the imbalance in the
power that women and men have in decision-making
processes within the household and the community.

As explained above, traditional social norms have

long considered agriculture, including agroforestry, as
a domain of men. These norms are deeply rooted at
both the household and community level (Wiyanti et
al. 2022), and they associate agricultural activities and
responsibilities with male participation (Catacutan and
Naz 2015; Wiyanti et al. 2022). This leads to a prevailing
belief that men possess superior knowledge and expertise
in agriculture (Wiyanti et al. 2022). As a result, men are
typically deferred to when it comes to making decisions
about agricultural and agroforestry-related processes
(Catacutan and Naz 2015).

Decision-making bodies with gender imbalance within
the community may intentionally or unintentionally
increase gender biases and reinforce existing power
dynamics. Men may dominate discussions and decisions
(Catacutan and Naz 2015), which can limit the inclusion of
gender-sensitive approaches and policies. Such situations
may disregard issues that are crucial to women, such

as access to land and credit. When women’s insights

and experiences are overlooked, it can result in missed
opportunities to develop the innovative solutions needed
to address complex challenges in agroforestry and rural
development (Catacutan and Naz 2015; Wiyanti et al.
2023).

Labour

Limited access to labour is a major challenge for female
farmers. Women allocate more fime to family and child-
rearing tasks compared to men, which reduces the
amount of time they can dedicate to farm work (Kumase
et al. 2010). Agroforestry demands careful planning and
management, which can be hindered by time constraints.

B men and women
anly women

W only men

Figure 1. Gender roles (%) in agroforestry management activities of farmer households in Sungai Langka village, Indonesia.

Based on: Pasaribu et al. (2019)
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— 1.2 Transforming agroforestry through gender practice: challenges and opportunities —

Female farmers in Bantaeng harvesting coffee. Photo: RECOFTC Indonesia

Evidence shows that women often rely on hired labour,
while men invest more of their own or family labour in
their farms (Ayodele 2020). This labour constraint can
increase women’s production costs, reduce profits and
discourage agroforestry adoption. Poor women with
limited financial resources are especially affected, and
the shortage of labour resources in female-headed
households can lead to reduced productivity and
efficiency (Kiptot and Franzel 2011).

Financial resources

When it comes to finance, women can face constraints

in many forms, such as limited access to credit, loans or
investment capital. Female farmers often lack secure land
rights and collateral assets (Catacutan and Naz 2015),
which are frequently required as prerequisites for securing
loans or credit (Hill and Vigneri 2011). Establishing an
agroforestry system often requires initial investments in
free seedlings, equipment and other resources (Shennan-
Farpén et al. 2022); therefore, the inability to access credit
impedes female farmers from adopting this agricultural
practice (Chiputwa et al. 2021). Moreover, cultural norms
and societal expectations can restrict women from
engaging in certain economic activities or controlling
their capital (Fletschner and Kenney 2014).

Additionally, women possess less knowledge about
marketing in comparison to men, and have minimal
influence in tfransactions involving the buying and

selling of agricultural products and farm equipment
(Armbruster et al. 2019). This lack of financial literacy can
be a significant barrier to adopting agroforestry practices
(Chiputwa et al. 2021).

Women as agents of change

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set by the
United Nations recognize the key role of women as agents
of change, and gender equality in policy development
is now deemed essential for sustainable development
(UN 2015). Women's potential as agents of change

for the adoption of agroforestry is evident, given their
capacity for building social capital, their greater sense
of community (UNDP and UN Women 2022) and their
extensive knowledge of tree and forest species diversity,
management and range of uses (Catacutan and Naz
2015).

In many projects, the involvement of women has been
proven to be essential for success. In southern Chile,
Peredo Parada et al. (2020) highlighted the key role of
peasant women in the establishment of agroforestry
due to the importance of the knowledge they hold. This
was also observed by Singh (2023), who noted that

the knowledge possessed by women in male-headed
households regarding seeds, compatibility of crops used
in infercropping and mixed cropping, manure and pest
management was crucial for the adoption of a successful
practice. Nevertheless, men continue to dominate the
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practice of agroforestry on a global scale. This imbalance
is evident in various regions, as revealed by research
conducted by Jahan et al. (2022) in Bangladesh, along
with similar findings by Kiyani et al. (2017) in Rwanda and
Kouassi et al. (2021) in Cote d'lvoire.

Interestingly, Bourne et al. (2015) discovered that despite
women valuing and preferring agroforestry as a potential
form of land use more than men do, the lower number of
trees in their lands showed that their capacity to adopt
this practice is constrained. In line with this, Catacutan
and Naz (2015) found in Viet Nam that, while women
placed a higher priority on agroforestry than men did,
female-headed households had fewer tree species in their
homegardens. This gender disparity can be attributed to
a multitude of factors; deeply entrenched social norms
are among the main ones. As explained above, these
norms conftribute to women’s lower wealth levels and
restricted access to land, labour and extension services,
as well as limitations imposed by inheritance systems,
and the lack of rights for women to grow trees (Kiptot and
Franzel 2011; Bourne et al. 2015; Diawuo et al. 2019; Hemida
et al. 2022).

Female farmers’ willingness to adopt agroforestry

In a recent study conducted by Agundez and colleagues
(Agundez et al. 2022) in Niger, the findings showed that
women, mainly those who were heads of household,
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were more willing to adopt climate change adaptation
programmes or agroforestry systems than men were. In
Uganda, Bourne et al. (2015) found that, in male-headed
households, both men and women expressed similar
preferences for new land uses, whereas female-headed
households preferred agroforestry. Two main reasons can
explain this phenomenon.

First, as explained above, men and women have different
roles (Chiputwa et al. 2021), which leads to a difference

in knowledge of natural resources and a difference

in preferences (Gumucio et al. 2017). In El Salvador,

Kelly (2009) found that women, whether as heads of
household or as members, valued agroforestry fruit
systems significantly more than men did because these
systems provide food and access to additional markets,
as well as ecosystem services such as soil enrichment.
Similarly, Blare and Useche (2015) found that, on average,
women placed a considerably higher value on cocoa
agroforests than men did. In Viet Nam, women in male-
headed households prioritized agroforestry more than
men did (Catacutan and Naz 2015).

Second, as a consequence of resource degradation,
men often opt for seasonal migration as a means to
diversify their labour activity, a phenomenon that occurs
in countries of the Sahel (Agundez et al. 2022), and is also
prevalent across the globe (Kelly 2009; Kiptot and Franzel
2011; Paudel et al. 2022). Consequently, this migration



pattern results in households being led by women and
exposed to greater vulnerability (Agundez et al. 2022),
which might influence the willingness of women to adopt
agroforestry practices (Paudel et al. 2022).

Therefore, in contexts where women express a greater
appreciation for agroforests than men do (Kelly 2009;
Agundez et al. 2022), the inclusion of women, both
household heads and members, in land-use decision-
making is likely to result in increased adoption of
agroforestry systems (Blare and Useche 2015).

Conclusion and recommendations

Agroforestry plays a vital role by promoting sustainable
forest management, empowering local communities,
enhancing livelihoods and conserving biodiversity.
Importantly, agroforestry has the potential to devolve
forest management rights to communities while
addressing their socioeconomic needs and contributing
to environmental sustainability.

However, gender plays a significant role in agroforestry
management, reflecting sociocultural expectations
assigned to individuals based on their sex category. While
both women and men contribute to forest- and free-
based livelihoods and management, gender disparities
persist, hindering women’s adoption of agroforestry.
These inequalities stem from social norms deeply rooted
in cultural expectations, which perpetuate gender
biases and restrict women’s access to education and
vital resources, as well as their participation in decision-
making processes.

Despite these challenges, women have the potential

to be powerful agents of change in the adoption of
agroforestry. Their complex knowledge of natural
resources and their greater sense of community make
them valuable contributors to agroforestry initiatives.
Initiatives that aim at empowering women — recognizing
their contributions and addressing the constraints

they face — can lead to increased adoption of these
agricultural practices, ultimately fostering more
sustainable and resilient agricultural systems.

This arfticle describes several ways in which gender
mainstreaming can enhance the effectiveness and
sustainability of agroforestry initiatives. The following are
key recommendations:

Collect gender-disaggregated data

Investing in robust data collection and analysis will help
researchers and organizations better understand gender
disparities and dynamics within agroforestry contexts.
Accurate gender-disaggregated data will inform
evidence-based policies, programmes and interventions,
enabling tailored approaches that address the specific
needs of and challenges faced by women and men in
order to promote gender equity and sustainability in
agroforestry.

Support equal access to resources

Policies and initiatives by governments and organizations
that provide equal access to land, financial resources,
agricultural inputs and extension services for women

and men can help level the playing field and enable both
genders to fully participate in agroforestry activities.

Promote gender-inclusive training and education

Gender-sensitive training programmes and educational
initiatives developed and implemented by governments
and organizations can challenge traditional perceptions
and stereotypes. By focusing on increasing women'’s
and men’s knowledge and skills in agroforestry initiatives
can empower both genders to parficipate effectively in
decision-making processes.

Implement gender-responsive policies

Advocacy by organizations and individuals for the
incorporation of gender-responsive policies at all levels of
government includes enforcing regulations that ensure a
minimum representation of women in decision-making
bodies, such as the introduction of a quota for women in
farmers’ groups.

Foster women’s leadership and participation

Women have proven to be effective agents of change
due to their ability to nurture social connections,

tfrust and community networks. Their greater sense

of community enables them to share valuable
information through informal channels, which plays

a significant role in promoting agroforestry and time-
saving practices within the community. The Weaving
Leadership for Gender Equality (WAVES) programme
by RECOFTC, for example, conducted from 2019 to
2022, focused on building women'’s leadership skills and
increasing their participation in agroforestry and rural
development initiatives. It created an effective network
of 36 gender leaders across seven countries, fostering
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their engagement in decision-making processes and
amplifying their work through collaborations. This
initiative contributed to reshaping the gender agenda,
emphasizing inclusion and social justice in the respective
societies.

Raise awareness and challenge social norms

Awareness campaigns and community dialogues
conducted by organizations and governmental bodies
can challenge deeply ingrained social norms that
reinforce gender inequalities in agroforestry. In addition,
engaging with communities can help change perceptions
about women’s expertise in and contributions to
agriculture and agroforestry.

Acting on these recommendations will help mainstream
gender in agroforestry by addressing the root causes of
gender disparities and promoting inclusivity. They will
challenge fraditional gender roles, empower women,
and create an environment where both women and men
have equal opportunities to engage in decision-making
processes, benefit from agroforestry resources, and
confribute to sustainable rural development.
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