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Executive Summary 

Targeting women in rural advisory services 

(RAS) was chosen by members of SDC's 

Agriculture and Rural Development (ARD) 

network as an important challenge that needs 

to be addressed. This short paper takes this 

challenge as a starting point and identifies 

ways forward - drawing from the inputs of 

ARD network members to an e-discussion 

held in September 2011.  

The paper highlights practical gender issues 

to consider when planning and implementing 

RAS. Five key questions examined are: Who 

needs to receive the message? What message 

and why? Where is the message given? When 

is the message given? How is the message 

communicated? It then assesses whether 

resources should be invested in promoting 

women extension workers. Reasons in favour 

include that in some contexts this is the only 

feasible way to talk directly with women 

farmers; in many societies women simply feel 

more comfortable interacting with other 

women; and that women extension workers 

can be very important role models. 

Nevertheless, reality shows that most 

extension workers are men. Some ways to 

address barriers to women becoming 

extension workers are examined. The paper 

also outlines other important aspects in the 

design and implementation of gender 

sensitive RAS programmes, such as working 

through existing social networks (e.g. existing 

women's groups, farmer's groups) and making 

conscious choices of partner agencies.  

The paper provides an overview of key issues 

to consider in reaching women through RAS, 

but also warns that women are not a 

homogeneous group. Like the men in any 

community, they may belong to different 

ethnic groups, religions, castes and have 

different geographic origins or economic 

circumstances. Consequently, there are many 

power dynamics and differences in capacity at 

play of which it is important to be aware, given 

that RAS can reinforce existing power 

relations, or seek to cut across them in favour 

of the disadvantaged. In conclusion, in a world 

of growing food insecurity and related 

potential for conflict, it is not enough to work 

with richer, innovative farmers. Supporting 

disadvantaged women (and men) to farm more 

productively is an important development 

objective. 
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A. Why target women? 

Targeting women in rural advisory services (RAS) 
was chosen by ARD members as a topic of 
common interest because it is seen as a 
challenge. Why, though, is it a challenge ï and 
does this actually matter? It matters because 
women farmers have as much right to agricultural 
information as men ï but also because better 
RAS for women would likely result in better 
production and productivity. A recent review of 
global statistics showed that there are clear 
gender differences in the productivity of male and 
female-headed farming households, with the yield 
of the latter often being 20-30% lower

1
. This does 

not mean that women are intrinsically worse 
farmers; the yield differences are explained by 
women in general cultivating smaller (and often 
poorer quality) plots, having insecure land rights, 
and being constrained in their access to credit, 
agricultural inputs and technology. Indeed, gender 
differences in agricultural productivity ñalmost 
always disappear when access to land and 
productive inputs are taken into accountò

2
. The 

need to target women farmers is reinforced by an 
apparent ñfeminisation of agricultureò in many 
countries, with numbers of female-headed 
households increasing due to male out-migration. 
At the same time, many women provide their 
agricultural labour within male-headed 
households, and thus it is insufficient to focus on 
differences between households headed by men 
or women. Whatever the status of women 
farmers, it is widely recognised that RAS rarely 
focus on their needs

3
. Yet this is not always due to 

the way in which the extension agents operate; it 
may also be linked to wider perceptions in society 
regarding menôs and womenôs roles (see the 
tomato story). 

 

A mutual learning process: the tomato story 
from Madagascar 

ñIn 2005, I was impressed to see a major 
change amongst a group of male farmers 
producing tomatoes in the rural commune of 
Talatanampano, not far from the capital of the 
Upper Matsiatra region. I had really tried earlier 
in my support activities to integrate gender 
awareness, but despite my best efforts I had 
failed to convince either the men or the women 
that training should be for them both. Not a 
single woman attended the long training 
process, despite the fact that it was women 
who were responsible for tending the tomatoes. 
Then we really had a major surprise; 75% of 
the tomato crop was lost because the women 
didnôt understand the watering system properly! 
From that moment onwards, the men became 
convinced that the women needed technical 
training, and encouraged them to undertake it. 
Things didnôt stop there ï now the men also 
accept that women should participate in 
financial decisions, accessing and even 
controlling the household funds.ò    

Madagascar: Evelyne Marie Davy 
RAZANABAO, SAHA Programmme (SDC-
Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation) 

This short paper does not attempt to explore the 
significant problems of poor access to land and 
credit faced by women farmers

4
. Rather, it takes 

the challenge of targeting women in RAS as a 
starting point, and identifies ways forward ï 
drawing from the inputs to the ARD e-discussion.   
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B. Facing the challenge: 

Practical gender issues in 

planning and implementing RAS 

When planning and implementing an agricultural 
extension programme, it is helpful to consider the 
following questions.  

Who needs to receive the message? 

Gender analysis during project planning is a 
useful tool to identify the gender division of 
labour, the demand for extension services on 
the part of men and women, and the ways in 
which this could be provided. A project in 
Honduras found that such an approach 
promoted mutual respect and collaboration 
between men and women. 

Gender Mainstreaming in Rural Extension 
Services: A Case Study from the Honduras 
PAAR Project 

In many countries, certain crops are more 
associated with men and others with women ï 
with the common division being that men are 
more involved in cash crops, and women in crops 
for domestic consumption. Thus extension agents 
specialising in coffee, cocoa, cotton, sugar cane 
and similar cash crops may feel justified in 
focusing on men, given that it is they who make 
the main agricultural decisions, buy the inputs, 
and act as the main interlocutors with the outside 
world. Yet as illustrated by the case of the (cash) 
tomato crop in Madagascar and rice cultivation in 
Benin, women are often involved in cultivation 
operations ï and it should not be assumed that 
men will communicate technical information to 
women.  

ñThe RAS often targets the male farmers who 
are the owners of the fields. But...certain 
activities in rice production are specifically 
made by women [employees]....If we sum it up, 
to improve production techniques it is essential 
to target the women who will actually do them.ò 

Benin and Togo: Thierry Pleines, Brücke - Le 
Pont 

If no gender analysis has been done and a major 
gender imbalance is observed in persons 
attending training, it is important to find out why 
this is ï to explore all aspects of crop cultivation 
and identify what tasks are taken up by men and 
women. Extension messages may then be 
targeted accordingly - stressing the importance of 
good communication and mutual respect between 
all actors. 

ñRecent field visits in Central Bhutan showed 
that in most farmer groups female and male 
membership is more or less balanced. But 
during discussions men always strongly 
dominated.ò 

Bhutan: Walter Roder, HELVETAS Swiss 
Intercooperation 

It may be appropriate to further support womenôs 
participation through various means such as 

Á setting quotas on the number of women 
versus men who should receive training, and 
who should be in executive positions in farmer 
groups
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Á conducting specific training for women in 
leadership and similar skills 

Á training extension staff in gender sensitivity, 
and promoting this actively (in performance 
assessment, etc). 


