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Abstract 

This scoping review explored the extent to which gender and women's empowerment concepts 

have been integrated within technical guidance that extension and development practitioners 

may use to guide their facilitation of smallholder agricultural commercialization. Past studies 

show that gender disparities persist and may be exacerbated by shifts in smallholder agricultural 

commercialization, reinforcing the need for this review. The scoping review and its qualitative 

analysis of technical expertise and resources found online (e.g., handbooks, guides, etc.) were 

framed using the Reach-Benefit-Empower-Transform (RBET) framework. Three central 

conclusions were derived from the review. First, simply analyzing the inclusion of words for 

gender or women’s empowerment in technical materials does not reveal whether they address 

gender issues in substantive ways. Second, significant gaps were apparent in the gender 

integration (or lack thereof) within materials focusing on finance and digitization/e-commerce 

for smallholder agriculture presenting a critical area for further exploration and investment. 

Third, significant discrepancies between gender integration in documents with a gender 

emphasis and documents with other commercialization foci suggest gender experts and experts 

on other topics in smallholder commercialization often work in silos without effective 

collaboration. 

 

Keywords: commercialization, Reach-Benefit-Empower-Transform, scoping review, smallholder 
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The Extent of Gender Integration Within Technical Guidance on Smallholder Agricultural 

Commercialization: A Scoping Review 

 

Introduction and Background 

 The international development community has come to widely agree that addressing 

gender equality and women’s empowerment is crucial from a human rights standpoint and to 

achieve global socioeconomic and development goals including increased food security and 

agricultural productivity, educational access, and women’s and maternal health (Cunningham et 

al., 2015; Gates, 2014; Kabeer 2010; Njuki et al., 2021; Malapit & Quisumbing, 2015). Yet, 

overall progress towards gender equality goals has been largely unremarkable (Head et al., 

2014). In agriculture, women continue to disproportionately face barriers in access to and control 

over productive and marketing resources, technologies, and opportunities (Boogard et al., 2015; 

Njuki et al., 2021). Smallholder agricultural commercialization is a critical domain where 

extension and development practitioners should target improving gender outcomes based on 

evidence that smallholders’ changes in their production and marketing can significantly implicate 

gender relations (Chanamuto & Hall, 2015; Rao, 2016; Tavenner et al., 2019).  

 Women play key roles along agricultural value chains and as contributors to food 

security, especially at the rural household level (Doss et al., 2018). However, social norms and 

structural inequities commonly hinder women from affording the time and resources to advance 

their agricultural activities via adopting improved technologies or linking to markets (Meinzen-

Dick et al., 2019; Moosa & Tuana, 2014; Rao, 2017). Gender norms at the community and 

societal levels can also constrain smallholders — and especially women farmers — from 

engaging in social and commercial networks that can benefit them through enhanced information 

flow, relationships, and cooperative activities (Masamha et al., 2018). Resultingly, these social 

norms and power dynamics appear often inhibit women smallholders’ capacities to increase farm 

productivity, obtain loans or credit, and even cope with environmental shocks (Njuki et al., 2021; 

Djurfeldt et al., 2018). Compared to men, Head et al. (2014) found that women are less likely to 

own land and livestock, adopt improved technologies, and receive agricultural extension 

services. Intrahousehold gender dynamics are often significantly associated with women’s access 

to and control over assets and resources; when women have more control over assets, their 

household bargaining (negotiation) powers improve with other the members of their households, 

which can lead to greater equality in allocating resources and benefits (Boogard et al., 2015). 

While concepts of ownership and asset rights are highly variable across contexts and genders, 

cultural norms and customary or statutory laws in many communities restrict women from 

owning land and gaining rights to assets and resources (Huyer, 2016; Kilic et al., 2020).  

 Researchers have also documented gendered tendencies and norms pertaining to different 

types of agricultural activities and production systems. Women in many contexts tend to be 

responsible for subsistence or consumption farming activities while men often control sales and 

more “lucrative activities” (Masamha et al., 2018; Njuki et al., 2011; Tavenner et al., 2019). 

Accordingly, smallholder diversification (i.e., cultivating and/or raising an array of different 

crops and livestock for consumption and/or marketing) has been shown to better contribute to 

gender equity — contrasted with intensification of a single cash crop — through facilitating 

opportunities and benefits for both men and women (Tavenner et al., 2019). Additional benefits 

of diversification for men and women smallholders include reducing risks of crop failure, market 

volatility, household food insecurity, and climate change (Heumesser & Kray, 2019). Therefore, 
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shifts in agricultural production and commercialization towards increased income generation — 

especially when concentrated on a single or few activities — frequently benefit men and can 

deepen gender divisions (Masamha et al., 2018; Tavenner et al., 2019).  

 Agricultural development actors and practitioners have been called on to help reverse and 

prevent the phenomenon of crop and livestock commercialization resulting in more work for 

women but less benefits, especially regarding control of income (Boogard et al., 2015; Huss-

Ashmore, 1996; Tavenner et al., 2019). Experts argue that when smallholder commercialization 

interventions concentrate on narrow technical and economic outcomes, the risks of perpetuating 

gender inequities and disparities may be heightened (Njuki et al., 2011; Tavenner et al., 2019). 

Although research has increasingly shown how agricultural commercialization influences gender 

outcomes, more exploration is needed to determine opportunity areas where extension and 

development practitioners can positively intervene and provide guidance (Masamha et al., 2018).  

 

Gender-focused Approaches in Agricultural Extension and Development 

 Experts have increasingly recommended techniques and approaches, many concentrated 

on monitoring and evaluation of gender-related outcomes, for agricultural practitioners to better 

address gender inequalities. For instance, the recent advent of “gender-in-agriculture” specialized 

indicator frameworks and evaluation tools (e.g., the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture 

Index, etc.) can improve practitioners’ ability to monitor whether interventions are achieving 

gender-focused development goals (Johnson et al., 2018; Malapit et al., 2015). Increasingly, 

gender analysis is also recommended — especially as a baseline and formative technique — to 

explore gender-differentiated issues, norms, and relations and inform gender mainstreaming and, 

in some cases, transformative efforts (Boogard et al. 2015; Kaaria & Ashby, 2001). Gender 

analysis and mapping can also be used to examine and analyze gender roles and dynamics 

related to commercialization (e.g., in value chains and households) for practitioners to identify 

target areas to shift relations and gender positioning (Manfre et al., 2013; Masamha et al., 2018).  

 Extension and development practitioners are uniquely positioned to address gender issues 

— at the forefront of assisting smallholders in pursuit of agricultural commercialization. For 

instance, Sulaiman and Davis (2012) included engaging with rural women, using gender 

sensitive approaches, and organizing rural women into interest/activity groups as essential 

capacities for contemporary agricultural extension professionals. However, evidence suggests 

that traditional technology transfer and “one-size-fits-all” extension approaches can have 

unintended consequences influencing gender relations, and practitioners should be especially 

wary of technology packages (e.g., standardized content or resources across clientele) that may 

reinforce gender stereotypes and divisions of labor (Cohen & Lemma, 2011; Farnworth, 2011). 

Rather, extension and advisory services for smallholder farmers should be contextualized to 

account for women’s time, mobility, and economic constraints (Manfre et al., 2013). To provide 

such tailored services, institutions supporting extension and development practitioners must be 

equipped with the skillsets and financial, and human resources to provide gender capacity 

building and oversight for staff. To achieve gender responsive extension and advisory services, 

Manfe et al. (2013) broadly called for increasing the proportion of women practitioners, 

equipping practitioners with the necessary knowledge and skills, adapting gender responsive 

methods to local contexts, and pursuing collaborative, cross-sectoral programming (e.g., linking 

nutrition and gender with agricultural production activities).  
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Conceptual Framework 

The gender disparities that continue to result from shifts in smallholder farmers’ 

commercialization practices emphasize the need to better understand ways practitioners can 

facilitate agricultural commercialization interventions that lead to positive gender outcomes. 

Notwithstanding important progress in introducing techniques and tools to measure and 

conceptualize gender, we found more emphasis has been placed on monitoring and evaluation 

related to commercialization while a gap remains in determining whether gender has been 

adequately contextualized and integrated within technical expertise and resources (e.g., 

handbooks, guides, etc.) developed to support extension and community practitioners.  

To address this research gap, we structured the present study using the Reach-Benefit-

Empower-Transform (RBET) framework, proposed by Johnson et al. (2018) and then modified 

by Kleiber et al. (2019). The framework’s original intended utility was to classify gender 

approaches within agricultural development projects as reaching, benefitting, empowering 

women, and/or transforming gender relations. The framework was first applied to analyze the 

objectives, activities/strategies, and monitoring and evaluation indicators of 13 international 

projects designed to empower women. In our current exploration, rather than projects, we 

adapted the framework to assess technical guidance resources (e.g., manuals, technical briefs, 

handbooks) on smallholder agricultural development and commercialization to infer the extent to 

which gender-focused techniques and methods are included and described. 

Johnson et al. (2018) claimed their framework was created to address the lack of 

consensus regarding how to classify and contrast gender approaches by agricultural development 

projects. They argued that previously introduced frameworks (e.g., classifications as gender-

blind, gender-responsive, gender-equitable, or gender-transformative) are most useful to analyze 

project goals and objectives against metrics and evaluation tools. However, the researchers 

posited that these concepts fall short in examining actual gender-focused activities: “identifying 

‘what works’ requires a precise definition not only of whether something worked (the outcome) 

but also of what was done (the intervention)” (Johnson et al., 2018, p. 3). In other words, the 

framework was designed to analyze how activities explicitly address gender and women’s 

empowerment, and thus, was deemed appropriate for use in the present study. The RBET 

framework’s four gender classifications and criteria are described below: 

 

Reaching Women 

 

Interventions that reach women encourage women’s participation in activities such as 

trainings, peer groups, or extension interactions. These interventions may concentrate on 

achieving a certain quota or gender composition (e.g., at least 30% women). In order to achieve 

such a level of engagement by women, practitioners are commonly tasked with accommodating 

for gender constraints such as time, mobility, or local gender norms. Johnson et al. (2018) 

cautioned that narrowly promoting (and recording) participation can have unintended 

consequences such as women being required to contribute or pay to engage in activities and then 

being unable to benefit due to intrahousehold dynamics. Practitioners may also overlook 

ensuring women are always able to decline participation as they wish (Johnson et al., 2018).  

 

Benefitting Women 
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Interventions that benefit women make certain that women benefit from all activities. To 

do this, the practitioners inquire about whether women perceive value in the results of the 

activities — moving beyond the reach classification (Johnson et al., 2018). Furthermore, 

activities that benefit women differentiate between men’s and women’s specific constraints and 

needs. While designs based on women’s needs and constraints can lead to benefits for women, 

practitioners may not fully account for the relations and roles connected to “benefits” that can 

cause backlash and unforeseen gender divisions (Goodman & Kaplan, 2017).  

 

Empowering Women 

 

“Empowering women involves strengthening their ability to make strategic life choices 

and to put those into action.” (Johnson et al., 2018, p. 5). The empowerment classification is 

largely based on Kabeer’s (1999) definition of empowerment, summarized as people shifting 

toward being able to make strategic life choices within a context in which they were previously 

denied this ability. Accordingly, empowerment activities should address constraints that cause 

disempowerment such as time burdens, gender-based violence, and lack of agency. Activities 

that empower also account for women’s positionality, relative to men, especially in domains 

such as household decision-making and control over income and assets (Johnson et al., 2018).  

 

Transforming Gender Relations 

 

Approaches that transform gender relations explicitly engage both men and women, 

along with local powerholders, to create a broader enabling environment — most often at the 

community level. These approaches target and shift structural barriers and underlying norms to 

encourage equality and substantive changes using highly participatory, reflexive, and community 

driven approaches (Kleiber et al., 2019; McDougall et al., 2015). 

These classifications may not always be applied in isolation as they are often mutually 

reinforcing (e.g., empowerment efforts may be contingent on benefit activities, etc.). For 

instance, without addressing household dynamics, and women’s bargaining power and agency 

(empowerment focused), activities aiming to benefit women may have unsustainable outcomes 

(Johnson et al., 2018). For another instance, some capacity building efforts may apply to 

overlapping classifications; training would most likely be a reach activity but a training activity 

using content on women’s rights with reflection on reducing structural gender barriers could 

contribute to empowerment or transformative change. By adapting the RBET framework, the 

present study analyzed a series of systematically compiled and expert recommended technical 

documents to determine the extent to which their guidelines targeting practitioners align with 

potentially reaching women, benefitting women, empowering women, and/or transforming 

gender norms and power relations. A fifth classification — gender blind — was also used for 

documents in which gender was largely ignored/not included, beyond recognizing men and 

women exist in agricultural systems (Interagency Gender Working Group, 2017).  

Given the breadth in the smallholder agricultural sector and practitioner specializations, 

this study focuses on materials tailored for lower-income, subsistence/semi-subsistence, and 

agriculturally diversified contexts (e.g., mixed crop and/or livestock). Within these contexts, 

research indicates gender disparities persist and may be exacerbated by shifts in smallholder 

agricultural commercialization, reinforcing the need for this review (Njuki et al., 2011; Tavenner 

et al., 2019). 
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Research Question 

 To what extent are gender and women's empowerment concepts integrated within 

different categories of readily available technical guidance about facilitating smallholder 

agricultural commercialization?  

Methods 

We conducted a scoping review to examine evidence on whether and how substantively 

gender and empowerment concepts have been integrated within technical guidance documents 

designed for practitioners who facilitate smallholder agricultural commercialization 

interventions. Scoping review is a relatively new technique for evidence synthesis and can be 

contrasted with the more commonly used systematic review method (Munn et al., 2018). A 

scoping review may be carried out prior to a systematic review because the technique is useful 

for answering broad questions (rather than discrete questions like a systematic review) and 

gathering the necessary information to narrow the focus before conducting a systematic review 

(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Sucharew & Macaluso, 2019). We selected this review technique 

based on experts’ advice that this is a suitable methodology for topics that have not been 

comprehensively reviewed and are broad and multi-faceted (Peters et al., 2015). Precisely 

aligned with our research question, Molina-Maturano et al. (2020) suggested scoping reviews are 

appropriate for mapping the extent and nature of accessible evidence on a topic of interest.  

 

Search and Inclusion Criteria 

To narrow the research focus, we concentrated this review on the integration of gender 

concepts within documents containing guidelines, methods, and approaches for practitioners to 

promote and facilitate commercialization behaviors for a specific subset of smallholder farmers. 

“Smallholder agriculture” is a broad term and varies based on development, economic, and 

sociocultural factors and contexts. We limited our review to documents specialized for 

smallholder farmers’ shifts from subsistence or minimal commercialization toward increased 

levels of commercialization and market orientation — employing commercialization behaviors 

across production, marketing, processing, and other domains (Pingali & Rosegrant, 1995; 

Sokoni, 2008; Von Braun et al., 1994). Within this scope, our review concentrated on practices 

and technologies associated with mixed/diversified crop and livestock farming activities (e.g., 

grain or root crop, horticultural, and/or mixed livestock production).  

We conducted the search through non-academic sources/search engines to achieve a 

sample of materials reflecting practical programming guidance — shared/published by nonprofit, 

private, public, and other development organizations — about facilitating smallholder 

agricultural commercialization. Our three sources for documents were: Google Advanced Search, 

the World Bank Knowledge Repository, and Food and Agriculture Organization Publications. 

Based on exploratory research prior to the review, these sources/search engines were selected 

because they included a broad variety of readily accessible (online/open access) technical 

resources and other materials relevant to this study’s contextual focus. The most foundational 

inclusion criterion was documents that were “readily available” online and published or revised 

within a five-year window (2018 to 2022; the post-review analysis was completed in late 2023). 

Limiting to this time period was deemed representative of an adequate body of contemporary 

electronic materials for the purpose of scoping that address current and relevant practical issues 

along with the period being logistically feasible. “Readily available” was essentially 
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operationalized to include documents a practitioner or expert could locate and read online 

without having to request or contact an organization or other owner of resources. Therefore, we 

did not request any documents by contacting staff at organizations. We reviewed documents that 

were explicitly tailored for agricultural development and/or extension practitioners involved in 

the execution and facilitation of smallholder agricultural commercialization interventions. Thus, 

we excluded documents that appeared primarily concerned with policymaking, monitoring and 

evaluation, or higher-level administration (full exclusion criteria described in Figure 1).  

To locate appropriate documents to review, we used the following search terms/phrases 

and combinations in all three sources/search engines: “smallholder farm” or “smallholder 

agriculture,” and “market” or “commercialization” or “gender” or “women” or “empowerment,” 

and “manual” or “guide.” Although these documents were contextually developed for 

smallholder agricultural development, they were broadly applicable across many regions in the 

world with relevant agricultural systems. We searched for all documents and linked webpages 

with embedded documents produced by the three sources/search engines. In addition to — and to 

contrast with — our own search for documents, we assembled a panel of international experts in 

the areas of gender and smallholder agricultural development practice and asked them to 

recommend documents based on the research question. These 23 experts hailed from 17 

nonprofit, research, and academic organizations and had been involved in research and 

implementation of gender and empowerment focused agricultural development approaches 

within the past five years. The experts were asked to suggest an existing framework or model to 

guide implementing and facilitating smallholder agricultural commercialization to be gender 

transformative. Using an online anonymous survey, the experts submitted document citations and 

links, which were consolidated by removing duplicates. Unlike the scoping process, we decided 

not to limit the experts’ submissions to the last five years because we believed their endorsement 

of the materials as applicable to current development practice provided screening for relevance. 

As a result, the earliest of the expert recommended documents was published in 2015. Figure 1 

illustrates the scoping process and criteria used to compile documents from our search and 

documents from the experts for analysis.  

 

 

Figure 1 

Scoping Review Process 
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We first screened identified documents’ titles, abstracts and/or executive summaries, and 

keywords (all where applicable) to decide whether they met inclusion criteria. A total of 1,752 

search results and documents were initially gathered from the scoping search and the experts’ 

submissions. However, it should be noted that in many cases a search result was quickly 

excluded without a document review because no document existed via the web link or the topic 

was not relevant. We removed duplicates and any documents based on the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria in Figure 1. Documents in or translated to English were included in the review. 

This scoping and screening process resulted in a final sample of 83 documents meeting the 

review criteria and 12 expert recommended documents for inclusion in the review (total n = 95).  
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Data Analysis  

Following initial scoping and eligibility screening for commercialization related 

documents, we then determined the sub-categories (technical and/or social foci) within the 

sample. To do this, we categorized the documents according to their explicit concentration, 

which was most often evident from the cover, abstract, summary, and/or keywords.  

Then, we examined whether the central words for “gender” and “women’s 

empowerment” were included in the text of each document. First, we conducted simple content 

analysis using word search and word count within the text of each PDF or Word document to 

quantify the terms “gender,” “gendered,” and “empowerment” or “empower.” We verified the 

empower text was claiming women’s empowerment and was not void of a gender dimension 

(e.g., a broad reference to community empowerment would not be counted). For this content 

analysis, we excluded the cover page, table of contents, author information, and references in 

each document.  

Next, we conducted a rapid qualitative analysis to examine the extent of each document’s 

gender and/or women’s empowerment guidelines for practitioners. Rapid qualitative analysis is 

an emergent research technique, often used in health sciences, as an alternative to in-depth 

qualitative analysis to provide targeted, relevant information and feedback, especially when 

pressed with short timelines and stakeholder needs (Gale et al., 2019; Lewinksi et al., 2021). Per 

expert recommendations on the technique, we followed a deductive process guided by a priori 

themes to code and organize relevant data (i.e., text) in the documents (Lewinksi et al., 2021). A 

matrix was set up in Excel to manually code and paste the data (text extractions from the 

documents) according to deductive RBET themes derived from Johnson et al. (2018) and Kleiber 

et al. (2019). Specifically, we reviewed sections of the documents focused on practical guidelines 

and recommendations and extracted and classified appropriate quotes using parameters 

established in Table 1. Quotes were extracted according to whether the guidelines illustrated the 

potential to reach women, benefit women, empower women, or/and transform gender relations. 

If the entire document did not align with the RBET criteria and failed to include gender or 

empowerment concepts, it was classified as gender blind. To boost trustworthiness, three social 

science expert external reviewers validated the process and coding into the RBET matrix 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 

Table 1 

Rapid Qualitative Analysis RBET Parameters  

Guideline 

classification 
Parameters 

Gender blind (applied to whole document) • Gender not addressed nor included in 

document other than recognizing 

different gendered farmers exist 
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Reaches women  • Guidelines encourage women to 

participate in activities  

• Barriers to women’s participation in 

activities addressed 

• Activities and intended outcomes not 

designed based on women’s needs and 

perceptions 

Benefits women  • Guidelines ensure women benefit 

from all activities by designing them 

around women’s expressed needs and 

perceptions 

• Guidelines differentiate between 

women’s, men’s, and non-binary 

people’s unique needs 

Empowers women • Guidelines use activities and measures 

to strengthen women’s decision-

making power, especially for strategic 

life choices  

• Guidelines address sources of 

disempowerment for women 

Transforms gender • Guidelines target shifts in underlying 

gender norms and power structures  

• Guidelines engage men and 

powerholders in the community and 

broader environment 

 

To quantify the content and thematic analyses, we applied descriptive statistics (mean and 

frequency). We calculated the mean number of mentions of the words for gender and women’s 

empowerment per page rather than the total to ensure the findings were proportionate and 

representative as the length of documents varied. We used Kruskal-Wallis nonparametric tests of 

comparison to explore patterns amongst the different categories of documents. 

 

Results 

 We first classified the documents (from both scoping and expert submissions) through an 

inductive process into six categories according to their primary foci under the broad umbrella of 

smallholder agriculture and commercialization (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2 

Breakdown of Documents by Category 



Journal of International Agricultural and Extension Education   Volume 32, Issue 2 

 330 

 
Note. Total sample size (n) = 95 

 

We identified gender blind documents in all of these categories except for gender 

emphasis and extension (Figure 3). The finance category had the greatest proportion of gender 

blind documents (50.0%), followed by digitization/e-commerce (28.6%), and thirdly business 

development and marketing (25.0%). We conducted an independent samples Kruskal-Wallis 

nonparametric test to check for significant differences in the frequencies of gender blind 

documents among the categories. The extension category was excluded from this and subsequent 

nonparametric tests because its sample size was less than the minimum recommended for the test 

which uses a chi-squared distribution (Lomuscio, 2021). The overall test (H = 13.92) was 

significant at p < .05, and pair-wise comparisons indicated a significant difference between the 

finance and gender emphasis categories (p < .05, adjusted via Bonferroni correction).  

 

Figure 3 

Gender Blind Documents in Each Category 
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Our analyses of the average number of times the words for gender and women’s 

empowerment (and forms of these words described under methods) were mentioned on each 

page of the documents revealed a range across the six categories (Figure 4). It should be noted 

that this analysis did not examine whether the terms were accurately or meaningfully described 

or discussed — only whether they were included in the text. The gender emphasis category had 

the highest average mentions of both words (gender: 4.41 per page; women’s empowerment: 

0.86 per page). Otherwise, the extension documents included the word gender more than the rest 

of the categories (0.90 per page) while women’s empowerment was most prevalent in the other 

category (0.07 per page) and the value/supply chain category (0.06 per page). Kruskal-Wallis 

tests were conducted to examine any significant differences among the categories in their 

inclusion of the words. For gender, the test (H = 57.88) was significant at p < .001. Significant 

pairwise comparisons were found for gender emphasis with the rest of the categories (adjusted p 

< .001). The test for empowerment (H = 39.08) was also significant at p < .001, and pairwise 

comparisons were significant between gender emphasis and the other categories, all at the 

adjusted p < .05 level, except for the pair with business development/marketing, which was at the 

p < .001.   

 

Figure 4 

Average Mentions of Gender and Women’s Empowerment in Each Category 
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 We also analyzed the average mentions of the gender and women’s empowerment words 

per page by comparing the gender expert recommended documents (n =12) with the documents 

we gathered via the scoping process (not expert recommended) (n = 83). Figure 5 shows that 

gender was mentioned in the expert recommended documents nearly 3.5 times more often than 

in the scoping documents, and women’s empowerment was mentioned approximately 5.6 times 

more often in the expert recommended documents than in the scoping documents.  

 

Figure 5 

Average Mentions of Gender and Women’s Empowerment in Gender Expert Recommended (n = 

12) versus Documents Found Via Scoping Review (n = 83) 
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We analyzed the documents qualitatively according to the RBET parameters to gain a 

more in-depth understanding of the extent to which gender and women’s empowerment were 

integrated into the documents. From this qualitative process, we then quantified the proportions 

of documents in the seven categories with potential to reach, benefit, empower, and/or transform 

based on their extracted guidelines (Figure 6 and Table 2).  

 

Figure 6 

Documents Including Guidelines with the Potential to Reach, Benefit, Empower, and/or 

Transform Based on Qualitative Analysis 
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Table 2   

Documents in Each Category Including Guidelines with the Potential to Reach, Benefit, 

Empower, and/or Transform Based on Qualitative Analysis 

 

Category Reach % (f) Benefit % (f) Empower % (f) Transform % (f) 

Gender emphasis 85.2 (23) 100.0 (27) 63.0 (17) 66.7 (18) 

Extension 100.0 (3) 100.0 (3) 33.3 (1) 0.0 (0) 

Other (technology focus, 

innovation, etc.) 
76.9 (10) 76.9 (10) 0.0 (0) 7.7 (1) 

Value/Supply chain 

development 
80.0 (12) 73.3 (11) 20.0 (3) 6.7 (1)  

Business development and 

marketing 
75.0 (18) 50.0 (12) 8.3 (2) 4.2 (1) 

Finance 33.3 (2) 16.7 (1) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

Digitization/E-commerce 71.4 (5) 42.9 (3) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 

Note. n = 95. Percentages may exceed 100 because documents could have multiple 

classifications. 
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All categories except for finance had more than 50.0% of documents with reach potential. 

Slightly fewer documents across the categories had guidelines with benefit potential, although all 

were above 40.0% aside from finance, which again had the lowest number of documents 

(16.7%). When examining guidelines with potential to empower women or transform gender 

relations, the gender emphasis category had nearly twice as many documents with these 

guidelines compared to the second-highest (extension) category. In the finance and digitization/e-

commerce categories, no documents were found to hold empower or transform potential, and no 

documents had empowerment potential in the category other. It is important to recognize that 

documents could (and often did) fit within multiple RBET designations according to their 

different guidelines as well as the subjective nature of the qualitative analysis.   

 Illustrative quotes (document text) selected from the qualitative data can help convey the 

types of guidelines that were coded within the RBET parameters. The quotes in Table 3 that 

constitute reach guidelines describe methods and recommendations to adjust development 

activities and opportunities to accommodate barriers that may prevent women’s participation, 

encourage equal engagement by men and women using quotas and other measures, and pre-

select activities as appropriate for women. 

 

Table 3   

Guidelines with Reach Potential  

Category 
% (f) documents 

with guidelines 
Illustrative quotes 

Gender 

emphasis 
85.2 (23) 

The organization of training sessions needs to take into 

account the daily timetables of women and men, and be 

realistic in order to encourage participation. Providing 

childcare during sessions can be a major incentive in 

persuading women to attend (Treinen & Van der 

Elstraeten, 2018, p. 39). 

Extension 100.0 (3) 

The implementers should emphasize that both male and 

female members need to equally participate in the 

trainings. In addition, the members and their spouses 

should actively take part in decision-making and activity 

implementation throughout the SHEP training course 

(Japan International Cooperation Agency, 2018, p. 19) 

Other 

(technology 

focus, 

innovation, 

etc.) 

76.9 (10) 

Women are usually responsible for harvesting water. 

Hence, these techniques allow women to save time that 

can be used instead to produce food and/or to go to 

school. Rainwater harvesting can, therefore, have 

significant benefits for women and contribute to gender 

equality (FAO, 2018, p. 26) 

Value/Supply 

chain 

development 

80.0 (12) 

To improve participation of women it is important to 

understand their limitations to participate in activities such 

as their limitations to leave the households as they have to 
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take care of children, cooking, household chores or not 

being allowed to travel alone at night (Lamers, 2021, p. 

18) 

Business 

development 

and marketing 

75.0 (18) 

Where relevant, consider smaller contributions and use 

quotas to ensure that there is equal participation of young 

women and men in the interventions (FAO & African 

Union Commission, 2022, p. 14) 

Finance 33.3 (2) 

Development of green agri-food value chains for rural and 

on-farm livelihoods in particular, strengthening the 

efficiency and inclusiveness of agri-food value chains 

(including for women and youth agri-entrepreneurs) 

represents a substantial opportunity to generate 

employment (FAO, 2021, p. 95). 

Digitization/E-

commerce 
71.4 (5) 

Foundational ID systems that are inclusive and strive for 

universal coverage can help to ensure that women are not 

unintentionally left out of assistance programs due to lack 

of identification. In addition, foundational IDs ensure that 

women can participate equally in social, political, and 

economic life. For example, providing women with a 

foundational ID is a first step in enabling women to 

register for their own SIM card, so that they can have their 

own mobile phone and their own mobile money wallet (or 

other type of financial account) (World Bank, 2018, p. 4). 

 

 We were able to extract illustrative quotes for guidelines with the potential to benefit 

women for all of the categories (Table 4). These guidelines describe exploring and accounting for 

women’s perceptions (e.g., goals, needs, etc.) in the design and implementation of development 

initiatives. Rather than assuming what women or men should do or what would benefit them, the 

quotes promote gathering stakeholders’ input and gender analysis of the differentiated access, 

control, and benefits women and men experience in unique sociocultural contexts.  

 

Table 4   

Guidelines with Benefit Potential  

Category 
% (f) documents 

with guidelines 
Illustrative quotes 

Gender 

emphasis 
100.0 (27) 

It is important to identify what women’s goals are. 

Developing financial products that help meet those goals, 

such as commitment savings for education or convenient 

payment for transport services, can provide a better value 

proposition for female smallholders (Hernandez et al., 

2018, p. 2). 
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Extension 100.0 (3) 

Often, women have fewer entitlements and endowments 

than men, are less mobile and have limited access to 

information, making them more vulnerable to climatic 

shocks and low farming productivity. Possible 

interventions aimed at reducing this gender gap include: 

have a clear understanding of the local productive roles of 

men and women; analyse their different access to and 

control over productive and financial resources; increase 

women’s access to productive land, services, inputs, 

markets, weather and climate information, knowledge and 

training; increase women’s participation in decision-

making processes by establishing community level bodies 

with their adequate representation; and analyse the effects 

of climate change on labour requirements of men and 

women in terms of household and hired labourers (FAO, 

2018, p. 53). 

Other 

(technology 

focus, 

innovation, 

etc.) 

76.9 (10) 

The water use rights system must sufficiently address the 

water use needs and priorities of all water users and must 

be designed to recognise and support the differentiated 

and often overlooked water use needs and priorities of 

women, who constitute a large percentage of smallholder 

farmers and the majority of domestic water users in sub-

Saharan Africa (Izzi et al., 2021, p. 188). 

Value/Supply 

chain 

development 

73.3 (11) 

These differences make delivery of extension information, 

such as on animal feeding or health, complicated as 

livestock production incentives differ among the 

individuals in a household. The design of technical and 

extension advice, materials and activities should thus take 

into consideration the different gendered roles and 

responsibilities for livestock production and marketing 

within households (Islamic Development Bank Group, 

2020, p. 61). 

Business 

development 

and marketing 

50.0 (12) 

Land Rights Toolkit which targets to help implementers 

of agricultural initiatives understand the importance of 

considering land rights, improve their capacity to identify 

land rights issues and barriers for vulnerable groups such 

as women in their projects, and help implementers 

develop solutions to address challenges that are identified 

(Massey et al., 2022, p. 85). 

Finance 16.7 (1) 

In societies where legal access to land title is denied to 

women or legal rights of ownership (including to 

livestock) do not exist, gender-specific programs, grants, 
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or microfinance schemes within the meat protein sector 

that target empowerment or livelihood enhancement for 

women encounter barriers. Inherent obstacles can deter 

potential investors (public and private) and challenge 

policy makers when creating policies and programs that 

are to benefit the whole sector (World Bank, 2020, p. 78). 

Digitization/E-

commerce 
42.9 (3) 

Multiple studies have shown that having access to female 

extension agents resulted in greater participation and 

satisfaction among women farmers compared to male 

agents. Digital extension services (e.g., demonstration 

videos) customized as per the farmer’s gender can help 

improve their uptake (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2021, p. 4).  

 

 Three document categories (other, finance, and digitization/e-commerce) did not have 

documents that were analyzed as holding empowerment potential (Table 5). Across the four 

qualifying categories, illustrative quotes describe empowerment processes focused on decision-

making at the individual, household, community, and societal levels. The guidelines discuss 

sources of disempowerment including safety, lack of access to resources, discrimination, and 

harmful norms. Awareness-raising, self-analysis in the household and community, and engaging 

both women and men are recommended mechanisms to support women in their empowerment. 

 

Table 5 

Guidelines with Potential to Empower Women 

Category 
% (f) documents 

with guidelines 
Illustrative quotes 

Gender 

emphasis 
63.0 (17) 

Gender norms, beliefs and behaviors limit women’s 

decision-making power related to production, assets, 

resources, income, leadership and membership in groups, 

and how they spend their time. They perpetuate an 

imbalance of power between women and men. Therefore, 

to stimulate a sustainable process of empowerment, these 

norms, beliefs, behaviors and power relations need to 

change. It is important to note that both women and men 

internalize and perpetuate these gender norms, and both 

need to be targets of social and behavioral change 

initiatives (Stern et al., 2016, p. 16). 

Extension 33.3 (1) 

On the other hand, strategic gender needs – equal access 

to resources, elimination of discrimination and adequate 

participation in decision-making mechanisms – require 

long term commitment and changes at different levels in 

the society. Meeting these strategic needs is fundamental 
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to advancing toward gender equality. Possible actions to 

address practical and strategic gender needs can blend 

into each other as they determine the path for developing 

adaptive capacities (FAO, 2018, p. 60) 

Other 

(technology 

focus, 

innovation, 

etc.) 

0.0 (0)  

Value/Supply 

chain 

development 

20.0 (3) 

Inequitable distribution of power is especially prevalent 

throughout the production and trade of high-value crops, 

which are often dominated by male actors. Household 

methodologies can mitigate the risk of male capture of 

women’s high-value crops through the promotion of 

greater gender-balanced decision-making (IFAD, 2020, p. 

15). 

Business 

development 

and marketing 

8.3 (2) 

These include, in particular, awareness-raising within 

communities and households, and participatory self-

analysis at both the community and the household level 

on the socio-economic barriers facing different social 

groupings (poorer members of the community, women, 

youth and other marginalized or vulnerable groupings). 

Particularly effective is the “household mentoring” 

methodology, which addresses intra-household gender 

relations (IFAD, 2021, p. 6) 

 

Finance 0.0 (0)  

Digitization/E-

commerce 
0.0 (0) 

 

 

 

 Four categories included documents with guidelines we analyzed as potentially 

transforming gender relations (Table 6). No documents were included from the extension, 

finance, and digitization/e-commerce categories. The illustrative guideline quotes describe 

engagement with community groups, powerholders, market actors, and institutions as catalysts to 

shift harmful and underlying norms and relations. The guidelines encourage community driven 

transformation processes through shared goals via analysis and reflection activities.   
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Table 6 

Guidelines with Potential to Transform Gender Relations 

Category 
% documents 

with guidelines 
Illustrative quotes 

Gender 

emphasis 
66.7 (18) 

Before choosing which tools to use to address gender, 

social, and power norms during reflective dialogues, 

teams must first identify the most relevant norms by 

engaging community groups who are most negatively 

impacted by these norms. Then program teams identify 

power holders that hold and influence these norms by 

conducting gender and power analysis (See Section 4 for 

details). Through reflective dialogues with target groups 

and power holders, social and gender norms are surfaced 

and then critically assessed for how they contribute to or 

undermine shared goals and desires (Mekuria et al., 

2018, p. 5). 

Extension 0.0 (0)  

Other 

(technology 

focus, 

innovation, 

etc.) 

7.7 (1) 

What can be done to show market providers (insurers 

and distribution channels) why it is important that 

women are not excluded, and to demonstrate practical 

solutions? – What can insurers and other sector actors 

supporting implementation do to be more gender 

inclusive within their own institutions and operating 

models? (IFAD, 2022, p. 3) 

Value/Supply 

chain 

development 

6.7 (1)  

A positive step in that direction is for instance, having 

the dominant group (e.g. wealthy households or older 

men) discuss and formulate clear advantages from the 

inclusion of disadvantaged groups, such as greater gains 

in useful knowledge, skills and innovative perspectives 

that would be missed otherwise. Such discussions can 

facilitate the improved participation of excluded groups 

in management and decision-making. However, 

participation for the purpose of just achieving the agreed 

quota number does often not lead to real empowerment. 

Discussing social inclusion as a stand-alone topic could 

be a sensitive topic; discussing instead the matter along a 

practical issue at hand (assessing traditional knowledge 

or selecting the board members of the cooperative), 

would help to lesser tensions and facilitate a conducive 
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discussion on social and gender inclusion. (Lamers, 

2021, p. 18) 

Business 

development 

and marketing 

4.2 (1) 

Particularly effective is the “household mentoring” 

methodology, which addresses intra-household gender 

relations. Support can also be provided for community-

level and local government-level participatory 

development planning and multi-stakeholder dialogue 

processes that include the identification of land for young 

people. In all these processes the issues of access to land 

for young people is often identified as one of the barriers 

or challenges. Intergenerational engagement can also be 

linked to support in establishing public land banks, in 

will writing and in advocating for changes in inheritance 

laws, particularly in favour of young women’s tenure 

rights (IFAD, 2021, p. 6). 

Finance 0.0 (0)  

Digitization/E-

commerce 
0.0 (0) 

 

 

 

Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations  

 Studies have increasingly demonstrated the need to address gender disparities related to 

shifts in smallholder farmers’ commercialization behaviors (Chanamuto & Hall, 2015; Rao, 

2016; Tavenner et al., 2019). Our novel adaptation of the RBET framework to assess the extent 

of the integration of gender and women’s empowerment concepts in technical manuals, 

handbooks, and other readily available resources brings to light practical barriers and 

opportunities for promoting inclusive smallholder agricultural commercialization. We draw three 

central conclusions from the scoping review and qualitative analysis findings. First, simply 

analyzing the inclusion of words for gender or women’s empowerment in technical materials 

does not reveal whether gender issues are addressed in substantive ways. In contrast, comparing 

the gender and empowerment word counts with the qualitative exploration can illustrate the 

prevalence of surface level integration versus deeper, more impactful integration. Second, 

significant gaps were apparent in the gender integration (or lack thereof) within materials 

focusing on finance and digitization/e-commerce for smallholder agriculture presenting a critical 

area for further exploration and investment. Third, the significant discrepancies between gender 

integration in documents with a gender emphasis and documents in the other commercialization 

categories suggest gender experts and experts on other topics in smallholder agricultural 

commercialization often produce and share expertise in silos without effective collaboration. 

Because our study was limited to the review of technical materials, this third conclusion should 

be further investigated within practical applications such as programming and project design.  

 The content analysis for the word gender across the categories largely paralleled our 

RBET qualitative reach and benefit findings. However, the gender emphasis documents had 

fewer guidelines with reach potential than other categories, which is not surprising as the 
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guidelines were more heavily concentrated on the benefit, empower, and transform concepts of 

the framework. When moving from analysis of the RB side to the ET side of the RBET 

framework, a major drop occurred in empowerment and transform integration within documents 

for all categories other than gender emphasis. We believe this is largely because the 

empowerment and gender transformative components require more specialized expertise to 

understand and address due to their uniquely defined theoretical pathways and the complexities 

in implementing supporting approaches (Hillenbrand et al., 2015; Kabeer, 1999; McDougal et 

al., 2021). Our qualitative analysis helped to ensure the empowerment and transform concepts 

were not equated with standard gender integration or mainstreaming practices. By digging 

deeper into how gender transformation and empowerment were included in materials we could 

identify and screen when the terms were used as “buzzwords” with diluted or misconstrued 

meanings (Cornwall, 2010; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015; Mullinax et al., 2018).  

  Through the illustrative quotes, we can see the common or unique ways and the extent to 

which authors suggest practitioners address gender. Evident in the reach guidelines was using 

gender quotas to promote levels of participation by women (e.g., a 40% women attendance 

guideline). While a gender quota may balance demographic composition, it should not be 

conflated with increasing equality (Lau et al., 2021). Rather, efforts to meet a quota by 

persuading and encouraging people to engage can create unintended gender disparities such as 

additional time burdens for women with already busy lives (Deering, 2019). Similarly, 

practitioners and researchers should be aware of “reach dynamics” by projects, communities, and 

participants that may put pressure on marginalized people to engage to meet a quota or please a 

project (Johnson et al., 2018). Other reach guidelines accounted for unique barriers women may 

confront to travel to and engage in activities such as trainings, but these guidelines fell short in 

exploring whether women would want to participant. Benefit illustrative quotes reflected 

gathering and analyzing data on gender-differentiated needs and perceptions to inform the design 

and delivery of activities ensuring benefits to women and men, in line with good gender 

integration practice (Manfre et al., 2013). Empowerment guidelines often focused on the 

household and community levels and explicitly addressed women’s agency, strategic needs and 

decision-making, and collective forces for empowerment. Lastly, the guidelines for 

transformation described engaging with powerholders and institutions at multiple levels to shift 

entrenched power relations.   

 The lack of gender integration found in finance and digitization/e-commerce materials is 

a significant and concerning finding given that access to finance is critical for smallholder 

farmers to advance their commercialization practices (Arias et al., 2013). Smallholder men and 

women frequently struggle to obtain credit or loans because providers and institutions perceive 

that there is too high a risk lending to farmers who possess few assets and produce limited farm 

output (AgCLIR, 2016; Arias et al., 2013; Mpuga, 2010). Beyond a constraint for most 

smallholders, women in many developing contexts commonly face an even greater barrier than 

men in accessing and obtaining finance (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2020). 

Researchers have proposed that digital financial services could play a central role to bridge the 

financial inclusion gap through improving smallholder women’s direct access to information 

(Adegbite & Machethe, 2020). Yet, we found no meaningful integration of women’s 

empowerment and gender transformative concepts in the finance and digitization/e-commerce 

focused documents and the lowest levels of reach and benefit integration. Furthermore, these two 

categories had more gender blind documents than the other categories. While our sample from a 

five-year window was relatively small, we recommend future research in response to these 
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findings to analyze gender integration across more materials, including project/program 

proposals and designs, to determine the prevalence of this gender gap in technical guidance. 

Going forward, new documents in these areas could be improved by incorporating guidelines 

about women’s economic empowerment, focusing on increasing women’s agency and economic 

rights along with potentially transformative activities like working with financial institutions to 

reduce gender bias in formal and informal structures (Golla et al., 2011; Kidder et al., 2017; 

Hillenbrand et al., 2015). For these guidelines to be both practical and effective, we recommend 

engaging stakeholders and conducting research to explore positive examples (and anomalies) 

that demonstrate ways financial institutions and service providers can break down gender 

barriers to access and utilization. Furthermore, gender focused technology assessments should be 

conducted, especially for digital and e-commerce innovations, to examine gender differentiated 

needs, perceptions, and experiences related to these technologies (Manfre et al., 2017).  

 Our third conclusion — although somewhat expected — presents significant implications 

for the prospects of improving the integration of gender and women’s empowerment in 

smallholder agricultural commercialization. The vast differences between the inclusion of 

empowerment and transformative change concepts in the gender emphasis documents (including 

gender expert documents) compared to the other categories suggest a lack of gender 

prioritization and/or expertise that went into the development of documents focused in areas like 

finance and business development. Of course, there is rationale for concentrating expertise to 

produce specialized and in-depth materials (e.g., a gender transformation facilitation guide). And, 

ironically, we did not explore how meaningfully finance and digitization were integrated in the 

gender emphasis documents. However, it should be recognized that zero integration of gender 

was observed in many documents and even more documents omitted empowerment and 

transformation concepts. We believe this absence of guidance could translate to practitioners not 

even using basic gender aware practices. Therefore, we recommend further exploring potential 

“siloing” of gender and technical smallholder agricultural expertise as well as addressing this 

issue via opportunities to increase meaningful expert collaborations. For example, collaborations 

at a basic level could include reviews of technical materials by gender specialists and vice versa 

by market and financial specialists. For fuller, more meaningful integration, we encourage 

gender and smallholder technical specialists co-designing and developing shared visions and 

objectives. Notably, we found limited integration of empowerment in the extension category and 

empowerment and transformation in the value/supply chain development category. Exploring 

resources on gender in value chains and integration of gender within extension may provide 

models as a starting point to promote integration elsewhere (e.g., Manfre et al., 2013; Reemer & 

Mkanza, 2014). 

 We believe the overarching answer to our research question is that the extent of gender 

integration, beyond simply mentioning terms, was low across most types of technical resources, 

other than integration concentrated within materials tailored to focus on gender. It could be 

argued that a study limitation was excluding select monitoring and evaluation guidance 

(especially guidance focused on participatory, culturally responsive, and developmental 

frameworks as these merge implementation with measurement). An additional limitation of this 

study was not surveying a range of smallholder agriculture-focused practitioners about the types 

of documents they would reference for facilitating smallholder commercialization activities to 

ensure our sample was appropriate. Nonetheless, our operationalization of “readily available” as 

documents a practitioner could search for and find online along with our research team’s 

knowledge from working in real-world smallholder settings helped address this limitation. 
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Comparing our findings with a diverse sample of practitioners to assess their knowledge and 

skillsets would help infer whether the gaps in gender and women’s empowerment guidelines 

parallel gaps in practitioners’ expertise that may most directly influence outcomes for women 

and men farmers in communities and the field.  
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