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SUMMARYWomen contribute significantly to the global coffee sector. Between 20% and 30% of

coffee farms are female-operated and up to 70% of labour in coffee production is

provided by women, depending on the region. However, the empirical evidence

presented in this report shows that women have systematically lower access to

resources, such as land, credit and information, than men. This often results in a

measurable gender gap in economic outcomes, including yields, productivity and farm

income. The gains from closing the gender gap are significant and there is a role for

both the public and the private sectors, as well as consumers, in fostering

empowerment and achieving gender equality.  

 

This report discusses how gender-sensitive and evidence-based public policies, services

and programmes, as well as sustainable supply chain policies, can reach, benefit and

empower women. The resulting enhanced access to human and social capital,

productive assets as well as finance and skills would enable women to produce more

efficiently, achieving higher yields and farm profits. Improving women’s resilience to

economic shocks, such as volatile coffee prices, and building adaptive capacity to

climate change also fosters long-term sustainability of rural livelihoods and coffee

supply. Hence, empowerment of women involved in coffee production – as farm

operators, family labour, or workers – directly contributes to achieving the Sustainable

Development Goal of gender equality. Family members and rural communities will

benefit from well documented positive spillovers in various dimensions of economic and

social development such as food security, health and education. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Coffee plays an important role in the economy of many tropical

countries by providing livelihoods for an estimated 25 million rural

households. The performance of the sector could be enhanced by

strengthening the women who represent a crucial resource along the

entire coffee value chain through their role as farmers, labourers or

entrepreneurs but face severe constraints in accessing production

factors.  

031 For more information on the Sustainable Development Agenda, see 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/  

Compared to men, female farm operators often have less access to land, inputs, finance and

knowledge. Within rural households, women often have limited say in decision making, are

constrained in their access to public services, such as training and extension programmes,

and lack control over income derived from agricultural production as well as investment

decisions. This differential in access to resources and empowerment translates into a gender

gap in agronomic and economic outcomes, such as yields, revenues from crop sales and

household welfare (FAO, 2011). 

Fostering the empowerment of women in the coffee sector

contributes to closing the gender gap and achieving gender

equality, a global priority and one of the seventeen goals

under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development[1]

adopted by the United Nations (UN).  

Furthermore, strengthening the role of women supports

broad-based development through improved livelihoods and

rural incomes, with wider benefits in terms of household

welfare, ranging from improved nutritional status to

educational attainment of dependents. Increasing female

farmers’ productivity and resilience to the impact of climate

change can also make a crucial contribution in meeting the

future demand for coffee worldwide.

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/
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This report aims at supporting policy makers, development institutions and coffee sector

stakeholders by: 

 

(i) Contributing to the understanding of the gender gap and its determinants. 

 

(ii) Identifying approaches of the public and private sectors with the aim of closing the

gender gap and meeting the SDGs. 

 

(iii) Proposing ways as to how the ICO can actively promote gender equality in the coffee

sector, in particular among its Member countries, by raising awareness among stakeholders

and facilitating interventions through public-private partnerships. 

 

Women contribute to the coffee sector at all levels of the global coffee value chain from farm

to cup. This analysis focuses on the farm level, adding empirical evidence on women’s role at

origin. While beyond the scope of this report, the need for more research to assess gender

equality in the trading, roasting and retailing stages of the coffee value chain is

acknowledged. The remainder of the report is organized as follows: Chapter 2 discusses the

link between gender equality and broad-based development in ICO Member countries;

Chapter 3 presents empirical evidence on the role of women in the coffee sector, the gender

gap and its social and economic impact; Chapter 4 identifies the main determinants of the

gender gap; Chapter 5 examines the wider social and economic benefits of closing the

gender gap and approaches taken by the public and private sectors. The report closes with a

call for action.  
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Coffee plays an important role in the economy of many
tropical countries by providing livelihoods for an estimated

25 million rural households



2. WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT, 
GENDER EQUALITY AND THE 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
AGENDA
Women’s empowerment is a key objective of development policy (Alkire

et al. 2012). Women’s full participation in public, economic and political

life is recognized as a necessary condition for gender equity and justice,

as well as a driver of broad-based development and economic growth

(Klasen, 2013). 

05
2. The Least Developed Countries (LDCs) are those countries that exhibit the lowest indicators of

socioeconomic development, with the lowest Human Development Index ratings of all countries in the

world. A country is classified among the Least Developed Countries if it meets three criteria: Poverty;

Human Resource weakness and Economic vulnerability.

The link between reduced inequality, improved economic performance and living

conditions has been widely documented. Gender equality and human development are

positively correlated and most research concludes that, while the causality could run in both

directions, reduced inequalities promote economic growth (World Bank, 2012). Harnessing

gender equality to spur economic growth is paramount for ICO exporting Members that

rank low in development metrics, with 18 out of the 44 exporting Members of the ICO

currently falling in the category of Least Developed Countries (LDCs) [2].  

 

Figure 1 illustrates the instrumental argument for gender equality in ICO exporting Member

countries using two commonly employed measures of the UN Human Development Index

family: the Gender Inequality Index (GII), which reflects gender-based disadvantage in three

dimensions ‒ reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market and which ranges

from zero, where women and men fare equally, to one, where one gender fares as poorly as

possible in all measured dimensions; and the Human Development Index (HDI), which is a

summary measure of achievements in three key dimensions of human development: a long

and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living. The cutoff points of

the HDI for grouping countries that are very high human development 0.800 and above,

high human development 0.700–0.79; medium human development 0.550–0.699; and low

human development below 0.550. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_Development_Index
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Coffee-exporting countries featuring more severe levels of inequality, as indicated by a

higher GII score, record lower scores in the UN Human Development Index. Hence, gender

inequality imposes societal costs in foregone growth and economic performance. These

results illustrate socio-economic patterns at the aggregate level of national economies and

are likely to be indicative for the agricultural as well as the coffee sector. Nevertheless, a

deeper understanding of the state of women’s empowerment as well as equal opportunities

in the coffee sector is required. In the next chapter, empirical evidence is provided to

contribute to the understanding of inequalities in the agricultural and coffee sector and

their impact on economic outcomes and the standard of living of women. 

 

Figure 1: Gender inequality and development in ICO exporting Member countries are

negatively correlated 

 

* The Gender Inequality Index (GII) reflects gender-based disadvantage in three

dimensions—reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market. It shows the

loss in potential human development due to inequality between female and male

achievements in these dimensions 

** The Human Development Index (HDI) is a summary measure of achievements in three

key dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, access to knowledge

and a decent standard of living.  

 

Source: UNDP 



3. THE GENDER GAP IN COFFEE 
PRODUCTION

3.1 Data availability, empirical strategy and scope of research

07
3.   The World Bank “Living Standards Measurement Study-Integrated Surveys on Agriculture” comprises a

detailed agricultural module. This extended survey has been implemented across eight countries in Sub-

Saharan Africa. The data is made publically available in regular intervals, see 

http://surveys.worldbank.org/lsms/programs/integrated-surveys-agriculture-ISA  

Over the past two decades significant work has been undertaken to collect and analyse data

in order to understand the contribution of women to global agricultural production, while

identifying factors preventing female farmers from reaching their full economic potential.

However, despite an increasing number of studies that map the gender gap across

agricultural sectors, evidence remains patchy with varying levels of coverage of regions and

sub-sectors (FAO, 2011; Doss, 2014). 

 

For the following analysis we rely on a comprehensive review of empirical evidence from

academic research and research reports of international organizations. The studies

considered for this report usually involved collection of farm-level data. Depending on the

sampling frame employed, the underlying datasets comprise information on several

hundred households. The samples contain a sufficient number of observations for male and

female headed households to draw inferences with high statistical significance. However,

given that most studies are limited to one or several coffee-producing regions in a given

country, the findings of each individual work, while internally consistent, may not be easily

extrapolated to other countries or valid for the global coffee sector as a whole. 

 

This report adds to the available empirical evidence by analysing World Bank census data

from the Living Standards Measurement Study (LSMS). Under this programme micro-level

data from nationally representative samples of individual households are being collected at

regular intervals. For a number of countries in Africa the core LSMS survey is expanded by

the Integrated Survey on Agriculture (ISA) to enable detailed information on farming

activities of rural households to be gathered. Among the locations in which the LSMS-ISA

was implemented, there are coffee-exporting countries, such as Ethiopia, Tanzania and

Uganda [3]. 

 

http://surveys.worldbank.org/lsms/programs/integrated-surveys-agriculture-ISA
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Overall the cumulative empirical evidence compiled in this report both from existing studies

and the analysis of World Bank census allows patterns and broad trends to be inferred.

However, caution is still warranted so as not to generalize the conclusions on the state of

women’s empowerment and gender equality in the coffee sector, given the coverage is far

from perfect, with a better representation of Africa (especially East Africa) than other

continents (with Asia being particularly under-represented). 

 

Gender analysis using micro-level data often distinguishes between male- and female-

headed households. In the social context of rural areas women may head a household in case

a principal male is missing, either temporarily due to internal or international migration or

permanently due to divorce from or death of the male partner. Focusing exclusively on these

female-headed households, which make up 5-30% of rural households depending on

location, results in overlooking the importance of understanding the relative position of

women in male-headed households (Deere, Avarado and Twyman, 2012). In some regions, e.g.

West Africa, there is shared responsibility for farming land, with men and women managing

different plots (Croppenstedt, 2013). This intra-household distribution of task and decision

making in agriculture poses a challenge to data collection and research, as household

surveys often do not provide a detailed breakdown of information by gender. 

 

In this report gender differences are analysed both at the level of male- and female-headed

households and within male-headed households wherever sufficiently detailed data was

available. Finally, the contribution of women to the coffee sector at all levels of the global

coffee value chain is acknowledged. However, this report focuses on the role of women as

coffee growers at farm level. 

3.2 The role of women in coffee production

One of the first attempts to assess the role of women in coffee production at a global level

was made by the International Trade Center. In their study, the share of labour in coffee

production provided by women was estimated at 70% (ITC, 2008). This includes female self-

employed farm operators, providers of paid and unpaid labour on family farms, and

agricultural workers. Depending on the region significant variations in female labour

contribution in coffee production can be found, reaching up to 90% in field work and up to

80% in harvesting activities [4]. Between 20% and 30% of coffee farms are operated by

women. Hence, around 5 million of the estimated 25 million coffee producers worldwide are

women. Table 1 contains the estimates from the ITC report as well as findings of other

empirical studies carried out since. 

Around 5 million of the estimated 25 million coffee
producers worldwide are women
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4. In countries with a high level of mechanization, such as Brazil, women are typically significantly

less involved in cultivation and harvest.

For the African continent, analysis of World Bank census data for Ethiopia, Uganda and

Tanzania indicates that between 19% and 28% of coffee-producing households are

headed by women depending on the country. Meemken and Qaim (2018) found that, in a

representative sample from two regions in Uganda, 23% of coffee farming households

were headed by women. In neighbouring Kenya, two cooperatives surveyed by Dijkdrenth

(2015) had 29% and 34% female members, respectively. 

 

Systematic evidence for Latin America and Asia is more limited. A study by Lyon et al.

(2010) found that in Mexico and Central America the share of women registered Fairtrade-

organic farm operators increased from 20% to 35% between 1997 and 2006. According to

estimates of the International Women’s Coffee Alliance (IWCA), a not-for-profit-

organization, between 19% and 34% total coffee producers in Central America are women.

For Asia, a baseline study carried out by the International Finance Corporation (IFC) found

that women provide up to 80% of labour on coffee farms in Northern Sumatra, Indonesia,

and about 50% in Lam Dong, Vietnam, playing a key role in coffee cultivation, processing

and marketing (IFC, 2018). 

 

These findings are broadly in line with a comprehensive report of the Food and

Agriculture Organization (FAO), according to which approximately 43% of the global rural

labour force in agriculture is provided by women. Female household heads and farm

operators make up on average 15% of agricultural land holders in Sub-Saharan Africa and

well over 25% in Latin America, while the share in Asia is significantly lower at less than 5%

(FAO, 2011). 

Table 1: Female participation in the coffee sector compared to the agricultural sector
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Some studies suggest that female participation in production of export crops, such as

coffee, may be lower than in other agricultural activities, especially subsistence farming.

As entry barriers to access markets for export crops are usually high, there is a risk that

women who have limited resources may be marginalized and forego opportunities to

generate additional income (Maertens and Swinnen, 2012; Quisumbing et al., 2015). For

example, for a sample of rural households in Uganda, Peterman et al. (2011) have shown

that male-headed households are more likely than female-headed households to grow

coffee. 

 

Based on the available evidence, one can conclude that the role of women in coffee

production is crucial and similar in significance to that in other agricultural sub-sectors.

Accordingly, many of the findings from studies in the area of gender equality in the

broader agricultural sector, which will be presented in this study, may be relevant to the

coffee sector. 

3.3 Gender gap in coffee production

While female participation in in rural households is indispensable, women face gender-

specific constraints in accessing resources that hamper their agricultural productivity,

negatively affecting household welfare (FAO, 2011). Significant differences exist between

men and women in their level of empowerment and their capacity to exercise ‘agency’,

i.e. to make effective choices and transform these choices into desired outcomes (World

Bank, 2012). Expressions of agency include: control over resources; ability to move freely;

decision making over family formation; freedom from the risk of violence; and the ability

to have a voice in society and influence policy. 

To understand the source and impact of gender inequalities in coffee-producing

countries, a systematic mapping is required to assess the current state of women’s

empowerment across households, regions and countries. Recent years have seen the

development of indices to measure the empowerment, agency and inclusion of women

in the agricultural sector in order to establish a thorough understanding of the gender

gap and to inform decision makers in the public and private sectors. The Women’s

Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), developed by the International Food Policy

Research Institute (IFPRI), provides a comprehensive measure across five dimensions:

decision about agricultural production; access to and decision-making power in the use

productive assets; control over income; leadership in the community; and time allocation

(Alkire et al., 2012). Countries are ranked according to their WEAI scores and divided into

high (WEAI = 0.85 or higher), medium (WEAI = 0.73-0.84), low (WEAI = 0.72 or lower).

"Women face gender-specific constraints in accessing
resources that hamper their agricultural productivity,
negatively affecting household welfare" [FAO, 2011]
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The WEAI has significant data requirements that typically exceed standard household

surveys. Where implemented, the WEAI shows a heterogeneous picture with regard to

empowerment and gender parity, i.e. relative empowerment in dual households with male

and female adults. A study of thirteen countries published in 2014, which included nine ICO

exporting Members, showed women’s empowerment ranging from low in Kenya, Ghana

and Liberia to high in Rwanda and Uganda (Table 2). The cross-country study included only

one Asian and one Latin American origin. The main driver of disempowerment in the sample

of countries was access to and decisions about credit, workload and farmer group

membership. Credit is the most important constraint in East Africa, while workload has a

dominant influence in West Africa (Malapit et al. 2014). 

 

While the WEAI methodology has not yet been widely applied to the coffee sector, recent

years have seen increased interest by researchers and the coffee industry in the use of the

indicator as a mapping tool (see also Box 1). For example, a recent study by Dietz et al. (2018)

using a sample of coffee farmers in Honduras, found that women in the study area were

significantly disempowered, with a WEAI of 0.75 placing them at the lower end of the

Medium ranking. The findings are in line with the country-level results of the IFPRI study.

The drivers of disempowerment in the sample of coffee farmers are lack of control over use

of income and low access to and decision on credit. 

Table 2: Women's empowerment in agriculture in selected ICO countries (2014)
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Various studies support these findings on relative disempowerment and provide

additional insights. For example, an analysis of intra-household labour allocation

suggests that female household members devote disproportionally more time to

cultivation and harvest of coffee than men, who focus on less time-consuming crop

storage and marketing activities. Due to their involvement in selling the coffee, male

household heads often also control the revenues from coffee production (Bolwig, 2012). 

 

In Uganda, a stark contrast can be found in involvement in coffee production between

female household heads, who manage the coffee production as part of an agricultural

enterprise, and female adults in male-headed dual households. Only a third of the

female adults claimed to be responsible for coffee production, compared to more than

90% of male household heads (Meemken, Veettil and Qaim, 2017).  

 

Similar patterns were identified by Avila and Useche (2016) in Colombia, where women

in male-headed households participate less in the decision-making process in coffee

production than in female-headed households. For Ecuador, they also find that women

have less of a say in production decisions, albeit the differences are not statistically

significant. 

IN UGANDA, 1/3 OF
FEMALE ADULTS
CLAIMED TO BE

RESPONSIBLE FOR
COFFEE PRODUCTION,
COMPARED TO MORE
THAN 90% OF MALE
HOUSEHOLD HEADS
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Case study 1: Fostering gender equality through evidence-based supply chain

interventions  

 

Recognizing that gender equality is a key concern and driver of coffee

sustainability, Nespresso has developed a gender equality strategy for its AAA

Sustainable Quality™ Program, that works with 75,000 coffee farmers in 12

countries. A basic premise of this strategy is that the AAA Program will

implement strategies that increase women’s empowerment and reduce gender

disparities, and will not inadvertently perpetuate gender inequality, or worsen

discrimination against women. In order to achieve these objectives, Nespresso

asked TechnoServe to provide support in developing a field-tested gender tool,

undertake rigorous data collection and conduct in-depth gender analysis.  The

next step was to generate insights to provide the basis for developing tailored,

appropriate, and impactful interventions. TechnoServe and Nespresso AAA

worked together to design a tailored gender analysis tool and then extensively

field-tested this tool in selected AAA Clusters in Indonesia, Guatemala, and

Ethiopia. The field team customized the tool to each Cluster and used it to

collect a comprehensive set of both quantitative and qualitative data, using

interviews and focus group discussions with over 250 randomly selected AAA

farmers. The report explains the development of the tool and emphasizes

elements which are critical to the success of the data collection process. The

field-tested tool and proven approach provide a blueprint that Nespresso can

use to generate insights to inform the design of impactful gender interventions

in other AAA Clusters. By making this report available and sharing the analysis

tool, Nespresso encourages other organizations working in coffee to conduct

similar analysis in their supply chains, take actions to resolve gender disparity,

and increase the empowerment of women in coffee farming.  

 

The full report is available at: https://bit.ly/2OesEhZ 

 

https://www.nestle-nespresso.com/newsandfeatures/nespresso-aaa-program-gender-equality
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3.4 The cost of disempowerment

As a result of gender inequalities across dimensions of empowerment, the economic

returns of women in agriculture are often lower than those of their male peers. Research

has shown that women may harvest smaller crops and may be less likely to sell crops to

markets, leading to lower farm income, negatively affecting rural livelihoods and

household welfare (FAO, 2011; Croppenstedt et al., 2013). 

 

For example, Diiro et al. (2018) found that WEAI scores on women’s empowerment

among smallholder maize farmers in Kenya are positively correlated with yield levels.

Comparing productivity levels on female- and male-headed mixed crop family farms in

Ethiopia, Tiruneh et al. (2001) found 35% lower yields among women. Horrel and

Krishnan (2007) found a similar yield differential between female and male farmers in

Zimbabwe. Aguilar et al. (2015) recorded that in terms of output value per hectare,

female-headed households in Ethiopia were 23% less productive than male-headed

households. However, the magnitude of the gender gap varies across regions and

production systems (Croppenstedt et al., 2013).

Evidence from the coffee sector is broadly in line with the findings for the overall

agricultural sector. The analysis of World Bank census data shows that revenues from

selling coffee are 39% and 44% lower for female-headed households in Ethiopia and

Uganda, respectively. A gender gap in coffee revenues was also found for Tanzania, but the

difference between male and female farmers was not statistically significant. Sekabira and

Qaim (2017) report that the household income of female coffee producers in two regions

in Uganda was 41% lower than that of male peers. There is evidence that the capacity for

on-farm value addition may be one of the factors explaining gender differences in farm

income across the sample of farmers. While 29% of male-headed households sold their

coffee in green form, post-harvest processing was less widespread among female growers,

who sold only 18% of their coffee in green form, likely resulting in a lower selling price.

Women may harvest smaller crops and may be less likely to
sell crops to markets leading to lower farm income,

negatively affecting rural livelihoods and household welfare
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Similar to the findings for the agricultural sector more widely, the gender gap in the

coffee sector may vary in magnitude across origins. Indeed, Avila and Useche (2016)

found for a sample of coffee growers in Colombia and Ecuador that the yield in female-

headed farms was only 2.5% lower and the difference not statistically significant. Also

producer prices received by male and female farmers in the sample were similar.

However, female-headed coffee farms tended to be less diversified in terms of their crop

portfolio and less frequently employed intercropping techniques.   

 

The gap in agricultural productivity between male- and female-headed households is

mainly the result of differences in access to resources. Inter-household differentials in

agricultural and economic outcomes decrease or disappear when taking into account

women’s endowments, for example education, farm size, access to product and factor

markets, credit and public services such as extension (Aguilar et al., 2014). 

 

Empirical evidence on gender-related productivity differences within households

confirms the existence of an intra-household gender gap. For example, studies from

West Africa suggest that plots managed by men have higher yields than those of

women. Udry et al. (1995) recorded 10-15% lower yields achieved by women. Existing

intra-household differences between male and female farmers are hence caused by

other factors than household-level market access, for example women’s decision-

making power related to the use of productive resources available to the household. 

The gap in agricultural productivity between male-
and female-headed households is mainly the

result of differences in access to resources



4. GENDER GAP IN ACCESSING 
RESOURCES

4.1 Land and productive assets
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Land is the most important agricultural production factor and provides the basis for growing

crops or holding livestock. Land, when farmed sustainably, can be passed on through

generations, providing a livelihood for rural communities. Importantly, in areas with

functioning property markets, land can also be used as collateral to obtain finance from

commercial lenders. As such land ownership is vital to secure working capital loans and

particularly finance for long-term investments in agricultural enterprises.  

 

Evidence from the coffee sector is limited but a considerable gender difference in access to

land still emerges. Table 3 compares information on landholdings of female- and male-

headed households from existing studies and based on the analysis of the World Bank

census data. On average women own 25% less land than men, with the gap ranging from

20% in Uganda to 40% in Tanzania.  

 

Table 3: Gender gap in access to land (by gender of household head) 
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These findings are in line with previous research that has shown that, in the context of

low- and middle-income countries, women have less access to land than men

(Croppenstedt et al., 2013). For example, 45% of male headed households in rural

Nicaragua own land, compared to only slightly more than 10% of households headed by

women. In Vietnam, the differences are less pronounced, with land ownership rates of

female- and male-headed households reaching 70% and 85%, respectively.

Furthermore, male-headed households usually control larger land plots. 

 

Where gender differences in land ownership are particularly stark, this is often the result

of customary practices that limit access to and rights over land. Reasons explaining the

differential are often country-specific and include male preference in inheritance, as well

as marriage and male bias in land redistribution programmes (Deere and Leon, 2003;

Melesse, Dabissa, and Bulte, 2017).  

 

Besides lower land endowment, some studies find a significant difference in age of

coffee trees between male- and female-headed households, which is likely to negatively

affect productivity. Respondents in the study by Sekabira and Qaim (2017) report the

average age of coffee trees on plots operated by women to be more than 8% higher,

reflecting among other factors gender differences in access to finance for renovation

and rehabilitation of coffee plantations. Similarly, in the context of Colombia and

Ecuador, Avila and Useche (2016) report a 4% difference in age of trees, which however is

not statistically significant. 

4.2 Labour

Agriculture, especially in the context of smallholder production systems, is labour

intensive. The availability of labour in individual households depends on the size and

composition of the household (number of family members in working age and gender)

and the ability to hire labour. Research has shown that female-headed households are

disadvantaged in both areas (FAO, 2011). 

Households headed by women are on

average smaller but contain a higher

number of dependents. Analysis of World

Bank census data shows statistically

significant differences in size between

male- and female-headed households in

Ethiopia, Uganda and Tanzania (Figure 3).

This is in line with findings by Avila and

Useche (2016), who report that female-

headed coffee-producing households in

Ecuador are 13% smaller on average than

male-headed households, resulting in

lower labour availability. 

IN ECUADOR FEMALE-
HEADED COFFEE-

PRODUCING
HOUSEHOLD ARE 13%
SMALLER THAN MALE-
HEADED HOUSEHOLDS,
RESULTING IN LOWER

LABOUR  
AVAILABILITY
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Furthermore, female household heads are often subject to the double burden of

domestic tasks and farming activities, with unequal time allocation being identified to

be a main driver of disempowerment (Alkire et al., 2012; Dietz et al., 2017). Figure 4

shows, for a representative sample of Ethiopian coffee farmers, that female household

heads spent 4.9 hours per week on average on household chores, such as fetching water

and collecting firewood, compared to only 1.5 hours per week for male household heads.

Hence, it is not surprising that during the survey period, male farmers were reported to

dedicate around 50% more time to agricultural activities than female farmers. Time

constraints are also binding for women in male-headed households, which partially

explains the lower use of labour in plots managed by women in male-headed

households (Udry et al., 1995). 

 

 

Figure 3: Number of household members (by gender of household head)
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Figure 4: Time spent on household chores among Ethiopian farmers

In accessing labour markets female farmers can be held back by social norms. For

example, Hill and Vigneri (2014) found for cocoa producers in Ghana that female growers

face constraints in accessing labour through gendered labour exchange groups, which is

especially problematic for physically demanding farm work. In other cases, female

farmers may receive help from men in the community, but only after the men completed

work on their own plots (FAO, 2011).

4.3 Education

The level of education, considered as part of human capital endowment, is a main

determinant of the productive capacity of households (World Bank, 2012; FAO, 2011). A

strong correlation exists between the average level of education of working-age adults

in rural households and agricultural productivity. Differences in access to education and

educational attainment can be observed between men and women. 

 

In their study of Ugandan coffee-producing households, Meemken, Veettil and Qaim

(2016) provide evidence on differences in human capital of male household heads,

female household heads and female adults (e.g. the wife) in male-headed households.

They find that both female household heads and women in male-headed households

have fewer years of formal education and lower rates of literacy. A similar pattern exists

in a sample of family farms in Colombia and Ecuador, where male household heads had

on average 4.05 and 6.43 years of schooling, respectively, compared to 3.27 and 5.27

years for female household heads (Avila and Useche, 2016). 
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Analysis of World Bank census data confirms significant differences in school attendance

between male and female household heads in East Africa. While 54% of male

respondents in Ethiopia received formal education, only 14% of women ever attended

school. For Uganda the school attendance of female and male household heads was

higher with 66% and 92%, respectively. In Tanzania differences in formal education are

less pronounced and not statistically significantly different, with 84% of male and 74% of

female coffee producers reporting to have attended school. 

 

These findings are in line with the results of a cross-country study of 15 countries

published by the FAO (2011), which found that a significant difference in years of

schooling and literacy rates between male and female household heads was observed in

almost every country. The sample includes coffee-producing countries, such as Bolivia,

Ecuador, Ghana, Guatemala, Indonesia, Nepal, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Malawi and Vietnam.

The notable exception where no gender gap in education was found is Panama. Overall,

research has shown that over time there has been a trend towards closing the gap, but

significant differences in progress between regions remain. Lower levels of education are

often the result of a bias against girls in education. 

4.4 Extension and training programmes

Beyond basic education, differences also exist between male and female farmers in their

access to agricultural knowledge and skills. For growers, agricultural extension, which in

most countries is a public service, is often the main source of information on improved

farming methods and new technologies (Croppenstedt et al., 2013).  

 

Evidence from the coffee sector suggests that there is a gender difference in access to

extension services, with women being less likely to receive visits from extension agents

or to attend trainings. For example, survey data from a coffee-producing region in

Uganda collected by Meemken, Veettil and Qaim (2017), which distinguishes between

male farmers and their partners on the one hand and female farmers on the other hand,

indicates a significant gender gap (Figure 5).  

 

Within the sample of 453 coffee-producing households that were interviewed, 58% of

male household heads attended training sessions. In comparison, only 46% of female

farmers benefited from these skills transfer opportunities. The gender gap was even

more pronounced within coffee-producing households, as less than 40% of female

partners attended farmer trainings.  

 

Lower levels of education are often the result of  
a bias against girls in education
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The size of the gender gap in access to extension varies across regions. Avila and Useche

(2016) found nine percentage points lower access for female farmers in Colombia with

low statistical significance. No gender difference was found in the same study for

neighboring Ecuador. 

 

This evidence from the coffee sector is broadly in line with findings for other agricultural

producers. A survey in India revealed that 29% of land-holding male-headed households

received an extension visit, compared to only 18% of female-headed households (World

Bank and IFPRI, 2010). The same study showed a similar pattern in Ethiopia, with 28% of

male-headed households having access to extension services, whereas only 20% of

female-headed households were visited by an extension worker.  

 

A number of factors determine women’s lower access to information on farming

techniques. For example, a male bias often appears to exist in service provision based on

the belief that men are decision makers and female farmers only marginal producers.

Larger farms, which tend to be operated by men, are more likely to be targeted by

extension agents due to economies of scale and higher efficiency in service provision.

Furthermore, time constraints related to the double burden of household tasks and farm

work, as well as social norms affecting their mobility, may negatively affect women’s

ability to participate in farmer trainings (World Bank and IFPRI, 2010). 

Figure 5: Access to training among coffee farming households
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The use of agricultural inputs to increase yields and achieve high quality is standard

practice in modern agriculture. However, research on gender differentials in agricultural

production shows that women use fewer certified seeds or seedlings, as well as less

mineral and organic fertilizers and pesticides, than men in their farming enterprises. For

example, Udry et al. (1995) found for a sample of farmers in Burkina Faso that the

production intensity in plots managed by women is lower than in those operated by

men.  

 

The gender gap is largest between male-headed households and female-headed

households without a male presence. In male-headed households with adult females in

Malawi, for example, the differential in fertilizer use between male- and female-

controlled plots is less pronounced (Uttaro, 2002).  

 

Some of these differences in input use can be explained by the fact that women tend to

farm crops that require less inputs, while men focus on cash crops that show higher

returns to fertilizer and pesticide applications. Hence, the gender gap in input use may

be smaller when directly comparing male- and female-operated coffee farms, effectively

controlling for land use differences. The evidence from the coffee sector is mixed. For

example, Sekabira and Qaim (2017) show that expenditures on inputs in coffee

production incurred by women are 17% lower than those of their male peers (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Input use among Ugandan coffee producers by gender of household head (in

thousand UGX/ha) 

 

4.5 Input use
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Limited input use and lack of investment in modernization and expansion of

agricultural enterprises can be the result of limited access to finance. Furthermore,

formal and informal credit is vital for farmers to buffer income instability, typical in

agricultural production with its high production risk due to weather shocks. 

 

Meemken, Veettil and Qaim (2017) established that among Ugandan coffee producers

39% of male household heads have a personal savings account compared to only 26%

of their female partners and 24% of female household heads. Avila and Useche (2016)

find no difference in access to credit between male and female coffee producers in

Colombia and Ecuador. However, the survey covered access to credit as a binary variable

and does not provide information on potential gender differences in loan sizes.  

 

Existing evidence from the coffee sector is broadly in line with patterns found in the

agricultural sector more widely. In most low- and middle-income countries a profound

gender gap exists in access to financial services. Survey data has shown that female-

headed households are less likely to use credit than male-headed households,

negatively affecting women’s economic efficiency (Croppenstedt et al., 2013). The main

reasons for difficulties in obtaining formal credit are lack of sufficient collateral (women

on average own smaller land plots or lack formal titles), as well as lower education and

financial literacy. Furthermore, behavioral differences (women tend to be more risk

averse), cultural norms and family responsibilities seem to be not fully compatible with

the design of available financial products and service delivery models (Fletschner and

Kenney, 2014). Limited access to informal credit on the other hand compared to their

male peers can be partially explained by structural differences of women’s social

networks. 

4.6 Financial services

Female-headed households are less likely to use credit
than male-headed households, negatively affecting

women's economic efficiency
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For the voice of women to be heard in mixed-sex groups, female household members

need to be explicitly invited alongside the male household head. Also, women’s role in

the governance of organizations needs to be strengthened (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2010;

FAO, 2011). Rural development interventions have also recognized women’s groups as a

useful way in overcoming constraints to participation in community-based

organizations and to foster economic, political and social empowerment (Raghunathan,

Kannan and Quisumbing, 2018).  

Figure 7: Participation in farmer group  meetings among coffee farmers in Uganda

Community-based organizations, such as farmers’ groups, clusters, co-operatives or

savings associations, are an effective way of improving access to factor and product

markets, information about production techniques and to pool risk. Collaboration of

individual farmers helps to overcome constraints in accessing resources and to realize

economies of scale (FAO, 2011).   

 

However, women often struggle to actively participate in farmer organizations, since

prevailing social norms, time constraints and limited mobility as a result of the double

burden of household and field work limit their participation. For example, in the context

of two coffee producing regions in Uganda, Meemken, Veetil and Qaim (2017) found a

significantly lower participation in group meetings among female farmers compared to

their male peers (Figure 7). 

4.7 Social capital



25ICO Report: Gender equality in the coffee sector

Case study 2: Empowering women coffee farmers in a post-conflict situation   

 

Children and women are often the most vulnerable groups in armed conflicts. The

UN Women Colombia initiative, together with the local NGOs Corporation for the

Social, Technological and Economic Development of Colombia

(CORPDESARROLLO), the URT and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the

United Nations (FAO), implemented a project to support women in postconflict

Colombia. Sixty women residents of the Tablón de Gómez Municipality in Nariño

Department, Colombia, who were victims of the armed conflict and are

participating in the land restitution process, received technical assistance to enable

them to take the lead in designing a business plan for marketing green coffee and

dry parchment coffee. The business idea also touches on alternative ways of

boosting their income through a shop selling speciality coffees, a collection centre,

and includes measures to effect cultural change focusing on campaigns on joint

caring responsibilities and aspects of masculinity.  

 

An important outcome of the project is that participating women improved their

commercial expertise and their ways of adapting ideas for viable businesses by

drawing up a business plan, and strengthened their organizational skills, gaining

autonomy in the process. A partnership has been established with the Rural

Development Agency (ADR) and the Land Restitution Unit (URT) to finance the

business plans.



5. CLOSING THE GENDER GAP

Closing the gender gap in agriculture would not only contribute to gender

equality but also generate a wide array of social and economic benefits.

This chapter describes the impact on broader social development and

provides an overview of the role the public and private sectors can play in

implementing the global agenda for greater gender equality.  
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5.1. Empowerment, productivity gains, increased resilience and wider

economic benefits

First and foremost, the empowerment of women involved in coffee production -female farmers,

female household members in male-headed family farms and female farm workers – is

positively correlated with the ability to exercise agency and influence their life matters. Hence,

empowerment is instrumentally linked to women’s own wellbeing and that of their families

and dependents (World Bank, 2012).  

Equal access to resources, ranging from human capital

to production factors, would enable female farmers to

produce more efficiently, resulting in higher output

and income. Closing the gender gap in access to

resources in low-income countries would boost global

agricultural output by 2.5–4%, translating into higher

farm income and improved household welfare (FAO,

2011). While the coffee sector may also benefit from

higher productivity and increased value addition, the

magnitude of the gains is likely to vary across region,

depending on the size of the gender gap. Fostering

gender equality will also crucially contribute to

building female farmers’ resilience to volatile coffee

prices and their adaptive capacity to climate change, a

main challenge faced by the sector (Jost et al., 2016).

CLOSING THE
GENDER GAP

WOULD BOOST
GLOBAL

AGRICULTURAL
OUTPUT BY  

2.5-4%
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In fact, gender-sensitive adaptation strategies recognize women as key agents in building

climate-resilient coffee communities. Broad-based investment in adaptation is required to

meet future demand for coffee, as estimated consumption will increase by 40 to 50 million

bags by the year 2030, if the current growth trend continues. 

 

Female empowerment, improved productivity and resilience against economic shocks

stemming from volatile coffee markets as well as the impact of climate change result in

wider social and economic benefits for rural families and communities. Higher and more

stable farm incomes, as well as an increased female say in household decisions, are

associated with better nutritional and health status of children as well as higher shares of

income spent on education (Doss, 2013; Malapit and Quisumbing, 2015; Sekabira and Qaim,

2017). Hence, fostering gender equality in the coffee sector directly contributes to the 2030

Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Case study 3: Fostering engagement of women in farmer organizations and

cooperatives  

 

Wet processing of coffee cherries improves the quality of green coffee, enabling

farmers to fetch a premium on the sales price and to increase their income.

However, leadership of co-operatives operating wet mills is male-dominated. In

Ethiopia, Technoserve, a not-for-profit organization, works with 96 coffee farmer

organizations to integrate gender into the institutional structures of cooperatives.

Based on insights from a project-focused gender analysis, all project staff were

trained on gender integration and given gender responsibility. In addition, select

staff, called “Gender Leads”, were given greater gender integration responsibility.

These Gender Leads carried out discussions with cooperative and government

leaders on the value of increased female participation; spoke to women about the

benefits of involvement in cooperative membership and leadership; and

successfully negotiated for new female members to be able to pay cooperative

membership fees in installments. The cooperatives were also actively supported to

select a “Women’s Representative”, who then joined cooperative meetings to

participate in discussions on the organization’s activities, distribution of benefits,

and control of cooperative resources. In addition, cooperative female leaders were

given capacity building on active participation, decision making, leadership and

entrepreneurship. In the two years since the programme started, these

interventions have had a significant impact. The male-dominated leadership of all

project cooperatives created and delivered a gender policy with self-determined

baselines, gender targets and action plan. The consistent monitoring of female

participation has shown that 3,619 women, for the first time in their lives, have

become cooperative members (increasing total female membership by 25%) and

an additional 114 women have become cooperative leaders, resulting in a

doubling of the number of women in leadership.
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5.2 Closing the gap - a role for the public and private sectors

There is a role for both the public and the private sectors in closing the gender gap in

coffee production. Today, more and more rural development programmes and supply

chain policies include women, either explicitly as a target group or implicitly through

gender mainstreaming (Doss, 2013). Depending on the objectives of specific programmes,

women can be reached, benefitted or empowered (Johnson et al., 2017). Programmes that

reach women include them as participants (e.g. via quotas) but do not comprise design

features that consider women’s needs and constraints. Programmes aiming at women’s

empowerment try to change the underlying power balance between men and women in

order to achieve benefits that are sustainable.

Case study 4: Value chain cooperation for gender impact  

 

Collaboration of value chain actors is a way to pool resources for sustainable

supply chains and gender impact. British retailer Marks and Spencer, mid-sized

roasters Taylors of Harrogate and Matthew Algie, together with the not-for-

profit organization TWIN, implemented a project in Peru that addresses the

challenge of climate change adaptation, focusing on sustainable agriculture,

gender equity and opportunities for the younger generations. Working with

two cooperatives and directly benefitting 1,250 farmers and their families, the

project employs a gender-sensitive approach to increase participation of

women in training on sustainable farming techniques, including production

and use of organic fertilizer, renovation and rehabilitation as well as shade and

water management. Furthermore, using the Gender Action Learning System

(GALS) methodology, women can feel more empowered within their

households or get prepared to take on leadership roles in producer

organizations and community-based organizations. The programme design

and implementation considers that increasing women’s access to knowledge

on coffee production and empowerment are objectives that are mutually

reinforcing.

There is a role for both the public and the private
sectors in closing the gender gap in coffee production



SUMMARY
Within the realm of public policies, a distinction can be made between policies that 

are specific to the agricultural or coffee sector and those that address universal challenges. 

For example, access to primary education has been shown to be positively correlated with 

the productive capacity of households. Hence, public policies aiming at reducing the male

bias in education and increasing female school enrollment in rural areas will benefit

coffeeproducing households. Among the policies that are more specific to the agricultural

sector are those concerned with property and land use rights, as well as those related to

agricultural extension services. Interventions aiming at increasing financial literacy among

farmers are often implemented by or in collaboration with non-governmental organizations

(NGOs). The coffee industry on the other hand has been successful in implementing elevated

private standards and gendered supply chain policies, driven by efforts to build sustainable

supply chains and increased consumer awareness in social aspects of coffee farming. 

 

The recognition of gender as a crucial element of rural development and sustainable

agricultural supply chains by development organizations and the coffee industry,

respectively, is increasingly reflected in the adoption of broad gender policies. These policies

usually comprise reporting requirements for initiatives, programmes and projects (World

Bank, 2015; GEF, 2017). The Common Measurement Framework, developed by the Partnership

for Gender Equity (PGE) and the Global Coffee Platform (GCP), is a recent initiative from the

coffee industry that enables value chain actors to track and communicate progress towards

sustainability objectives (PGE-GCP, 2017). Measurement and reporting frameworks typically

go beyond female participation rates, with a stronger emphasis on outcomes and impact

along various dimensions of empowerment and agency on the one hand and economic

dimensions on the other hand (Figure 8).  
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Figure 8: From project to gender impact 

The following section will provide some examples of policies and interventions that may

benefit female coffee producers by increasing their access to resources and rights with a

view to empowering women and enabling them to participate in commercial and

export-orientated agriculture.
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5.3 Land certification and property rights

Secure land tenure is crucial in promoting equitable and sustainable development

(Melesse, Dabissa and Bulte, 2017). The gap in access to land between male and female

farmers can be closed by eliminating discrimination under the law, while recognizing the

importance and power of customary land rights, educating officials and evaluating them

on gender targets, educating women regarding land rights, and adjusting bureaucratic

procedures related to land registration (FAO, 2011). However, in regions with a legal

tradition that already supports egalitarian inheritance, social norms also need to become

more supportive in increasing gender equity in land inheritance (Deere and Leon, 2003). 

 

Implementing joint ownership of land by husband and wives has proven successful in

empowering women in male-headed households. Securing control over household assets

improves the bargaining position of women vis-à-vis male household heads, ensuring that

economic choices are made collectively. An analysis of the joint land certification

programme suggests that issuance of joint ownership titles had a positive impact on

women’s empowerment and agency across a range of indicators (Melesse, Dabissa and

Bulte, 2017).  

5.4 Extension

A gender-sensitive approach to agricultural extension and farmer schools can address the

factors limiting women’s access to information on farming techniques and new technologies.

Well designed extension programmes take into account the cultural, time, mobility and

educational constraints faced by female farmers (Croppenstedt et al., 2013). 

 

For example, in some contexts it is more appropriate for female farmers to interact with

female extension agents. This is not a universal preference and depends on prevailing cultural

norms, but increasing the share of female extension workers helps to deliver services more

effectively, as evidence from Tanzania shows (Due, Magayane and Temu, 1997). Sensitizing

male extension agents about the situation of rural women with calibration of training

contents can have positive results, for example, increasing the share of women receiving

extension visits and the effectiveness of transfer of information and skills. The spread of

mobile phone technology provides an additional channel for dissemination of information to

women that could gain importance in the future (Croppenstedt et al., 2013).  

The gap in access to land between male and female farmers
can be closed by eliminating discrimination under the law
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5.5 Financial literacy and access to finance

Closing the gender gap in access to financial services requires overcoming customary

restrictions that prevent women from holding bank accounts, as well as increasing financial

literacy through specific training programmes, encouraging the formation of community-

based organizations, such as women’s groups (FAO, 2011). 

 

 

Case study 5: Effectively including women in farmer training and extension  

 

Female attendance at agronomy trainings is often low. The Coffee Initiative, a

project carried out in East African countries funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates

Foundation, integrates contextappropriate strategies for gender equality across its

“Farm College” activities to increase women’s ability to benefit from targeted

improvements in coffee agronomy. The project partners have developed strategies

to actively recruit and retain women for the program by employing the following

principles:   

Actively recruit women as Farmer Trainers. The project achieved an average of

40% across East Africa.  

Speak to community leaders and get their active support for both female and

male participation in trainings.  

Guide the focal farmer group election process to ensure that either the focal

farmer or the assistant focal farmer is a woman.   

Fully include women in all Farm College activities in a way that makes them feel

comfortable, valued and respected.  

Sensitize men on the benefits of women from their household enrolling and

attending trainings.   

Invite husbands and wives (who attend training together) to explain to others

how attendance by both of them benefits their family.  

During the farmer registration process invite two individuals from each

household to sign up – one man and one woman. If only a man signs up,

encourage him to invite his wife to training.  

Farmer Trainers solicit input from women and select training times that take into

account women’s time and work burdens. Women are also specifically

encouraged to bring their children to trainings to reduce the chance that

childcare prevents attendance.  

 

After the introduction of targeted approaches to encourage women participation

in trainings, the attendance rate in the project area in Tanzania increased from

20% to 40%
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5.6 Voluntary sustainable standards

Closing the gender gap in access to financial services requires overcoming customary

restrictions that prevent women from holding bank accounts, as well as increasing financial

literacy through specific training programmes, encouraging the formation of community-

based organizations, such as women’s groups (FAO, 2011). 

 

Voluntary sustainability standards and certification schemes can have a positive effect on

gender equality. Promoting sustainability, standards are concerned with a range of issues

related to farming practices, environmental, and social issues. The latter encompass labour

conditions and wider development issues, including gender equality. Standards may require

farmer organizations to comply with non-discrimination policies and organize compulsory

gender-awareness workshops and agricultural trainings that are tailored to female farmers

(Meemken and Qaim, 2018). 

Development organizations in partnership with development banks often fill the gap by

providing training to strengthen the internal financial management of smallholder

organizations. For example, a project carried out in the coffee sectors of Costa Rica, El

Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Mexico organized 239 workshops and

reached almost 6,000 participants, 31% of them women. Evaluation has shown that the

project was successful in increasing financial literacy of farmer organization members, and

in increasing lenders’ awareness for opportunities in relation to financing small farmers (ICO

and World Bank, 2015). 

 

Microfinance, the extension of loans to the very poor, has been recognized as important

enabler of economic development, proven to be successful in benefitting women. A recent

study of 64 low-income countries has shown that increasing access to microfinance by 15%

would reduce inequality, as measured by the UN-GII, by as much as 50% on average (Zhang

and Posso, 2017). 

Technical innovation, such as mobile money, can

alleviate some of the constraints faced by

women in accessing finance, e.g. the need to

travel long distances and social norms that

affect the ability to interact with financial

institutions (Duncombe, 2009; Fletschner and

Kenney, 2014). However, a gender gap in

accessing mobile money services could prevent

women from benefiting from these technical

innovations, with negative implications for

financial inclusion. Sekabira and Qaim (2017)

have found, for a sample of coffee farmers in

Uganda, that only 47% of female household

heads used mobile money services, as compared

to 67% for male household heads.

INCREASING ACCESS
TO MICROFINANCE BY
15% WOULD REDUCE

INEQUALITY BY AS
MUCH AS 50%
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On the other hand, building awareness through mandatory gender workshops can

gradually change social norms and established perceptions about the role of women in

rural societies. Hence, private initiatives can complement gendered public policies and the

positive attitudes shown by women towards certification schemes does not come as a

surprise (Meemken, Veettil and Qaim, 2017).  

 

However, time constraints resulting from the double burden of household and farm work

can restrict women’s active participation in producer groups. Hence, the governance and

policies of the groups should be structured in a way to facilitate ample organizational

participation of women (Lyon, Muterbaugh and Worthen, 2017). 

 

 

In terms of the impact at household level, certification schemes with a gender

component can mitigate some of the negative consequences stemming from

agricultural commercialization. For example, women in certified households have

significantly more control of coffee production and income derived than women in non-

certified households (Chiputwa and Qaim, 2016).

Case study 6: Sustainability standards, certification and gender impact  

 

Voluntary sustainability standards (VSS) can be an effective way to promote

environmentally and socially sustainable coffee production.  

The approach of Utz & Rainforest Alliance to foster gender quality and women’s

empowerment is based on two pillars. First, the Code of Conduct contains

requirements on non-discrimination, equal pay for equal jobs, and encouraging

women to actively participate in workers’ and farmers’ organizations. Especially

for plantations, there are also additional provisions related to, for example, the

right to maternity leave and the right for women to return to their jobs under

the same conditions after having children. In addition to the Code of Conduct,

Utz & Rainforest Alliance advocates with key stakeholders in order to

disseminate knowledge on the impact of gender inequality and to highlight

best practice examples that can help addressing these issues.  

Fairtrade International sets basic rules for their trading system that contain

provisions specifically designed to prevent gender inequality and rules barring

Fairtrade-certified organizations from engaging in behaviour that is sexually

intimidating, abusive or exploitative. Additional gender impact derives from

providing leadership and management courses to female farmers and training

of female extension workers, overcoming established social norms and

empowering women. The premium received by Fairtrade producers may be

used to support gender equality, e.g. to fund activities at level of cooperatives.  
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5.7 Information and communication technology

Increasing use of mobile phones in rural areas of low-income countries can have a positive

impact on broader social development, including gender equality, especially in Sub-Saharan

Africa. A clear link exists between the use of mobile phones and farm-level economic

indicators, such as agricultural input and output prices, yields and profits. The use of mobile

phones enables farmers to compare prices, improving transparency in remote agricultural

markets. Farmers can receive agronomic advice and timely warnings about spreading pests

and plant diseases, informing production decisions (Aker, 2010; Aker and Ksoll, 2016).  

 

A recently published article suggests that mobile phone use improves women’s agency and

fosters empowerment (Sekabira and Qaim, 2017). The authors found that, for a sample of

Ugandan coffee farmers, in households where at least one female adult uses a mobile

phone, the proportion of total household assets co-owned by women is 21% higher than in

households where mobile phones are used exclusively by men. Besides higher female

participation and more influence in household decisions, nutritional benefits for

dependents in the household are associated with gendered mobile phone use, as suggested

by indicators focusing on food security and dietary quality. 

5.8 Complementarities

The reasons for the existing gender gap in the coffee sector are various. Potential

responses to close the gender gap range from public policies to NGO-driven interventions

and gendered supply chain policies of the coffee industry. Research has shown that

female growers’ productivity is hampered by various factors simultaneously. Alleviating

only one constraint at a time may lead to suboptimal outcomes if other constraints remain

binding. For example, yield increases from improved access to inputs could be suboptimal

if the farmers lack the skill and training to optimally apply fertilizers and pesticides. Only if

both use of inputs and access to extension is facilitated, yield levels and hence economic

outcomes may change.  

 

Hence, policies and programmes simultaneously addressing multiple existing constraints

can show strong complementarities (FAO, 2011). Coordination of efforts made by the

diverse actors in the coffee sector could increase the effectiveness of specific interventions.

Programmes that aim at benefitting and empowering women will ensure that positive

economic and social impact is sustainable (Johnson et al., 2017). 

Mobile phone use improves women's agency
and fosters empowerment



6. CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS
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This report provides new evidence on the extent and the determinants of the gender gap in

coffee farming. The review of the latest academic research is complemented with own

analysis of micro-data and supports the view that female farmers, rural labourers and

entrepreneurs face constraints in accessing resources hampering their ability to unfold their

potential. The report discusses public policy responses and private initiatives for women’s

empowerment and gender equality and shows that both the public and private sector can

contribute significantly to achieving the SDG of gender equality while supporting other

objectives, such as reducing poverty in all its forms everywhere (SDG 1) and ending hunger,

achieving food security and improved nutrition and promoting sustainable agriculture  

(SDG 2).  The existence of complementarities of interventions provides a strong case for

public-private partnerships (SDG17) in order to address existing constraints faced by women

in coffee.  

 

Availability of baseline data to assess gender equality and empowerment remains a serious

limitation for research and development of evidence-based policy recommendations. Hence,

more efforts are needed to improve systematic data collection.  

Can the empowerment of women in coffee be an effective way to foster

gender equality, raise rural incomes and living standards while increasing

the resilience of communities to the impact of climate change and thus

contribute to the Sustainable Development Agenda?
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5.  '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 any area and at all levels. It is a

strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension in the

design, implementation, 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.' ECOSOC 1997/2.

Proposed next steps for the International Coffee Organization 

Disseminate findings of this report to stimulate discussion and continue to provide

the forum for exchanges of views on coffee sector development and advocacy for

gender equality for the public and private sectors. 

Recognize gender as cross-cutting theme and include gender dimension in future

research on annual themes as well as other analytical work. 

Extend the gender analysis beyond the farm levels so as to cover the whole coffee

value chain, including trading, roasting, retail and consumer levels. 

Harness public-private partnerships to collect data and measure progress towards

achieving the SDG of gender equality. 

Gender Mainstreaming[5]  by ensuring that all development projects and initiatives

supported by the ICO aim to address and provide solutions to reduce the gender gap

in the coffee sector. 
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