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Introduction 

Gender is a socially constructed identity of men and women built through socialization. This 
socially constructed identity is created from the socially assigned roles, responsibilities and 
behaviors that a given society considers appropriate for women and men, boys and girls (Kabeer, 
2003). These behaviors vary from one society to another, differ from one place to another 
(countries, regions, and villages), from one group to another (class, ethnic, religion, caste) and 
from time to time (across generations and within one generation). The socialization process starts 
from birth and it continues up to end. It is further shaped by family, community and society in an 
interacting manner (Alahira, 2014; Biber & Yaiser, 2004). Gender identity shapes and 
determines the day-to-day gender relations as well as the resultant power relations between the 
two sexes. These gender-power-relations are manifested in the specific activities of who should 
do what, who knows what, who is included in what, who owns what, who controls what, who 
decides what or who has the power at large. As result, men and women and boys and girls 
behave differently, perform different roles and obtain different opportunities and challenges that 
put them at different social positions in a given society (Biber & Yaiser, 2004; Kabeer, 2003).  

Ethiopia is one of the developing nations with more than 80 ethnic groups, with diversified 
cultural values and traditions. Like in other African and developing nations, in Ethiopia roles and 
responsibilities assigned to be carried out by women and men are highly gendered (Colfer, 
Catacutan & Naz, 2015; Frank, 1999; Gelinsa, 2015; Kiptot, 2015; Mbosso, et al., 2015).Women 
contribute up to 70% of the agricultural labour force to smallholder farming in Ethiopia (Asrat & 
Getnet, 2014, Frank, 1999). In horticulture, especially fruit and vegetable production is one of 
the primary roles and responsibilities of women. This primary role of women farmers in fruit and 
vegetable production has paramount importance in enhancing women’s income and the food and 
nutrition security of their families, however, it has its own challenges on women. This study 



aimed at exploring gender roles, relations and challenges in a horticultural project in Yayu 
biosphere reserve in Oromia National Regional State of South Western Ethiopia. 1 

Materials and Methods 

Gender-disaggregated qualitative data was collected through 40 focus group discussions, 32 in-
depth and 13 key stakeholder interviews in four rural villages (kebeles). An equal number of men 
and women participated in the focus group discussions and in-depth interviews. The interviews 
were conducted separately to create a conducive environment, especially for women to speak up 
and express their ideas freely. Government and non-government officials, including district 
managers, agriculture extension workers, health extension workers and cooperative heads, were 
among the key stakeholders who participated in the stakeholder interviews. The qualitative data 
was collected using semi-structured and open-ended interview protocols. The main topics of the 
discussion were gender roles and relations, access and control over basic resources, and existing 
practices and challenges in horticulture, particularly in fruit and vegetable production. Although 
most of the research participants are bilingual (Oromifa and Amharic), data collection was made 
in participants’ mother-tongue (Oromifa) with the help of local translators. Interviews and focus 
group discussions were tape-recorded, transcribed verbatim and analyzed using thematic analysis 
method. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The results of the qualitative data show that women in the study area are overburdened with 
multiple roles of household chores, child and family care, farming, off-farm activities, and 
community roles. A woman farmer works up to 17 hours per day and shoulders about 65-70% of 
the family workload, while men work maximum up to 9 hours per day. Various roles, including 
preparing food, taking care of children and family members, cleaning, fetching water, collecting 
firewood, planting, caring and selling of fruits and vegetables, are almost exclusively carried out 
by women with no or little assistance from their husbands. Besides, women carry out their tasks 
without the help of modern technologies, which is labor-intensive and tiresome and endangers 
their health and overall wellbeing. For instance, the findings show that women in the study area 
cook in traditional open kitchen with lots of smoke and the risk of fire accidents. They walk on 
average 30 minutes to fetch water, 2-5 hours to collect firewood and 1-3 hours to market places. 
On average, they do firewood collection twice a week and marketing once per week. They often 
walk barefoot, carrying goods such as fruits and vegetables on their backs. Modern modes of 
transportation are often inaccessible or unaffordable for most of the women in the study area. 

                                                            
1  This research is part of a horticulture project, NutriHAF, Diversifying Agriculture for Balanced 
Nutrition through Fruits and Vegetables in multi-storey cropping systems in Africa, funded by Center for 
Development Research, University of Bonn. The project is launched in Yayu biosphere reserve in Oromia 
National Regional State of South Western Ethiopia in 2015. It is a multidimensional action research 
project aimed at collecting evidence-based information including on local farming systems, biodiversity 
use, socioeconomic and value chain supported with capacity building and demonstration practices. 
Gender is a cross-cutting issue and an integral part of each component of the project to equally enhance 
participation and benefits of the project for both men and women farmers.1 

 



Despite such substantial contributions of women to family livelihoods, they do not have equal 
decision-making power to men, though there are some improvements in the last 25 years. 
Nowadays, women have some control over incomes earned from fruits and vegetables.   

In addition to their own domain of tasks, women farmers are increasingly and actively engaging 
in previously assumed men’s roles such as environmental protection activities (e.g. terracing, 
gully treatment, afforestation), herding and caring of livestock, public gatherings, ploughing and 
various off-farm activities. This is partly the result of several policies and strategies being 
undertaken by the government that intended to empower women (Hoden & Tewodros, 2008). 
However, there is little progress on the side of men in participating in traditionally assigned 
women’s activities or roles. Some young and educated men are assisting women in fetching 
water, taking care of children, taking grains to the mills and the like. Altogether, extent and level 
of men’s involvement in women’s tasks is very low.   

Women’s active engagement in men’s tasks, including ploughing, has a paramount importance 
for women’s livelihood security and their overall empowerment, especially in women-headed 
households. It helps them to reduce their dependency on men for labour and gradually to be self-
reliant. However, it increases the workload of the already overburdened female farmers. For 
instance, one of the female FGD discussants described the general situation of women in the 
study area and her feelings about being a woman as follows: 
 

“The work burden of the family is almost all shouldered by women. Men do not want to 
help us in household chores except in rare cases. Women’s life is miserable because of the 
work burden we shouldered […]. I do not think there is a woman who is happy of being a 
woman. May be those who are educated and government employees, they might hire 
home maids and get assistance from them but for us (female farmers), there is no one to 
assist us. Being a woman is like being cursed for me”. 
     

Another women added: 
  

“Being a woman is not a problem by itself but it is the culture that makes it bad. As it is 
observable, most of the time, men get rest after finishing their duties but we, women do 
not. We are expected to do the household chores after spending the whole day doing the 
farm activities with our husbands. Since men have time to rest their life is not miserable 
like us, so that being a man is good and an advantage. But we cannot change it because it 
is nature”.  
 

The findings show that male farmers are well aware of the work burden of women farmers and 
respectively of their own wives. However, most of them were not ready to share more tasks and 
minimize their wives’ workload. This was especially common among older and less educated 
men who mostly stated cultural reasons. This shows that a lot has to be done to bring cultural 
transformation and practical behavioral changes through education and strong law enforcement.  

The study revealed that horticulture is a neglected sector facing several challenges. The findings 
show that fruit and vegetable production is generally women’s business starting from planting to 
harvesting, selling and preparing food for household consumption. The challenges include lack 
of gender-sensitive approaches in extension (i.e. male dominated agriculture services), low 



capacities of women for vegetable cultivation due to limited knowledge and skills, lack of access 
to inputs (i.e. seeds, pesticides), innovations and technologies (e.g. preserving and processing 
systems), consistent markets, value chains and stable prices and damage by wildlife in home 
gardens. As a result, women farmers’ engagement in horticulture does not lead to the desired 
boost in income and increase in food and nutrition security of their families. The sector needs 
more attention and women farmers should be at the center of extension activities in horticulture 
without adding too much of an additional burden on them.    

 

Conclusions and Outlook 

The findings of this research show that roles, responsibilities and relations among the two sexes 
are highly gendered. Women in the study area are over burdened with multiple productive, 
reproductive and community roles and they are increasingly and actively engaging in men’s roles 
crossing the boundaries of gender. Although there are little progresses through time, the extent 
and level of men’s engagement in women’s roles are very low and insignificant as compared 
with women’s engagement in men’s roles and in relieving women from massive workloads.  

 Although gender equality policies and efforts being undertaken by the government have played 
significant roles in empowering women, they also brought unintended consequences of putting 
additional burdens on the already overburden women. Thus, the unintended consequences of 
these empowerment policies and strategies should be addressed by bringing men to the level of 
engagement that women do in men’s roles.   

The female-dominated horticulture sector is suffering from lack of attention, gender sensitive 
approaches, basic inputs, modern technologies and systems. These challenges of the sector 
should be addressed properly. Horticultural projects that intended to empower women farmers 
should assess and identify “gender harms” (i.e. additional time/burden on women) and design 
mitigation plans like exploration of labor-saving technologies (multipurpose crops, 
preservation/processing of fruits and vegetables, planting relatively fast growing trees as 
firewood source around houses). In addition, strategies that minimize women’s work burden by 
encouraging men’s active participation should be designed. 

 

References  

Alahira, H. A. (2014). The origin traditional gender division of labour among the Berom of the  
Jos Plateau in Northern Nigeria. International Journal of Gender and Women Studies, 2 
(3), 49-62.  

Asrat, A.G., & Getnet T. (2014). Gender and Farming in Ethiopia: An exploration of discourses 
and implications for policy and research. Working paper: Future Agricultures 

Asres, E., Nohmi, M.,Yasunobu, K., & Ishida, A. (2015). Does gender division of labor 
matters for the difference in access to agricultural extension services? A case study in 
North West Ethiopia. Journal of Agricultural Sciences, 7 (1) 137-149.  

Blare, T., & Useche, P. (2015). Is there a choice? Choice experiment to determine the value 
men and women place on cacao agroforests in coastal Ecuador. International Forestry 
Review, 17 (S4), Pages 46-60. 



Catacutan, D., & Naz, F. (2015). Gender roles, decision-making and challenges to agroforestry  
 adoption in Northwest Vietnam. International Forestry Review, 17 (S4), Pages 22-32. 

Colfer, C.J.P., Catacutan, D., & Naz, F. (2015). Introduction: contributions and gaps in gender 
and agroforestry. International Forestry Review, 17 (S4), Pages 1-10. 

Frank, E (1999). Gender, agricultural development and food security in Amhara, Ethiopia: 
 The contested identity of women farmers in Ethiopia. USAID Ethiopia. 

Gelinsa, N., Lavoie, K., Labreque, M. F., & Oliver, A. (2015). Linking women, trees and sheep  
in Mali. International Forestry Review, 17 (S4), Pages 76-84. 

Hesse-Biber, S. N., & Yaiser, M. L. (2004). Feminist perspectives on social research.  
New York: Oxford University Press.  

Hoden, S., & Tewodros, T. (2008). From being property of men to becoming equal owners? 
Early impacts of land registration and certification on women in southern Ethiopian. 
Final research report prepared for UNHABITAT, Shelter Branch, Land Tenure and 
Property Administration Section. 

Kabeer, N. (2003). Gender mainstreaming in poverty eradication and the Millennium 
Development goals: A handbook for policy-makers and other stakeholders. Gender 
section Commonwealth Secretariat, London. 

Kiptot, E. (2015). Gender roles, responsibilities and space: Implication for agroforestry research  
and development in Africa. International Forestry Review, 17 (S4), Pages 11-21.  

Kumar, N., & Quisumbing, A. R. (2012). Policy reform toward gender equality in Ethiopia: 
Little by little the egg begins to walk. International Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI). 

Mbosso, C., Degrande, A., Damme, P.V., Tsafack, S., Nimino, G., & Tchnoundjeu, Z. (2015). 
Gender differences in knowledge, perception and use of the Ricinodendron heudelotii 
(Baill. Pierre ex pax) kernel extraction machine. International Forestry Review, 17 (S4), 
Pages 124-134.  

Mulyoutami, E., Roshetko, J. M., Martini, E. Awalina, D., & Janudianto. (2015). Gender roles 
and knowledge in plant species selection and domestication: A case study in South and 
Southeast Sulawesi. International Forestry Review, 17 (S4), Pages 99-111. 

Sikod, F. (2007). Gender Division of labour and women’s decision making power in rural 
households in Cameroon. Africa Development, 17 (3), 58-71.  


