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Abstract

In Sub-Saharan Africa, women represent over 50 percent of the agricultural labor force of
the region. While this is the case, they are reported to be 20-30 percent less productive due
to the gender gap. There are di�erent reasons for the strong gender gap in these countries.
Due to cultural and social norms of the region, women in sub-Saharan Africa experience
both time constraints and mobility limitations. In events such as divorce or widowhood,
women are granted less access to male family laborers. Furthermore, women in the region
struggle to access equipment and machinery as they lack cash income. Women also endure
a di�culty when trying to access a high value crop enterprise as they are limited by the plot
size and ownership. By closing the gender gap, sub-Saharan African countries will have the
ability to buy, produce and sell more, which will lead to a decrease in poverty and an
overall improvement in nutritional outcomes. In this paper, we have been able to
di�erentiate four main categories of policies to close the gender gap in the agricultural
sector. First, it is essential to strengthen women in the sub-Saharan society by tackling
gender norms from the youth, change the perception of female farmers, and improve
women’s literacy levels. Secondly, giving access to labor and time saving tools and services
are important steps to close the gender gap: by alleviating women’s time burdens and
mobility limitations, assisting women’s access to hired labor, confronting gender norms
around labor, introducing labor saving devices and improving infrastructure. Thirdly,
policies revolving around an improvement in the access to non labor agricultural inputs
such as access to fertilizers and pesticides and help women access credit more easily. Finally,
the last category of policies to close the gender gap in sub-Saharan Africa is to strengthen
women’s land ownership rights with actions such as: reform large scale land titling and
reform gender biases in laws.
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1. Introduction

While women represent over half of the agricultural

labor force in Sub-Saharan Africa, they are reported, on
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average, to be 20-30 percent less productive. 1 In Africa, 90

percent of the population is involved in agricultural

activities, which account for one-third of the continent's

GDP. Moreover, two-thirds of the African population

relies on agriculture as a form of income. While the

contribution of women in agriculture and providing food

security is well known, gender inequalities in accessing and

controlling production and �nancial resources create a

problem for the country’s productivity and retracts any

e�orts previously made. Indeed, the gender gap in farming

activities is an important obstacle to the region’s

agricultural growth and development. Nearly 50 percent of

the Sub-saharan labor force is women, yet, women are seen

as low producers compared to men because of structural

barriers. The main reason for this underperformance is

women's inadequate access to productive resources

aggravated by customary laws and institutions regarding

inheritance and property rights. Despite the e�orts made

in the past years to revolutionize agricultural extension

services to make them more gender mainstream, women in

Sub-Saharan Africa are still not able to access most learning

opportunities o�ered by rural advisory services. Shedding

light on female farmers and introducing policies that close

this gender gap in the Sub-Saharan African agricultural

sector will produce substantial bene�ts not only for the

women themselves and their families but also for the

region’s economy as a whole. It is important to note that

the perseverance in accomplishing women’s empowerment

1 Ali, Daniel. “Investigating the Gender Gap in Agricultural
Productivity.”

from an agricultural production perspective must consider

gender roles and intra-household di�erences. 2

This paper will consider the following: How can

Sub-Saharan African countries overcome their gender gap

in agriculture? It will provide examples of three

Sub-Saharan countries: Uganda, Malawi, and Tanzania.

First, this paper will look at the causes of the gender gap by

examining cultural examples and the legal actions taken by

governments. Then, the paper will look at the bene�ts of

closing the gender gap, both economically and socially.

Finally, it will describe policy recommendations targeted to

these three speci�c countries, but that can be scalable to a

certain extent.

2. The gender gap and its causes

In 2015, UN Women highlighted the idea that a

decrease in the gender gap can lead to a signi�cant

amelioration of poverty. However, Sub-Saharan African

women face a number of challenges that prevent them

from gaining information and abilities to take part in their

country’s agricultural sector.

2.1: Time constraints and mobility limitations

Oftentimes, women in Sub-Saharan Africa take full

responsibility for household chores such as childcare,

taking care of the sick, cooking, and cleaning. Moreover,

women are left with tasks such as the assortment of wood,

the storage of water, and the care of backyards and

2 Agholor, A. I. “Gender Gap in Sub-Saharan Africa,
Reminiscence of Rural Extension and Advisory Services:
Delineation, Challenges and Strategies.”
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gardens.3 Because of these duties, women have much less

time to participate in agricultural activities. Moreover,

female farmers also have to deal with restricted mobility

and existing social and cultural barriers that make it

impossible for women to leave the community borders.4

2.2 Limited access to male family labor

Table 1 shows how this element plays one of the most

signi�cant roles in the gender gap in agricultural

productivity. In the event of a divorce, widowhood, or

separation, women are granted less access to male family

laborers. Social norms around gender worsen this issue,

making it very di�cult to hire male wage labor. In

addition, women have high burdens of unpaid care and

unpaid domestic work, which does not allow them to have

a lot of time to invest in agriculture-related activities and

worsens the quality of women’s labor.

In Tanzania for instance, women �nd it very di�cult to

access male family labor. This explains almost entirely the

gender gap and costs the country over 102 million dollars.

In Malawi, the inequitable access causes over 45 percent of

the agricultural productivity gap in the country. However,

it appears that in Uganda the access to male labor does not

play an important role in explaining the gender gap issues

in the country.5 This can be explained by the

5 UN Women Regional O�ce for Eastern and Southern Africa
“The Cost of the Gender Gap in Agricultural Productivity: Five
African Countries ,”

4 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.
“THE STATE OF FOOD AND AGRICULTURE 2010-2011.”

3 ACTIONAID International.

implementation of gender-responsive budgeting, which

has provided some kind of safety net for women.

2.3 Use of implements and machinery

Another factor that explains 18 percent of the gender

gap in Malawi, 8 percent in Tanzania, and 9 percent in

Uganda is the use of implements and machinery. The

main reason for this imbalance is the di�culty for women

to access equipment as they lack cash income since they

spend most of their time doing unpaid work.6 Since

women struggle to access inorganic fertilizers which need

to be bought in the marketplace, they depend more on

organic fertilizers which can be made with the livestock of

a family. While these organic products can positively a�ect

the quality of the soil, Sub-Saharan African women’s

habituation creates a productivity gap in contrast to that of

men, who tend to use more chemical fertilizers. This

particular aspect of the use of implements and machinery

plays a very signi�cant role when explaining Tanzania’s

6 Ibid
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gender gap, as it accounts for one-�fth of the agricultural

productivity gap.7

2.4 Limited access to high-value crops entreprise

Finally, the last challenge faced by women is the limited

access to high-value crops enterprise. This gender

di�erence accounts for 28 percent of the gender gap in

Malawi, 3 percent in Tanzania, and 13 percent in Uganda.

This accounts for a loss in GDP of over 28 million dollars,

3.2 million dollars, and 9 million dollars respectively. In

general, high-value crops, which include cash crops and

exported crops, are more produced and farmed by men. At

the same time, women tend to plant more subsistence

crops, which are crops cultivated to be consumed by the

household for no economic pro�t. Qualitative reports

indicate that these di�erences in crop farming are due to

social norms, dictating that women need to provide for

household food production. Furthermore, oftentimes

women are not able to scale up from the production of

subsistence crops because they are limited by the plot size

and ownership. The lower probability for women to farm

high-value crops can also be seen as an outcome of the

limited access to tools and extension services provided for

climate change because of the lack of cash income that

most women experience and also because of their lack of

time. In Uganda, this gender di�erential accounts for the

highest gender gap in the productivity of agricultural

activities. Indeed, women in the country seem to be

burdened by constraints involving time and money because

7 Ibid

of their unpaid domestic work. Moreover, Ugandan

women cannot work on their own land due to social

norms, which pushes them to work on lands shared with

their husbands.8

3. What would countries gain from closing the

gender gap in agriculture?

By eliminating the gender gap in agriculture,

Sub-Saharan African countries will gain a lot of in�uence

due to the ability to buy, produce, and sell. As a result,

there will be a decrease in poverty and an overall

improvement in nutritional outcomes. Food security takes

many institutions into account, not only agriculture but

also health and education. According to the Regional

Bureau for Africa of the United Nations Development

Programme, it is unlikely that a strategy only based on

agriculture or food will bring an end to nutrition security,

but it will help to decrease it. 9

Indeed, it has been explained that leaving women out of

labor activities could make it harder to eradicate poverty,

increase economic productivity, and increase economic

growth. 10

If there were an increase in women’s access to land, labor

and equipment, this would also increase productivity in

the agricultural sector, income, and the volume of crop

10 “Growth and Economic Opportunities for Women: Literature
Review to Inform the DFID-IDRC-Hewlett Foundation
Research Program on Women's Economic Empowerment,
Gender Equality and Growth in Low Income Countries.”

9 Fanzo, Jessica. “The Nutrition Challenge in Sub-Saharan
Africa.” United Nations Development Programme

8 Ibid
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production. Figure 1 shows the important increase in the

country’s agricultural GDP, crop production, and overall

GDP if there were a closure of the gender gap.

It is interesting to point out that closing the gender gap

in Malawi, which is the Sub-Saharan country with the

most substantial gender productivity gap, would lead to a

lower increase in the production of crops than Rwanda,

which has a gender productivity gap of 11 percent . This

means that the productivity of Rwanda seems to be

greater, which could be seen as an a�rmative sign that

there are positive conditions for not only gender equality

in general but gender equality in the agricultural sector.

Furthermore, closing the gender gap in agriculture will

cause an important reduction in poverty. In Tanzania, at

least 80,000 Tanzanians would be lifted out of poverty per

year over ten years. As shown in the �gure, all the countries

will gain positive changes by closing the gender gap in

agriculture productivity, even if at di�erent scales.

4. Policies recommendations for the closing of

the gender gap in the agricultural sector

To close this gender gap in agricultural productivity,

there are many di�erent policies which we can categorize

into four di�erent categories: strengthening women in

Sub-Saharan society, giving women access to labor and

time-saving tools and services, facilitating Sub-Saharan

women’s access to agricultural inputs that are non-labor,

and �nally reinforcing women’s land rights and ownership.

4.1 Strengthening women in Sub-Saharan society

4.1.1 Tackle the problem from youth

What is important to note when looking at gender

inequality is that it is a vicious cycle. To break this cycle, it

is essential to start tackling this problem from youth. By

applying speci�c interventions during adolescence, one can

protect them from unwanted teen pregnancies, encourage

them to stay in school and engage them in training of
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di�erent skills. For instance, in Rwanda, the World Bank’s

Adolescent Girl Initiative o�ers technical training for

self-employment in areas such as food processing and

agri-business, psychological support as well as life and

business skills in order to be able to establish a pro�table

small business and the support to form cooperatives with

the help of business mentors. Results of this initiative show

that the bene�ciaries had a much greater self con�dence.11

4.1.2 Changing the perception of female farmers

Rural advisory services usually perceive farmers in

Sub-Saharan Africa by the head of households specialized

in farming, the owners of the lands, or the person that is

entitled to the revenue. These biases can cause challenges

to women as they might not be able to own land, and they

might provide their labor to land owned by males.

Moreover, by using the term “farmers,” women can be

excluded and not be considered as real farmers. This would

also mean exclusion from rural advisory services provided

in the country. It is essential to �nd a way to make the

agricultural world more gender inclusive: from pictures of

posters to education. Education can play a very important

role in this case, by highlighting from a young age that

farming has no gender. This can be done by picturing both

male and female farmers in school books. By doing so, the

future generations would be less gender-biased, and

women will not feel intimidated or judged in doing such a

job.

11 World Bank. “Adolescent Girls Initiative.”

4.1.3 Improve women’s literacy levels

While reading classes exist, most times they are not

catered towards women. It should also be imperative for

the classes to provide not only homogeneity between men

and women but also guarantee the continuity of classes. In

order to do so, NGOs play a crucial role. Indeed,

cooperatives such as Digital Greens and Access Agriculture

are able to give access to knowledge to less educated local

women that would like to be farmers by providing videos

with demonstrations, and information showing good

practices of farming and agriculture.12 These videos are

very useful, as the messages conveyed are most of the time

speci�c to the person’s watching needs and circumstances.

With the guidance of a facilitator, farms can pick and

introduce innovations, between the ones proposed in the

videos, once the farmers �nish watching the videos. This is

because the training materials that are shown in pictures,

plays, or stories are much easier to understand. (Carter &

Weigel, 2011) www.shareweb.Ch/site/Agriculture/Food

4.2 Giving women access to labor and time-saving tools and

services

4.2.1 Women’s time burden and the mobility limitations

As previously explained, Sub-Saharan women

experience di�culties being able to move freely on their

own, making it very di�cult for them to access the

resources needed to take part in the agricultural sector of

the country’s economy. In Ethiopia, men were incentivized

12 Harvin , Kerry. “Lessons Learned from Locally Produced
Videos – the Approach of Digital Green in India -.”
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to bring their wives to sessions devoted to training by the

EMPOWER program. As a result, women were able to

have easier access to agricultural innovations. 13 Moreover,

it is also important to point out that the easiest way to

deliver agricultural training to Sub-Saharan women would

be to perhaps deliver it directly to their homestead or close

to the land they use for their cultivation, so that they won't

have to move too far away.

4.2.2 Assist women’s access to hired labor

Because of the strong social norms present in

Sub-Saharan Africa, for instance norms that dictate the

di�erent tasks that women and men have to take on

regarding agriculture, women might feel intimidated to

hire male labor. To challenge these ideas, educational

campaigns, catered to both men and women could be put

into place to guarantee the success of policies aimed to give

women the ability and the courage to hire wage laborers

without gender being an issue. The message that these

educational campaigns would want to convey is �rst and

foremost equality: there is no di�erence in working for a

man than for a woman. In this way, women will feel more

empowered to actively look for potential laborers, as well as

for men to be more keen on the idea of working for a

woman.

4.2.3 Confront gender norms around labor

In order to educate the general public about the gains of

reducing and relaxing the very rigorous gender and cultural

13 Cybercom. “Gender Aware Approaches in Agricultural
Programmes:”

norms regarding agriculture in their country, educational

programmes aired on national television can be launched .

But since the lower class of most Sub-Saharan countries do

not have access to television, the educational programmes

should be supported by policymakers and especially

community leaders. Their role would be to highlight the

importance of women in agriculture with the help of

evidence. Moreover, easier ways to deliver agricultural skills

and education will be made more e�ective by giving cash

transfers when hiring for labor and delivery at home for

both equipment and training. In Zambia, a study that

investigates the impact on nutritional outcomes of

receiving cash transfers through Social Cash Transfers

(SCT) found that these transfers had an overall positive

impact on household consumption, diet diversity, and self

reported food security. This means that not only cash

transfers can be an e�ective way to tackle this issue, but it

could also help ameliorate the country’s malnutrition if

used properly.14

4.2.4 Introduction to labor-saving devices

It is essential to give women the possibility to spend less

time doing household duties and chores so that they can

have more time to invest in agricultural activities for

economic gain. By providing them with an energy-e�cient

and environmentally friendly cooking stove, women will

decrease the time spent cooking. Moreover, by digging

wells, women can also reduce the burden of household

14 Seidenfeld, David. “The Impact of an Unconditional Cash
Transfer on Food Security and Nutrition: The Zambia Child
Grant Programme.”
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work. Indeed, in Burkina Faso, many di�erent

organizations started to construct wells, give di�erent

communities carts for them to haul wood, build ovens, and

introduce them to hullers and grain mills to be converted

into �our. In Burkina Faso, many women were spending

most of their time doing repetitive activities with basic

tools. When it came to water, most of it was polluted and

was a source of sickness such as diarrhea. Furthermore,

women had to �ght over water and had to transport it

across long distances. When raised wells were constructed,

it was protected from contamination and diseases. The

education towards puri�cation of water through charcoal

�lters or boiling were also put in place.

Scarcity of wood is another major issue in Burkina Faso.

It is a very time consuming activity which forces women to

walk many miles to �nd fuel. To solve this problem,

hauling wood, fuel e�cient ovens and even solar cookers

were put into place. Most women in Burkina Faso also

struggled with the transformation of grain into �our.

Grain mills were introduced alongside educational

programmes for their usage and maintenance, which play a

very important role in these projects to ensure

sustainability. Evidence suggests that by introducing these

new technologies, women’s workload saw a decrease, and

they were able to partake in economically driven activities..

This is an interesting approach, as women in Burkina Faso

and Uganda, Malawi and Tanzania all do similar

housework as the ones listed below. By providing them

with these tools, women would have more time to dedicate

themselves to more pro�table activities such as

agriculture.15

4.2.5 Infrastructure improvement

The absence of infrastructure in rural areas is often an

important driver of unpaid domestic work for Sub-Saharan

women. Investing in improving infrastructure would

contribute to economic growth and a step forward to

closing the gender gap. With electri�cation programs in

rural South Africa, there was an increase in employment by

�ve years, which allowed micro-enterprises and liberated

women from housework. With the help of electri�cation,

there was a decrease in the need and use of wood, and more

people started to adopt electric lighting and cooking. In

India, because of the 2005 National Rural Employment

Guarantee Act, which focused on the improvement of

infrastructure, there was a decrease in unpaid work for

women but also environmental conservation. The Act

guarantees each rural household a minimum of one

hundred workdays per year. Their goals were to increase

not only wage employment but also wage security. As

secondary goals, there was also the eradication of

underlying reasons for poverty, such as deforestation and

soil erosion. According to Alain Hiart, a sustainable

agriculture and environment expert, the link between

poverty and deforestation can be seen as a vicious cycle. In

the case of the Democratic Republic of Congo, 84 percent

of deforestation is due to small-scale clearing of forest. The

drivers of deforestation are: slash and burn agriculture, the

15 Frisanco , Jennifer. “The Quest for Gender Equality in
Burkina Faso: Female Workloads, Education and
Empowerment,”
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production of charcoal for the distribution in urban

centers, and informal artisan logging. 16

Slash and burn agriculture is very common in Southern

Africa, which results in a poverty trap for small farmers.

This type of agriculture consists in cutting down trees of a

round plot of land, staking the branches and burning

them. The problem with this method of farming is that

when a soil has been cultivated by following this method

for a couple of years, it must not be touched for at least

twenty years. This creates a vicious cycle, since the farmers

would be unable to plant in that plot for many years,

which results in not only a loss of income but also of

nutrient food.

It is also important to point out the beliefs behind

burning soil. In Mozambique, farmers believe that evil

spirits circulatre on their �elds during the rain season. In

their culture, these spirits bring diseases and bad luck. That

is why they feel like they must burn them. 17

4.3 Improve women’s access to non-labor agricultural inputs

4.3.1 Access to fertilizers and pesticides

Women in Sub-Saharan Africa have very low spending

power. For this reason, they face challenges when spending

on agricultural inputs. Malawi has a long-term

commitment to agricultural input subsidies. For instance,

17 Kruchem, Thomas. “Small Farmers in Southern Africa
Cannot Make a Living from Their Ine�cient Slash-and-Burn
Agriculture.”

16 “Deforestation: Why Poverty Is the Root Cause .”

Malawi’s Farm Input Subsidy Program was useful in

closing the gender gap for maize adoption. While the

receipts of subsidized coupons saw no di�erence in

men-dominated households, in households where women

were at the head, the coupons had a positive in�uence on

the receipt of the coupon, which consisted of maize seed

and fertilizer coupons.

4.3.2 Women’s access to credit

Women �nd it very hard to open a line of credit, which

is essential for land ownership. This is also because many

institutions see women as risky clients because they usually

have a smaller level of education and fewer skills. Initiatives

such as the Grameen Bank model in rural Bangladesh have

provided over 2.1 billion dollars in loans to 2 million

households, the vast majority being to women. This serves

as a very powerful example of how providing small-scale

loans using micro�nancing can result in an incentive to

promote female agricultural activities and economic

welfare. 18

However, some research has shown that micro�nancing

can have only small advantages for women; instead, a more

e�ective policy is reforming banking policies by having

more banking branches open in rural areas. India reformed

its banking policies by requiring banks to open branches in

previous unbanked locations. Furthermore, the

government also put in place deposit and lending policies

in order for Indians to use the new banks. As a result,

saving rates were higher and lending rates lower than in

18 “Grameen Bank.”
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urban areas of the country. According to Menon and

Rodgers,19 the availability of credit because of this program

was especially bene�cial to women. Moreover, to help

low-income women, it is essential to provide them with

capital, training, and �nancial services.20 As a result, those

services will increase women’s understanding and

knowledge of how to handle their income and economies

and ensure that some of it is spent to increase agricultural

productivity.

4.4 Strengthen women's land ownership rights

4.4.1 Large-scale land titling reforms

It is proven that when female farmers have control over

land, their productivity increases. It is vital that land laws

are changed in a way in which women can swap, lease, sell,

or even easily mortgage their land. Many countries have

started to put in place large-scale land titling programs that

indicate that joint titling for married couples can be an

e�ective way for women to have more rights regarding land

ownership. Providing mandatory joint titling would result

in the likelihood of women having more rights regarding

land ownership as voluntary joint titling can be a less

e�ective measure, especially in countries where social

norms are very strict.

20 Buvini´c, Mayra, and Rebecca Furst-Nichols (2016).
“Promoting women’s economic empowerment: what works?”
World Bank Research Observer 31 (1): 59–101.

19 Menon, Nidhiya, and Yana Rodgers (2011). “How access to
credit a�ects self-employment: di�erences by gender during
India’s rural banking reform”. Journal of Development Studies
47 (1): 48–69

In Rwanda, a large-scale Land Tenure Regularization

program brought greater land security and positive e�ects

on agricultural investment, particularly in households

where women are at the end of the family.21 With this

program, land rights were clari�ed, tribal con�icts were

reduced, and so was the discrimination in land access. As a

result, married women had more access to land, and

documentation for inheritance rights were improved. In

many Sub-Saharan countries, there are still arbitrary

inheritance and property rights when it comes to women

because of the competing laws and legal status.

4.4.2 Reform gender biases in laws

There is a need for more attention to gender relations

and power structures in rural areas, which is where women

are often disadvantaged in land ownership. A

state-sponsored e�ort needs to be addressed by both

customary law and also women’s right to property. There

also needs to be attention to the enforcement of these laws,

especially in under-resourced areas.

5. Conclusion

To sum up, Sub-Saharan countries su�er from a gender

gap in agriculture. This is because of di�erent reasons.

Women in Mali, Tanzania, and Uganda su�er from time

constraints because of the amount of domestic work they

have to do and mobility limitations for cultural reasons.

Women also have di�culties in hiring male family labor,

di�culties in accessing equipment due to lack of income

and the limited access to high value crops. These three

21 Ali, Daniel Ayalew, Klaus Deininger and Markus Goldstein.
“Environmental and gender impacts of land tenure
regularization in Africa: pilot evidence from Rwanda.”
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Sub-Saharan countries would deeply bene�t by closing this

gender gap in the agriculture sector. The countries would

become a power economy, help the �ght against poverty,

and have an increase in their total GDP and crop

production.

There are several ranges of policies that can be

implemented to close the gender gap in agriculture in these

three Sub-Saharan countries. The �rst category of policies

revolves around the strengthening of women in

Sub-Saharan society. This process should start from giving

young girls the tools and skills to thrive economically in a

society. It is also important to change the perspective

around female farmers, this can be done at two di�erent

levels: with pictures in books and education during

childhood and more representation in the media of female

farmers in adulthood.

The second category is giving women access to labor and

time saving tools and services. Training should be taught

also for women who cannot leave the house or should

require both members of the family to attend. It is also

important to assist women when hiring male laborers and

to confront gender norms around labor in order to make it

more inclusive. Two other important aspects when

granting women access to labor and time saving tools and

services is to provide labor saving devices such as energy

e�cient cooking stoves, wells, and mills. Infrastructure also

plays a key role in this issue by giving access to electricity

for instance.

However, in order to e�ciently close the gender gap in

agriculture, women also need access to non labor

agricultural inputs. This can be done by giving women

access to fertilizers, pesticides, and credit. Finally, it is also

important to strengthen women’s land ownership rights by

reforming land titling and gender biases in laws.
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