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Abstract: The study assessed the constraints of women farmers' engagement in 

participatory agricultural research in Jabithenan and South Achefer Woredas of the Amhara 

Region, Ethiopia. Quantitative data were collected using semi-structured questionnaires, 

while qualitative data were collected using focus group discussions and key informant 

interviews. Descriptive statistics and thematic analysis were used to analyze the data. The 

results indicated that women's participation was affected by several factors, including 

community beliefs, researchers' and extension workers' attitudes, weakly enforced 

community bylaws for couples’ participation, the limited number of research institutions 

and their inefficiency, lack of access to credit, and the excessive focus on model farmers. 

These factors created barriers for women farmers to participate in agricultural research and 

development endeavors. The study recommends policy reforms and targeted interventions to 

enhance women farmers' engagement and empowerment in agricultural research. The 

interventions could include addressing gender biases, encouraging couples' participation, 

improving access to credit, and providing more support for non-model farmers. 
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1. Introduction 

The shift toward participatory agricultural research emerged as scientists recognized the limitations of 

the traditional transfer-of-technology model, which often led to the development of unsuitable 

technologies for smallholder farmers. Instead, participatory research methodologies aim to produce 

technology that farmers find advantageous and suitable to be implemented (Ponzio, Gangatharan, and 

Neri, 2013; Orabi, 2017). Experiences from Ethiopia and other regions show that farmers often resist 

innovations created without their input, as research stations generally fail to generate a diverse range 

of locally specific technologies (Anchala, Deressa, Admasu, and Habte, 2005). This highlights the 

need to integrate farmers' traditional knowledge into scientific research. Participatory research 

supports farmers’ input and observation-based decision-making over indiscriminate external inputs. It 

also promotes effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and empowerment principles central to engaging 

farmers in agricultural research (Zerfu, 2005). 

   Despite its benefits, gender considerations in participatory research are frequently inadequate. 

Studies have indicated that the roles of women in agriculture are often overlooked in research 

processes, impacting the adoption of agricultural innovations (Chiche and Tesfaye, 2008). In 2015, 

the Ethiopian Institute of Agricultural Research (EIAR) and Japan International Cooperation Agency 

(JICA) found that women are underrepresented in trial sites, participatory technology evaluations, and 

demonstration field days, restricting their access to new technologies that could improve productivity. 

   Multiple studies, including those by Mulema, Jogo, Damtew, Mekonnen, and Thorne (2019) and 

others, revealed that political, economic, socio-cultural, and institutional factors limit women's 

participation in agricultural production. However, research often falls short of thoroughly addressing 

these constraints. Some studies discuss barriers like financing farmer training centers (FTCs), 

cooperatives, and resource ownership, but fail to capture the comprehensive range of challenges. 

Cultural norms frequently emerge as the main driver of low female participation, overshadowing 

political, economic, and institutional factors. 

   Cultural norms, favoring men over women, largely shape women’s roles in Ethiopia's political, 

institutional, economic, and organizational spheres. Two main perspectives exist on gender roles. The 

first attributes them to biological differences, neglecting the influence of socialization. The second, 

which considers roles as learned behaviors or those learned early in life, faces criticism for presenting 

gender as a natural phenomenon or personal choice. Both approaches are limited, as they fail to 

address societal pressures that perpetuate inequalities (Kurtz, 1999). A third approach contends that 

gender roles are produced and reinforced to uphold unequal systems, with socialization serving as a 

mechanism to maintain disparities (Herree and Hall, 1996). 

   Despite efforts to enhance women’s participation in participatory agricultural research, the impact 

has been minimal. For instance, the Amhara Agricultural Research Institute (ARARI) aimed to reach 

30% female participation, while the Amhara Bureau of Agriculture (ABoA) set targets of 50% 

married and 100% widowed or divorced female beneficiaries in participatory extension services. 

However, these goals remained unmet (ARARI, 2020; ABoA, 2020). Although rural women 

contribute significantly to agricultural production, they rarely engage in participatory research or 

interact with researchers and extension service providers. Limited research has been conducted to 

analyze the constraints contributing to this low participation. This study, therefore, seeks to 

investigate the socio-cultural, economic, political, institutional, and organizational factors that prevent 

women farmers from participating in agricultural research. It concentrates on qualitative rather than 

quantitative studies, aiming at informing policy improvements, promoting women’s empowerment, 

and enhancing gender equality in agricultural research. Based on the findings, the study provides 

recommendations for researchers, extension agents, development practitioners, and administrators to 

promote gender equality in agricultural research. 
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2. Research Methods 

2.1. Description of the Study Areas 

The research was carried out in Jigayelmdar and Abchikli kebeles of Jabitehnan and South Achefer 

Woredas, West Gojjam zone, Amhara region, respectively. Jabitehnan is one of the fourteen woredas 

of the West Gojjam Administrative Zone. It is situated 380 km north of Addis Ababa, the capital of 

Ethiopia, and 180 km south of Bahir Dar, the regional capital. "Finoteselam" serves as the woreda's 

administrative hub. The woreda covers 112,772.1 hectares. Most areas have 14–32°C annual mean 

temperatures, with a mean annual rainfall of 1250 mm, and elevations ranging from 1500–2300 

meters above sea level (Wondie and Alemneh, 2018). 

   South Achefer woreda is situated 60 kilometers southwest of the Amhara regional capital. It 

administers two urban and eighteen rural kebeles. The elevation of the Woreda varies between 1,500 

and 2,500 masl. Though there are mountains, valleys, and undulating areas, the woreda is renowned 

for its flat terrain. The climate in 87% of the woreda is temperate, while the remaining 13% 

experiences cold weather. The yearly rainfall average is between 1,450 and 1,594 mm. The Woreda 

Agriculture Office has sources that indicate the total area of South Achefer is around 118,228 

hectares. Approximately 4,850 hectares, or 4% of the entire land area, are covered with forest land 

(Capacity Building for Scaling up of Evidence-Based Best Practices in Agricultural Production in 

Ethiopia [CASCAPE], 2015). 

 
Figure 1: Location map of the study areas 

 

The two woredas were purposefully selected because they have been research intervention areas of 

ARARI, as well as other initiatives such as the CASCAPE and Integrated Seed Sector Development 

(ISSD) projects, the Agricultural Growth Program (AGP), and NGOs collaborating with ARARI 

(CASCAPE, 2015; Ministry of Agriculture [MoA], 2015; Abadi et al., 2018). In addition, they were 

chosen due to the existing gaps related to the identified problem. Furthermore, since all of the kebeles 

in the woredas shared homogeneity traits, one kebele from each woreda was purposefully selected. 
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2.2. Research Approach 

A mixed research approach was used for gathering, examining, and interpreting data in a single study 

or a series of studies. A semi-structured questionnaire was used to get quantitative data from 

respondents, while two focus group discussions (FGDs) and three key informant interviews (KIIs) 

were used to gather qualitative data from participants. The validity of the data gathered via a 

quantitative survey was increased by using qualitative data. When collecting qualitative data through 

FGDs and KIIs, questions aligning with the research objectives were forwarded for discussion until 

the barriers to women's participation were fully comprehended. This was done while taking into 

account the homogeneity of the participants. 

2.3. Sampling Techniques and Sample Size  

A random sampling method was used to choose respondents from the two kebeles. Yamane's (1967) 

simplified formula was used to determine respondents' sample size, taking into account its 

applicability for an infinite (known) population size and guaranteeing a given degree of precision. A 

total of 190 women from both female-headed households (FHHs) and women in male-headed 

households (WMHHs) were sampled. In proportion to the total HH size, women respondents were 

sampled in each kebele (Jigayelmdar 814 and Abchikli 1917).  

 

 

Where: 

n = Sample size used in the research; 

N = HHs number in both kebeles, assuming that women in all HHs are affected by the issue; 

e = Level of precision or Sampling of Error, which is 5% 

 

Thirty-five more samples were collected to improve the data's correctness. As a result, 225 samples 

were collected from the two kebeles (72 women in MHHs and 36 FHHs in Abchikli kebele, and 75 

women in MHHs and 42 in FHHs in Jigayelmdar kebele). In contrast, a total of 22 female survey 

respondents from MHHs and FHHs were purposefully selected for FGDs in the two study locations to 

gather qualitative data. Eleven FGD participants were chosen from each kebele, as it is more difficult 

for participants to pair up in breakaway conversations with even numbers (Dawson, 2007). 

Furthermore, based on their roles and responsibilities in the research and extension systems, three 

development agents (DAs) from each kebele and two subject-matter specialists (SMSs) from each 

woreda were chosen as key informants (KIs). Two socio-economists from Adet and Andassa research 

centers were also regarded as KIs. 

 

2.4. Data Analysis 

The quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics such as percentage, frequency, mean, 

and standard deviation. Following the transcription of the qualitative data from FGDs and KIIs, the 

handwritten notes were organized, condensed, grouped, and ultimately subjected to thematic analysis 

methods. They were applied to improve the reliability and validity of the descriptive statistics 

findings.  

 

3. Results and Discussions 

3.1. Women Farmers’ Socioeconomic Conditions 

Marital status, age, family size, education of family heads, and ownership of land and livestock were 

among the socioeconomic factors that influenced women’s engagement in participatory agricultural 

research (PAR) such as Participatory Variety Selection (PVS), Participatory Technology Evaluation 

(PTE), Pre-extension demonstration through Farmers Research and Extension Group (FREG), and 

technology pre-scaling up. About 35% of the respondents were women who were separated, divorced, 
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or widowed (FHHs), and 65.3% were women in married households (WMHHs), of which the 

majority were illiterate (Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Households' marital status, educational level, and religion  

Households’ marital status Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Married women (MHH) 147 65.3 

Divorced, widowed, separated (FHH) 78 34.7 

Educational level   

Cannot read and write 165 73.3 

Can read and write 10 4.4 

1−4 22 9.8 

5−8 22 9.8 

9−10 4 1.8 

11−12 2 0.9 

 

The average family size in MHHs and FHHs was 5.0, and the mean age of women in these HHs was 

37.9 (Table 2). The qualitative result reveals that the involvement of women in PAR was influenced 

by their age, family size, land size, and the number of livestock they owned. According to FGD 

participants, farmers' motivation to participate in Participatory Agricultural Research (PAR) 

endeavors decreases with age, especially after 60, as their health and stamina deteriorate. Family size 

(productive age) has its role in stimulating women farmers to participate in PAR activities. FHHs that 

didn’t have a bigger family or have labor shortages compared to MHHs have been constrained to 

participate in FREG and pre-scaling ups. This finding conforms to Ofolsha and Mansingh (2016), 

who reported that FHHs typically have smaller family sizes and fewer economically active members, 

leading to labor constraints. They face disadvantages in deploying family labor, forcing reliance on 

hired labor or constraining participation in farm-based activities like FREG or community research 

programs. 

   FGD participants accentuated that farmers with significant farmland holdings are willing to 

participate in PAR so long as they are given the opportunity. The present findings are consistent with 

the research reports of Mulema et al. (2019), indicating that women who own small farmed holdings 

and reside far from weather roads are less inclined to take part in technology testing.  

   On the other hand, FGD participants asserted that women's participation in PAR is impacted by 

their cattle ownership status. Women are more likely to participate if they own a large number of 

cattle, and vice versa. Contrary to their male counterparts, FHHs have participated in PAR to a lesser 

extent due to the smaller number of livestock they owned, especially concerning draft oxen. Farmers 

must have the means and be somewhat wealthy to adopt technology pushed by research institutions, 

and/or extension organizations (Admassie and Ayele, 2011).  
 

Table 2. Demographic and socioeconomic variables. 

Variable WMHH (n=147) FHH (n=78) Total (total=225) 

Mean Mean Mean 

Age 35.0 43.35 37.9 

Family size 5.41 4.20 5.00 

Household farm size (ha) 1.52 1.41 1.50 

Total livestock holding (TLU) 5.17 1.77 6.66 

    Cattle 3.55 0.20 3.75 

    Sheep 0.59 0.97 1.56 

    Goat 0.06 0.08 0.14 

    Chicken 0.18 0.29 0.48 

    Bee colonies 0.55 0.14 0.40 

    Equines 0.24 0.09 0.33 

Note: Tropical Livestock Unit (TLU), which is 0.7 for cattle, 0.1 for sheep or goats, and 0.01 for chickens, is a 

livestock index that compares the herd sizes across the various livestock species (Njuki et al., 2011). 
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3.2. Constraints Affecting Women Farmers’ Participation in PAR  

3.2.1. Socio-cultural Constraints 

The socio-cultural barriers limiting women's participation in PAR activities are summarized in Table 

3. These include low self-esteem, the community-supported belief that husbands should lead the 

family (despite the new family code, Article 50 Sub-Article 1), and high rates of illiteracy, all of 

which have hindered PAR and technology dissemination. Women's participation in PAR, technology, 

and knowledge transfer is hampered by the community's belief that women are incompetent and are 

only meant for household chores. Women also believe that they are born for childbearing and raising 

children. In addition, the majority of researchers and DAs are apathetic to gender, and they prefer to 

collaborate with males who, in their views, are confident, quick-witted, and amiable. Likewise, men 

acting as head of the family with all decision-making authority and the lack of cooperation and 

sharing of responsibilities between marriage partners have also been identified as the socio-cultural 

impediments that contributed to women’s lower participation.  

   Socio-cultural factors, such as the widely held belief that men are the rightful representatives of the 

household, significantly impede women’s participation. This is supported by two key findings: 55% 

of the married women surveyed reported that their husbands did not share knowledge from research 

and training activities, and an identical 55% of respondents agreed that husbands are confident that 

they are the right persons to participate (Table 3). This result agrees with the International Food 

Policy Research Institute (IFPRI, 2010) report, which discloses the belief that providing extension and 

research services to one family member will have a cascading effect on other family members, 

including female members. However, men don't essentially talk to their wives about production 

choices or impart agricultural knowledge, and if agricultural (research and extension) information is 

focused on men's priorities or crops, it might not be helpful to women (Meinzen et al., 2011). 
 

Table 3. Socio-cultural reasons for non-participation in participatory agricultural research activities 

and training (N=225/147) 
 

Reasons Percentage and no. of respondents 

replied “Yes” (%) 

I haven’t been asked by researchers or extension workers, as they 

do not have full trust in women. 

69.8 (157) 

Researchers and DAs did not mostly nominate women for the 

actual research activities, as they are biased towards men because 

men are rational, assertive, energetic, and interactive. 

58.7 (132) 

Husbands have to participate as they are heads of the HH and are 

knowledgeable*. 

55 (80) 

Domestic work burden, fear of men’s intimidation and harassment 38.0 (56) 

I am not selected because of the misconception that women do not 

farm and produce; they only do smaller things for assistance 

73.4(163) 

Researchers and DAs don’t have confidence or trust in women that 

success could be achieved when working with them.  

40.0(90) 

Researchers and DAs' inattention to women, if any, is minimal. 50.0(113) 

I am not involved in the events of knowledge transfer, for I’m a 

female. 

51.0 (115) 

Husbands share the knowledge they gained with their 

spouses/Women’s belief that husbands’ participation suffices*. 

45.0 (66) 

Husbands' confidence that they are the right persons to participate  55.0(80) 

Researchers and DAs believe women are inactive, irrational, less 

assertive, and difficult to achieve success working with them. 

34.2(77) 

Women fail to participate due to old age, weak health, and the 

misconception that training brings no difference. 

8.6(19) 

Women fail to participate due to a lack of interest. 0.4 (1) 

Note: Questions with an asterisk (*) were forwarded to married women only. 
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Out of the thirteen reasons, only seven have had a substantial impact on women's non-participation in 

PVS, PTE, pre-extension demonstration and pre-scaling up training, FDs, and experience-sharing 

trips. Over 73% of the respondents avowed that the perception that women do not farm and produce is 

the reason why women did not participate in the knowledge-transfer activities mentioned above. This 

finding is in line with the findings of Haile (2016), who explains that the vital role rural women play 

in agriculture often goes unnoticed, as extension services and on-farm research endeavors tend to 

focus mainly on male farmers—reinforcing the stereotype that women are not primary producers. 

Researchers’ and DAs’ inattentiveness to women farmers (50%) has impeded women’s participation 

in the events of knowledge transfer. Likewise, femaleness in sex (51%), and husbands' credence that 

they are the right persons to be at the forefront of events (55%) have been identified as the causes of 

lower participation of women in trainings, FDs, and experience-sharing visits. 

   Women have contributed significantly to technology evaluation and selection, as shown in Figure 2. 

To assess this, respondents were asked about the level of women's involvement in varietal selection 

and evaluation activities. Accordingly, 53.8%, 46.9%, and 35.4% of respondents indicated that 

women make medium, high, and very high contributions, respectively. This aligns with the findings 

of Weltzien, Louise, Smith, and Meitzner (2001), who noted that in smallholder farming systems, 

women often act as plant breeders—responsible for domesticating species and selecting germplasm 

with desirable traits for baking, cooking, and taste. Due to their central role in food preparation and 

household care, women are especially concerned with quality, which is a key factor influencing the 

adoption of varieties (Meinzen et al., 2011). 

 

Figure 2: Women’s contribution (%) in technology evaluation and selection (N=225.147) 

 

Respondents were also asked whether the mistaken belief of society that women are born for 

reproductive and community roles has marginalized them from taking part in participatory research. 

About 50% of the respondents strongly agreed, while 43.6% of them agreed that the misconception of 

the community is one of the constraints hindering women farmers from partaking in FREG, pre-

scaling up, and associated events (Table 4).  
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Table 4. Reasons for women’s marginalization in PVS, PTE, Pre-extension demonstration, pre-scaling 

up, and associated events (N=225.147) 
 

Reasons Percentage and no. of 

respondents replied 

“Yes” (%) 

I strongly agree that women’s marginalization is because of society’s 

conception that they are born for reproductive and community roles. 

50.0(113) 

I agree that women’s marginalization is because of society’s 

conception that women are born for reproductive and community roles. 

43.6(98) 

I have no idea whether women’s reproductive and community roles 

influence women’s participation.  

6.2(14) 

I strongly disagree that women’s marginalization is because of 

society’s conception that they are born for reproductive and 

community roles. 

0.4 (1) 

I disagree that women’s marginalization is because of society’s 

conception that they are born for reproductive and community roles. 

1.8(4) 

 

Socio-cultural factors remain significant barriers to women’s participation in agricultural research and 

extension activities. FGDs revealed that researchers and DAs often overlook women’s participation 

and contributions in Farmers Research and Extension Groups (FREGs) and pre-scaling-up activities, 

including training and experience-sharing visits. DAs, particularly those familiar with the community, 

often favor male farmers who are typically considered household decision-makers. This bias aligns 

with the findings of Kuma and Nesha (2008), who reported that mostly male DAs serve male farmers 

due to cultural norms that portray women as being less educated, lacking decision-making power, and 

having limited access to information. 

   Traditionally, men are seen as family representatives in agricultural activities, perpetuating a view 

that limits women’s engagement. Although Ethiopia's legal reforms now grant gender equality in 

family administration, men still act as HH heads and dominate training and field demonstrations, 

while women manage household tasks. Some men do not allow their wives to attend events that could 

promote their agricultural knowledge and awareness of how entrenched gender roles impact women’s 

participation. Many women have internalized these cultural beliefs, viewing themselves as 

subordinates. As a result, women often encourage researchers and DAs to communicate directly with 

their husbands, limiting their own engagement. 

   Key informant interviews revealed that social norms further reinforce discriminatory treatment 

against women, viewing them as less rational, assertive, and friendly. These biases lead researchers 

and DAs to prioritize men, even though women contribute significantly to agriculture. This bias 

contradicts liberal feminist theory, which posits that social norms unfairly portray women as 

intellectually inferior. Liberal feminists argue that differences in educational access, rather than 

intellectual capacity, create disparities between men and women (Tong, 2009). From this perspective, 

equal opportunities should be provided to all, emphasizing the liberal belief that all individuals are 

fundamentally rational. 

   Community attitudes discourage women from participating in public events, as they are often 

ridiculed or labeled as lazy for attending meetings or training sessions. Studies by Mwale and Dodo 

(2017) and Biri and Mutambwa (2013) support this finding, showing that cultural and religious norms 

often prevent women from accessing education and other resources. According to liberal feminist 

theory, these restrictive social norms, along with legal and customary barriers, are the primary causes 

of women's subordination, keeping them from achieving success in public spaces. Discriminatory 

laws and societal beliefs create an environment where women lack confidence and trust, reinforcing 

the perception that naturalizes/justifies inequality is natural. 
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   Therefore, as per the proponents of the theory, gender inequality can be tackled by reforming and 

strengthening the educational, political, and legal systems. They propose the alteration of 

discriminatory legal provisions and false beliefs of the society that considers gender differences to be 

biological and inevitable through legal reform, education, and political commitment. These changes 

are essential to overcome the subordination that stems from several societal and legal barriers that 

prevent women from entering and succeeding in the so-called public sphere. In parallel with this 

notion, liberal feminists, who are backed by many contemporary feminists, assert that the government 

ought to step in and make the necessary changes to ensure that everyone has equal access to the 

playground and necessities (Tong, 2009).  

   Concerning PAR and extension services, the KIs from the Office of Agriculture pointed out that it 

was not very simple for male researchers and extension agents to work with women farmers in 

previous years. Customary norms did not favor women in MHHs to work together or discuss the 

issues of both pre-scaling up and FREG activities and agricultural extension in the absence of their 

spouses.  

   Moreover, husbands usually decline to register/pass the names of their wives to researchers or DAs 

for events like training, experience-sharing visits, FDs of PTE/PVS, pre-extension demonstration, and 

pre-scaling up. They tend to place themselves at the forefront regardless of the strength and 

productivity of their wives. Likewise, although women are strong, committed, and diligent in 

undertaking agricultural tasks, researchers and DAs (the latter delegated by researchers) are not so 

motivated to register their names for participation in PR activities and events. This is because of the 

cultural reasons discussed before and budgetary constraints. Thus, the institutional target (30%) has 

not been achieved over the past ten years. Researchers did not pay much attention to women farmers 

to maximize their participation in FREG and pre-scaling-up activities despite their enormous 

contribution to quality evaluation. This conforms to the report by Christinck, Weltzien, Rattunde, and 

Ashby (2017), i.e., women have distinct roles and responsibilities in farming and food systems; 

examples include their particular competence in traits relevant to post-harvest processing and food 

preparation and their frequent concern for features related to family food security. Nevertheless, it is 

mainly men who actively participate in PVS, PTE, pre-extension demonstrations, and pre-scaling-up 

field days, where they compare and evaluate the merits and demerits of different varieties using 

various criteria. As indicated here-in-before, women whose gender roles are assumed to be cooking, 

baking, brewing, distilling alcohol, and so forth have not been formally invited to attend the above-

mentioned events. This is attributed to the fact that researchers and DAs believe that women could not 

contribute equally to model farmers and would not appear at the scene of the FDs because of 

cumbersome household activities.  

 

3.2.2. Institutional and Organizational Constraints 

The data presented in Table 5 indicate that women's participation in PAR and extension is impeded by 

institutional and organizational barriers. Respondents identified three main institutional barriers to 

women’s equal participation: weak or unenforced FREG/community bylaws for couples’ participation 

(84%), limited and under-resourced government research institutions (60.4%), and lack of credit 

access due to requirements for immovable assets or group collateral (52%). The study's conclusion 

regarding the absence or lax enforcement of community bylaws complies with Zewdie's (2008) 

finding that bylaws and adherence to them improve all FREG members' participation in PR at every 

stage, from planning and execution to FD attendance.  
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Table 5. Institutional and organizational constraints for lower participation of women in participatory 

research (N = 225/212) 
 

Constraints Percentage and no. of 

respondents who replied 

“Yes” (%) 

The inexistence or non-enforcement of community by-laws for 

couples' participation 

84(178) 

Inadequate government research institutions and their inefficiency to 

fulfill the technology needs of smallholder farmers  

60.4(136) 

Lack of credit and the requirement of property or group collateral 52.0(110) 

Limited effectiveness and efficiency of FREGs 45.0(95) 

 

FGD participants and key informants identified several institutional and organizational barriers to 

farmers’ participation in PR: limited credit access and strict collateral requirements, weak or ignored 

community bylaws with respect to FREG, researcher and DA bias favoring men in on-farm and pre-

scaling activities, and the inability of research institutions to effectively reach women, cover wider 

areas, or deliver adequate technologies. Previously, farmers accessed most inputs, including improved 

seeds, on credit, but now only fertilizer is provided this way. 

   Resource-poor farmers, especially FHHs, did not have the opportunity to get credit from 

cooperatives for the purchase of draft oxen, improved seeds, or other inputs except fertilizer. They 

had not been treated differently/affirmatively because of their disprivileged position in society and 

weak economic status. Both male and female farmers who had been unable to buy fertilizer because 

of financial constraints were provided with credit. Farmers were able to get the input after discussion 

with DAs and the dispatch of a cover letter to cooperatives by the kebele agricultural development 

offices. Similarly, credit was made accessible for both MHHs and FHHs when their planted crop 

failed to emerge or vanished after emergence because of the early cessation of rainfall. It has been 

arranged for farmers to replant their plots with fast-growing crops or crops that can grow with residual 

moisture. In a nutshell, there has never been credit for any other inputs or activities for women except 

for fertilizer. This result is in line with the findings of Huib, Yared, Sihin, and Eunice (2021), which 

suggest that restricted access to credit or savings, combined with an inability to acquire the 

technology, prevented poorer HHs, including those headed by women, from adopting new 

technology. 

   A key informant said, “The absence or non-enforcement of FREG rules or community by-laws, 

which coax marriage partners for joint (couples) participation, has affected women not to being active 

participants and beneficiaries of research endeavors.” This indicates that the absence or lack of 

implementation of community regulations that guide husbands to participate in training, PTE, PVS, 

Pre-extension demonstration, pre-scaling up, and FDs with their spouses has prevented women not to 

benefiting from the PR and extension undertakings. This corroborates the research results by Zewdie 

(2008), where over 50% of the FREG members in Kalu woreda failed to be bound by the agreed-upon 

bylaws to attend meetings fortnightly.   

   Over 86% of the survey participants agreed that farmers can choose from a variety of crop and 

livestock technologies, inputs, and extension advice when the private sector is more heavily engaged 

in technology development and extension services. However, their involvement provides more 

opportunities to men who are economically better off than those separated, widowhood women, and 

their spouses who have no control over resources. Women who are financially constrained may not 

make use of the services of the private sector as much as their male counterparts. Yet, the engagement 

of service providers in the agricultural sector widens extension services and technology options for 

women, provided that the government research and extension services continue. This finding is 

substantiated by the result of the FGD, such that MHHs in the research areas are economically so 
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strong that they can utilize private research and extension services. Conversely, as the FHHs in the 

study areas were poor, they rarely had the means to pay for the typically costly private sector 

technologies or extension services (Table 6). 

   Regarding the government and private sector service delivery, FGD participants underscored that 

6.25 kgs of BH-546 improved maize variety was sold for ETB 268 by the Amhara Seed Enterprise (a 

government enterprise) in 2021. On the other hand, a pack of about 9 kg of Limu variety, a pioneer 

variety released by a private company, has been bought for 820 ETB from one-stop-shop centers. The 

latter maize technology was sold for over 1,700 ETB on the black market. Given this, BH-546 can be 

an optional variety for farmers (poor men and women) who cannot afford the Limu variety. So long as 

it is properly planted, managed, and protected from pests, it can yield on average from 6–7.5 t ha⁻¹, 

while Limu, the favorite variety of many farmers in terms of productivity, can be purchased by well-

to-do farmers from the private sector. Therefore, accepting the private research and extension service 

providers as alternative sources of technologies and inputs, FGD participants—particularly FHHs—

preferred government research and extension services (provided for free or with a minimum 

subsidized cost) to private ones, as they were poor. 

   With respect to women's poor economic standing, Gimenez (1999) noted that it is associated with 

the idea of the "feminization of poverty," which is brought about by shifts in mortality and marriage 

rates, divorce and separation rates, and unwed births, which lead to a rise in FHHs. The increased 

number of women over 65 living alone is a result of their longer life expectancies, and a sizable 

percentage of these women are impoverished. Younger women assume leadership roles in families 

when they decide to live alone while they work and wait to marry until they feel ready, or when they 

have unwed children and decide to separate or divorce. The poverty rate among women is likewise 

significantly correlated with male unemployment and salary declines. These elements have been 

linked to the dissolution of marriage, marital tension and savagery, and the inability to start a family. 

   Concerning the previous point, Ruth Sidel contends that institutional and ideological limitations that 

are specific to women also contribute to women's poverty. The need to develop occupational and 

educational skills that will help them support themselves if they remain single or their marriage 

dissolves is undervalued. Women who have been socialized to prioritize their family responsibilities, 

see themselves primarily as wives and mothers, and find their fulfilment in marriage and the family, 

are likely to be overlooked or ignored. Despite their social, economic, and psychological significance, 

women's household tasks are undervalued, time-consuming, and limiting to their full participation in 

the labor sector. 

   Table 6 shows that a significant proportion of participants (48.8%) expressed that augmenting the 

count of female researchers and extension agents would support the breakdown of cultural 

impediments and encourage the involvement of women farmers in agricultural research and extension. 

This measure is crucial for enhancing women's participation in PVS, PTE, pre-extension 

demonstration through FREG, technology pre-scaling up, training, and FDs. Respondents also 

revealed that it is beneficial to have more female extension agents and researchers because it allows 

female farmers to easily communicate and discuss issues with them without feeling intimidated or 

uneasy (51.1%). Over 40% of respondents revealed that female researchers and extension agents are 

more able to interact with and comprehend women farmers than their male colleagues. These findings 

align with reports from the IFPRI and the Ethiopian Development Research Institute (EDRI) (2009), 

which indicate that more female extension agents and researchers can be employed to leverage their 

diverse perspectives and insights to effectively address the particular challenges faced by both male 

and female farmers in the area, especially the needs of rural women.  

   Furthermore, the results of the descriptive statistics support the findings of Meinzen et al. (2011), 

who noted that while male researchers are capable of attending to the concerns of female farmers, the 

imbalance of gender among agricultural scientists reduces the possibility that the particular needs of 

rural women will be satisfied. The underrepresentation of women in agricultural science (with only 

8% of female researchers and 24% of extension workers under ARARI and ABoA, respectively) also 
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means that women's opinions are not given as much weight in crucial policy discussions and decision-

making processes.  

 

Table 6. Institutional and organizational disinhibitions for participation (N = 225/212) 

Disinhibitions Percentage 

and no. of 

respondents 

who replied 

“Yes” (%) 

Improved private sector engagement in technology development and extension 

service provision provides more chances to men, yet broadens the options of women 

in MHHs and FHHs. 

86.8(184) 

Women's involvement in FREG undertakings and pre-scaling ups is enhanced, and 

cultural constraints are addressed when there are more female researchers and DAs. 

48.8(107) 

With female researchers and extension workers, women can converse openly and 

honestly without fear or doubt.   

51.1(112) 

Compared to their male counterparts, female researchers and extension agents have a 

greater understanding of women's issues. 

40.3(88) 

Women farmers regard female researchers and extension workers as daughters or 

sisters.  

8.9 (20) 

 

The KIs (SMS and researchers) pointed out that there was a limitation in gender mainstreaming, both 

in research and extension systems. Gender mainstreaming, as a rule, is there and it is made part of the 

annual plans of the research and extension systems; however, it has not been implemented as such 

practically. The needs, priorities, and contributions of both women and men farmers have not been 

critically or adequately addressed in agricultural research and development efforts. Capacity 

development programs on gender and gender mainstreaming for farmers, researchers, and extension 

agents have either been lacking or insufficient. Moreover, opportunities for women farmers to 

participate in training, field days (FDs), and experience-sharing visits have been very limited, partly 

due to budgetary constraints. 

   Due to limited funding and lack of commitment from leadership at all levels, agricultural research 

and development institutions—like many other government organizations—have not implemented 

gender budgeting or gender auditing. Over the past five years, only a few training opportunities were 

offered, primarily to research and extension staff, and these were mainly financed by external projects 

and programs. However, the post-training contributions of the participants were minimal. As a result, 

information from researchers and extension workers indicates that gender mainstreaming—such as 

ensuring equal participation of male and female farmers in knowledge transfer events (trainings, field 

days, and experience-sharing visits)—has not been effectively implemented. Moreover, women have 

not been adequately involved in the planning, implementation, and evaluation of research activities 

and related events, as they should have been, by ARARI and ABoA. 

 

3.2.3. Political Constraints 

About 76% of the participants stated that the excessive attention on model farmers, who were mostly 

male and politically engaged members of the ruling party, has reduced the opportunities for other 

farmers, particularly women, to take part in pre-extension demonstrations, PVS, and PTE through 

FREG and pre-scaling up. Model farmers are those who exhibit better levels of production as a result 

of their "best practices," which they are supposed to share with others via peer-to-peer learning in 

farmer networks. This is highlighted in a report by the Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources 

(MoANR) and the Agricultural Transformation Agency (ATA) (2017). Women are less likely to hold 
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leadership roles in FREGs as a result of the model farmers' special treatment. About 90% of the 

participants disapproved of the priority frequently granted to model farmers, believing that non-model 

farmers possess the determination and drive to engage in pre-scaling up and FREG activities. They 

said that women's participation in agricultural research has been put in jeopardy because of the 

emphasis placed on model farmers, which is in opposition to laws and policies that guarantee equal 

treatment for all citizens. Similarly, most women have not actively participated in or benefited from 

agricultural research and development, largely due to the weak enforcement of key government 

policies and laws such as the constitution, federal and regional rural land laws, the national women’s 

policy, family law, participatory research and extension systems, and credit services that have been in 

place for the past 30 years (Table 7). 

 

Table 7. Political impediments affecting women’s involvement in participatory agricultural research 

(N = 225/222). 
 

Constraints Percentage and no. 

of respondents 

who responded 

“Yes” (%) 

The excessive attention to the politically engaged model farmers decreased the 

opportunities for women to participate in FREGs and pre-scaling ups. 

76 (171) 

Non-model farmers can also be devoted to learning and using cutting-edge 

agricultural methods and improved technologies. 

90.1(201)  

All farmers must be treated equally within the policy and legal framework, 

regardless of their sex, wealth, status, etc. 

98.2(218) 

The laws and policies put in place over the last 30 years have not been fully or 

stringently applied. 

96.4(217) 

 

On the other hand, the KIs have stated that the excessive attention on model farmers is the cause of 

the discriminatory treatment of smallholders in the study areas and elsewhere in the region. They were 

mostly selected by DAs rather than researchers, as they were familiar with the kebeles they had been 

working in. Moreover, several other farmers have lost confidence in the system and service delivery 

due to the extension and advisory service, which essentially considers that model farmers are farmers 

who are more faithful to the ruling party.  

   According to participants, experts in the research and extension systems were not impartial. They 

tended to exclude women who were not members of the ruling party, as well as elected members of 

the former farmers’ associations (All Ethiopian Farmers Association)—labeling them as bureaucrats. 

Instead, these experts focused their support on model farmers. The model farmers are presumed to be 

selected based on hard work and implementation of full-package activities; however, the overriding 

criteria are wealth and political allegiance. This qualitative finding conforms to the findings of 

Berhanu and Poulton (2014), who found that model farmers are often wealthier farmers who have 

gained access to sizable tracts of land and are supported by the regime's ruling party. Likewise, 

Hailemicael and Haug (2020) have confirmed that follower farmers believe model farmers receive 

agricultural inputs first when they are distributed, have more persistent interactions with extension 

workers, are more skilled and aware of various opportunities and practices, and have free access to 

certain experimental inputs. 

   The FGD findings also revealed that the excessive focus on model farmers was the cause of the 

discontent of many other follower farmers who liked to be treated fairly and indiscriminately in the 

research and extension advisory services. Model farmers were offered the chance to be participants in 

PR, particularly in FREGs, act as chairpersons of these groups, get training, host the on-farm trials, 

participate in experience-sharing visits, take part in FDs, and get the new, improved varieties that 
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have been tested. On the other hand, although very few, women farmers who had been members of 

the ruling party were also at the forefront of participating and benefiting from PAR and extension 

compared to the non-members, both men and women. Simply put, as the majority of women follower 

farmers were not participants and beneficiaries of research and extension services, the female model 

farmers (party members) were given priority to take part in PAR and extension. These female model 

farmers, like any other male model farmers, were usually selected by DAs who took the proxy from 

the researchers. Thus, they were allowed to participate in trainings, meetings, experience-sharing 

visits, and FDs, and were allowed to be selected as host farmers where they could get the varieties 

tested after the completion of the on-farm trials.  

   Concerning their participation in the regular extension and advisory services which are partly 

executed with the collaboration of research (training given to SMS and DAs, providing seeds for 

demonstration trials, preparation and revision of technology packages), the FGDs participants 

mentioned that the female model farmers have been favorably treated with the presumption that they 

could be role models to the other follower farmers. Therefore, they were given chances to participate 

in trainings, demonstrations, FDs, and experience-sharing visits with the belief that they would pass 

on the knowledge and the skills they acquired and help other follower farmers to catch up with them. 

In the eyes of model farmers and DAs, these farmers are hesitant to adopt technologies and 

recommendations. In a nutshell, FGD discussants emphasized that information sharing/knowledge 

transfer from husbands to their wives and vice versa had never been put into practice exactly. This 

qualitative result is in harmony with Brown, Nuberg, and Llewellyn (2019), who reported that model 

farmers, both men and women, frequently neglect to share knowledge with other farmers. Therefore, 

follower farmers are frequently indignant about the exclusive privileges that model farmers enjoy 

because, according to Brown, the bias towards model farmers has led them to believe that model 

farmers are favored in the extension and advisory services simply because they are members of the 

ruling party. 

   Ethiopia has endorsed the 2030 agenda for SDG, which also centers on gender equality (goal 5); 

accordingly, discourses were made with KIs and FGD participants about their representation in 

leadership/kebele administrations. The result shows that in Jigayelmdar kebele, there were only 2 

women among 7 cabinet members, and in Abchikli, from the total of 6 cabinet positions, only the 

women's affairs were led by a woman. Participants of the study confirmed that females were assigned 

to the positions of women’s affairs, health, and sometimes education, both in the woreda and kebele 

administrations. This is supported by Cohen and Lemma (2011), who report that women are more 

frequently appointed to roles related to women's affairs, health, and education in woreda and kebele 

cabinets, while they are less often assigned to positions in security, finance, and agriculture. The two 

kebele administrations and the two kebele councils’ spokespersons and deputy spokespersons were 

not dedicated as much to making women farmers politically active so that they could decide their 

fortune in agricultural development endeavors. This is because the cabinet and council members have 

inadequate awareness of gender issues, which prevents them from giving women the assistance they 

need to achieve economic and political empowerment.  

   Furthermore, FGD participants disclosed that, despite their engagements in cooperatives and some 

groups such as FREGs and farmers' development groups, women were devoid of leadership positions 

in these groups. This FGD result is consistent with the findings of Ampaire, Machethe, and Birachi 

(2013), who found that farmers’ groups may provide a means for women to develop their abilities in a 

variety of ways. Nevertheless, these groups' leadership structures and membership makeup show 

some disparities. For instance, women may make up 30 to 50% of the group's overall membership, 

but they are underrepresented in the leadership of these farmers' groups, which prevents their views 

from being completely heard and their needs from being answered.  

   It was anticipated that the Women's League (the political wing of EPRDF), the Women's 

Association, and the Women's Federation (Civil Societies) in the kebeles would be crucial in boosting 

rural women's involvement in health, education, and agriculture. Nonetheless, due to the lack of 
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dedication on the part of leaders and members, their contribution was insignificant. Many of the FGD 

participants in the study locations, particularly in Abchikli, were not aware that the aforementioned 

civic society and political organizations even existed. This highlights the lack of connection between 

women, civil society, and political organizations. 

 

3.2.4. Economic Constraints  

Figure 3 illustrates the responses from the respondents regarding the economic barriers hampering 

women farmers from participating in PVS, PTE, and pre-extension demonstration through FREG, and 

pre-scaling up. These barriers included high input costs (83.3%), shortage of draft oxen (82.1%), low 

income (71.8%), and lack of land (62.8%). In connection to this, the FGD participants stated that the 

lack of land, poor income, and high cost of inputs were the main obstacles to the adoption of 

agricultural technologies and other inputs. Richer farmers have access to better breeds, varieties, and 

other chemicals they can purchase from private dealers, government agencies, or cooperatives that 

increase their output. Poor farmers cannot afford these resources.  

   Key Informant Interviewees in district agriculture offices stated that the majority of FHHs 

experienced financial difficulties, which prevented them from hiring labor, renting land, purchasing 

draft oxen and other inputs, or adopting new technologies. Therefore, as a coping mechanism, those 

FHHs who possessed land but no draft oxen or who owned one ox borrowed the draft cattle from 

neighbors or relatives. Similarly, FHHs who lacked family labor, draft oxen, or the ability to employ 

hired labor rented out their land to another farmer who lacked any land of his/her own in exchange for 

a price. Or they rented out their land to farmers who needed more land for increased production. 

Conversely, a very small percentage of FHHs with money rented land to grow the food they need to 

support their families. Moreover, some of them engaged in sharecropping agreements, where farmers 

who lacked land but had labor and/or draft oxen "shared in." Farmers who had land but lacked both 

labor and oxen "shared out," and the final harvest was divided according to the terms of their 

agreement. The findings of this study are consistent with the assertions made by Debela and Abebe 

(2017) that the primary characteristic of FHHs of the poor is inadequate resource endowments, which 

prevent them from producing enough livelihood outcomes. 

 

 
Figure 3: Factors of production affecting FHHs' participation (N = 78) 

 

In a similar vein, the KIs stressed that the most crucial resource for agricultural production is land. 

Women who lost their land-use rights due to the dishonest behavior of their husbands during the 

dissolution of their marriage, or due to unjust decisions of regular courts or the land bureau, never 
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considered taking part in PR and extension. Since land is the primary barrier to technology adoption, 

women who were landless but relatively educated and eager to learn and take part in PTE, PVS, pre-

extension demonstration, and pre-scaling-up activities were unable to do so. Furthermore, people with 

small plots of land who did not participate in the abovementioned research activities adopted 

technologies that were readily available or technologies that were not their top priorities. The above-

discussed qualitative finding is in harmony with Teklu's (2005) reports that the majority of FHHs are 

affected by gender differences in land access and tenure security. Compared to HHs led by men, these 

households are typically poorer and more disadvantaged. 

   Women's economic empowerment through participation in PAR is essential to the realization of 

gender equality and women's rights. Women who are economically empowered can manage and 

obtain productive resources and can participate fully in agriculture and the markets on an equal basis 

with their male counterparts. They can also take charge of their own lives and schedules, speak up 

more, and actively engage in all aspects of economic decision-making from the private to the public 

arenas. 

   Politics is crucial to the empowerment of women. Gender equality and true democracy are 

inconceivable without their involvement in politics. This facilitates their direct participation in public 

decision-making and guarantees that women get more accountability. The first step towards their 

political liability is the rise in the percentage of women in leadership or decision-making roles. The 

involvement of women in achieving gender-sensitive governance is vital because it increases the 

effectiveness of all elected officials in advancing and guaranteeing gender equality in public policy. 

   The interrelation between the constraints and women’s equality can be summarized in such a way 

that the equality of women with men is influenced by a nation's economic status, institutions, politics, 

and sociocultural norms. In a nation where political, sociocultural, and economic development is 

evident and gender discrimination is nonexistent, education is free for both boys and girls. Women are 

treated equally rather than as housewives and caregivers, and they are not prohibited from 

employment and participating in the public spheres. They are not perceived as chatty or rude since 

they are free to speak in public without being mocked and laughed at. Moreover, discriminatory social 

institutions that affect women at all phases of life, limiting their access to opportunities for 

empowerment, justice, and rights, as well as undermining their ability to make life decisions, do not 

exist. Well-established social institutions, such as norms and values, encourage women to succeed in 

all facets of life and make their utmost effort in the development endeavors of a nation. 

   Conversely, in societies where sociocultural, political, institutional, and economic hurdles are too 

many, and gender discrimination is more pronounced, women are oppressed and disempowered. They 

are seen as passive beneficiaries, not as active participants in development endeavors; they are viewed 

as people whose main responsibilities are childbearing, raising, caring for household members, and 

performing other household chores rather than as partners in their country's social, political, and 

economic progress. 

   In general, to free women from poverty and make them economically and politically powerful, legal 

provisions (such as the new family law, land proclamations, and so forth, guaranteeing women equal 

rights with their spouses) should be strictly adhered to and enforced. The mistaken beliefs of society 

that consider gender differences to be biological and inevitable, society’s wrong perception that 

women are naturally intellectually and physically less capable than men, have to be dismantled 

through education and reform. Women are not mentally inferior, as Wollstonecraft (1792) argued. 

Rather, the perception of lower intelligence stems from their lack of education or illiteracy—an 

outcome of inequality, not a justification for it. Furthermore, advocates of liberal feminism contend 

that biological sex differences have no bearing on the awarding of political rights and that women are 

endowed with equal reasoning faculty to that of men.  

   Equal opportunities to women in all spheres of life, from the household to the national arena, can 

also empower them. For them to have access to political and economic rights, they should have equal 

chances in school and the legal system. For women to hold positions of authority in politics and 
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business, they need to have access to the same employment options as men (Lewis, 2018). By the 

same token, the philosophy of liberal feminism holds that women must be freed from repressive 

gender roles that serve as excuses for granting them a lower status or none at all. Regarding this, state 

intervention is very central in adjusting the playground to be equally fit for everyone and making 

basic requirements available to all the disadvantaged citizens. 

 

4. Conclusions and Recommendations 

Institutional, political, economic, and sociocultural barriers preventing women from participating in 

participatory agricultural research were analyzed using qualitative and quantitative methods. Results 

showed women’s participation in FREG activities and pre-scaling up were constrained by 

sociocultural barriers, institutional hurdles, political obstacles, and economic constraints. 

Sociocultural barriers included illiteracy, community misperceptions of women’s abilities, women’s 

low self-esteem, gender insensitivity and biases of researchers and DAs, and married spouses’ 

inability to share responsibilities and cooperate. Institutional hurdles involved ineffective enforcement 

of FREG rules and community bylaws that allow couples joint participation in agricultural technology 

and information events. Additional challenges were inefficiency of government research and 

extension in providing technologies, inputs, advisory services, and a lack of access to credit. Political 

obstacles were low representation and leadership positions, and a lack of commitment of kebele 

councils, women's leagues, federations, and organizations in working with women. Economic 

problems included a lack of draft power, poor income, costly inputs, and scarce land. 

   This study underscores the urgent need for interim administrative and policy interventions to 

promote gender equality until full gender mainstreaming is institutionalized in the research and 

development programs of ARARI and ABoA. Institutions involved in agricultural research and 

extension should raise awareness of gender equality among researchers, experts, and farmers by 

mainstreaming gender throughout the research system. They should also enforce participatory 

research (PR) principles via FREG rules that encourage couples’ joint participation. Women’s access 

to credit and protection of land use rights must be strengthened to facilitate the adoption of improved 

agricultural technologies, thereby enhancing women’s economic empowerment. Political 

organizations, civil society, and government institutions—such as the Women’s League, women’s 

federation, women’s association, kebele council, and administration—should reform and enforce legal 

and administrative policies that currently hinder women’s participation and economic benefits in 

participatory agricultural research. Finally, farmer nominations for participatory agricultural research 

(PAR) should be made jointly by researchers and development agents (DAs) to ensure women’s equal 

participation and benefit. 
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