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There’s no debate about the importance of women 
for rural economic growth and poverty reduction. 
They fill many crucial roles, as farmers, wage 
labourers and small-scale entrepreneurs, as well as 
caretakers of children and the elderly. Rural women 
have the potential to lift their households and 
communities out of poverty. But they are hampered 
by persistent gender inequities that limit their 
access to decent work, which they need as a vehicle 
for economic empowerment, social advancement 
and political participation.

Policymakers and researchers seeking to respond 
to this situation are hindered by gaps in data and 
analysis. To tap rural women’s potential contributions 
and channel investments appropriately requires 
an understanding of the complex and dynamic 
challenges women face. Without that knowledge it 
is impossible to analyse these fundamental issues 
or propose appropriate responses. This report is a 
contribution to that knowledge. 

Rural women and men have long had very different 
work experiences, often to the detriment of women. 
They lag behind men in access to land, credit, a 
broad range of technologies, information, advisory 
services and training. They are frequently shut out 
of ‘social capital’, such as farmers’ organizations, 
workers’ unions and community networks that can 
enhance productivity and growth. Yet despite these 
limitations and the enormous burden of unpaid 
and mostly invisible work they provide at home 
and in family businesses every day, women make 
substantial contributions to feeding their families 
and their nations. 

Further complicating the response by policymakers 
are the variations in the inequities women face, 
which differ by country and are influenced by 
social, cultural and religious values and practices. 

Also affecting their ability to compete are distant 
events, such as changes in international trade and 
migration, financial crises and diversification of the 
rural economy. This complexity underscores the 
urgent need for data.

Recognition of this need led our three agencies 
to organize a technical workshop on the gender 
dimensions of rural employment, held 31 March 
to 2 April 2009. It sought answers to important 
but rarely addressed questions: What do we know 
exactly about the gender dimensions of agricultural 
and non-farm rural employment? What are the 
gaps in data and research? Are there examples of 
good practices that could be used to address gender 
inequalities through national policies? This report 
on the outcomes of the workshop is a first step in 
providing guidance to policy makers, researchers 
and development practitioners in developing 
countries and the international community.  

The report reflects the latest thinking on the gender 
dimensions of rural poverty. The cornerstone of its 
analysis is the United Nation’s Decent Work Agenda, 
which calls for creating better jobs for both women 
and men, obtaining social protection for all rural 
workers, ensuring that labour standards apply to all 
rural workers and promoting rural institutions that 
equally represent women’s and men’s interests. 

The workshop and report also highlight collaboration 
among the three agencies on a topic that is central 
not only to our mandates but also to achieving 
the Millennium Development Goals. Almost half 
the world’s people and three quarters of the poor 
live in rural areas. Addressing gender and rural 
employment is therefore central to achieving all the 
Millennium Development Goals – not just the one 
on gender equality.

Foreword

               Eve Crowley               Rosemary Vargas-Lundius                     Loretta de Luca
                    (FAO)                                                     (IFAD)                                                    (ILO)       
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Introduction

Gender equality is an essential component 
of sustainable economic growth and poverty 
reduction. Equitable access to more and better 
jobs in rural areas enable rural women to become 
effective economic actors and engines of growth; 
as well as to produce or aquire the food, water, fuel 
and social services their families need. Indeed, 
the quality of the care mothers are able to give 
to their children and other household members 
contributes to the health and productivity of whole 
families and communities and improves prospects 
for future generations. The important gaps in data 
availability and analytical work in many key areas 
handicap policy makers’ efforts to address these 
crucial issues adequately when designing poverty 
alleviation and growth strategies. 

With the aim of promoting gender equitable rural 
employment strategies, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the 
International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD) and the International Labour Office (ILO), 
partnered to carry out an assessment of the latest 
thinking on the gender dimension of rural and 
agricultural employment. The three organizations 
are commited to improving gender equality and 
women’s empowerment in agriculture and rural 
areas, and to strengthening women’s leadership 
and decision-making participation. 

To ensure that reliable statistical data, field-based 
evidence and good practices highlighting innovative 
policy solutions would be made available, FAO, IFAD 
and ILO issued a call for papers to which almost 200 
authors responded. Forty papers were then selected 
for presentation and discussion at a technical 
workshop on gender and rural employment 
organized in Rome, from 31 March to 2 April 2009. 
The main selection criteria for the papers presented 
were academic rigour and originality of the data and 
analysis, rather than geographical coverage, even 
though efforts were made to ensure as balanced 

a geographical coverage as possible (72 percent of 
the papers related to Asia and Africa). Most of the 
papers selected had been prepared and elaborated 
by academics (45 percent) and research institutes  
(19 percent) but also by UN organizations  
(24 percent), national administrations (7 percent) 
and civil society (5 percent). The workshop 
gathered 120 technical experts and development 
agency representatives, to discuss issues presented 
in the forty papers and to share their knowledge, 
questions and experiences. 

Designed to encourage maximum interaction 
among participants, three main topics were 
discussed: key gender issues, gaps in knowledge, 
data and approach, and policy implications. From 
the rich group discussions, the most important 
conclusions include the following: 

Gender inequalities in rural employment exist  •
everywhere, regardless of the level of economic 
development in the country/region, but exhibit 
different patterns according to social, cultural, 
religious and economic factors. Some of them – 
such as the burden of unpaid work at home, lack 
of education and bargaining power, and limited 
access to assets - clearly constitute significant 
economic disadvantages for women compared to 
men. In this context, it is interesting to observe 
that 90 percent of the wage gap between men 
and women in developed or developing countries 
is unexplained: in other words, it is attributed to 
gender discrimination. 

Women tend to be more risk adverse than  •
men when engaging in rural employment and 
women’s heavy burden of unpaid work is one of 
the most important factors constraining their 
access to paid work in rural settings.

Gender patterns of rural employment change over  •
time and differ across countries, in response to 
new trends, shocks and opportunities but some 
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deep set gender inequalities remain. Changes in 
international trade, migration, financial crises, 
diversification of the rural economy are a few 
of the many phenomena that play an important 
role in changing men and women’s rural 
employment opportunities and roles.

It is not enough to create more jobs for rural  •
men and women. The quality or decency of 
those jobs also matter. 

Financial services must be linked to wider  •
sustainable development processes, so that 
increased access to financial services also 
contributes to the development of markets, 
value chains and the strengthening of local and 
national economies. Both the opportunities and 
the challenges have gender dimensions that 
need to be taken into account in the current 
process of innovation and expansion.

Sex-disaggregated data are needed to fill critical  •
gaps in knowledge and improve policy decision-
making processes. 

Since gender differences in rural employment  •
are many and often inter-related, a package of 
complementary policy measures are needed, 
including legal reforms that promote gender 
equalities, social safety nets, support to the 
creation of farmers, women and youths’ 
organizations, child care programmes, female 
education, instruments to improve access to 
information and labour markets.

The main objective of this publication was to gather 
the most important data and issues presented and 
discussed at the workshop to share them with 
the community of practice in rural development. 
It combines empirical data and good practices 
based on national and international experiences 
on the gender dimension of rural and agricultural 
employment. The publication presents an update 

analysis of current development issues that are 
crucial for addressing rural poverty and achieving 
the Millenium Development Goals. 

The publication is structured into three main parts: 
Part 1 is an overview provided by Marzia Fontana 
(Institute of Development Studies at the University 
of Sussex) with Cristina Paciello (University of 
Rome “La Sapienza”) presenting issues related to 
gender equality and rural employment for poverty 
reduction, that includes the construction of a 
gender analytical framework across regions and 
contexts. This section also identifies appropriate 
policy responses and gender based constraints 
to the achievement of decent work for all. Part 2 
outlines and analyses key issues from the forty 
papers presented at the workshop, and provides 
abstracts of all those papers. Finally Part 3 offers a 
selection of six workshop papers that cover thematic 
areas of particular relevance to discussions about 
gender and rural employment.
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This report is the result of a collaborative effort of 
the FAO, IFAD and the ILO team working on the 
Gender Dimension of Rural Employment, and has 
benefited from the many contributions made by the 
authors who presented their paper in the technical 
workshop, and by the technical reviewers:

Part I was written by Marzia Fontana with  •
Cristina Paciello, who benefited from the 
support, patience and incisive comments of 
Jennie Dey de Pryck throughout the development 
of this chapter, as well as constructive inputs 
from Sriani Ameratunga, Andre Croppenstedt, 
Eve Crowley, Miet Maertens, Mieke Meurs, 
Eva Rathgeber, Sherin Al Shaikhahmed, Ravi 
Srivastava, Paola Termine, Rosemary Vargas-
Lundius, Annina Lubbock, Maria Hartl, and 
many FAO-IFAD-ILO workshop participants. 
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Osman provided valuable research assistance.
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David Suttie and Brett Shapiro, under the 
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Eve Crowley, Loretta de Luca and Rosemary 
Vargas-Lundius and in collaboration with 
the 40 authors (and their co-authors) who 
presented their papers at the FAO-ILO-IFAD 
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poverty” held in Casa San Bernardo, Rome, 
31 March – 2 April 2009: Dinara Alimdjanova; 
Leigh Anderson (and Diana Fletschner); Kirsten 
Appendini; Hedayatullah Ashrafi; Jahangir 
Alam Chowdhury; Albertine De Lange; Cheryl 
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Anoja Wickramasinghe.
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